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Prologue


 


GORGANSHA
HOME WORLD: JANUARY 20TH, 1003.


 


Hraston Gonoras sat his throne and studied the
star map that was projected into the air before him. The stars his people
inhabited were highlighted in yellow. There had been many more of them before
the Machines had come. The ones that were still there were mostly the more
populated systems, the industrial muscle of his Empire. Looked at that way,
they had retained over three quarters of the muscle, and lost some of the fat.
Of course, if the humans hadn’t arrived, he probably would have lost it all by
now.


They are such fools, he thought of the
newcomers to this section of space. Why in the hells did they offer to aid a
species that was not their own, not even subjugated by them. What did they get
out of it? He knew the Gorgansha people would not engage in such foolishness.
His people were practical. There were Gorgansha, and then there were enemies
and potential enemies. Unless they had been subjugated and enslaved. Most
Gorgansha still had a difficult time believing that any species that had become
a star power could live by the philosophy of altruism. It had to be a lie, and
the humans were trying to lull the Gorgansha into a false sense of security,
before they invaded.


Of course, there was still the threat of the
Artificial Lifeforms. The humans had advanced the tech of the Gorgansha fleet,
but only so they could use them as cannon fodder. Well, he wasn’t about to fall
for that. His fleet would be preserved. Let the humans fight and die to destroy
their creations. His fleet would defend his territory, and once the humans had
been weakened enough, he would destroy their fleet as well, and then the
expansion would begin.


“Dictator,” said one of his aids, walking into
the audience room and bowing. “The machine infestation has been crushed. The
human Marines have finished them off for us.”


That was one he should have listened to the
humans about. His scientists had developed their own war machines, both to
fight the evil invaders and to control their own slave populations. They had
started the development before the human contact, and the dictator had seen not
seen any reason to not deploy his robots. And then had come the slave revolt,
and the perfect opportunity to use the battle bots. Who had almost immediately
started attacking his own forces as soon as they put down the rebels.
Fortunately, the humans had been near, with their battle suited Marines, and
had been able to get the situation under control. While at the same time taking
some losses and leaving behind some wrecked suits his people had been able to
quickly hide. Soon they would have that technology as well.


The machines had gone into hiding, what few of
them survived, and it had taken months for the humans to track them all down in
their various places they had hidden in across the system. They had eventually
done the job. Now the dictator was wondering if they could build the machines
again, with more safeguards in place.


“And where are the human Marines now?”


“On their way back to their ships, or waiting on
their shuttles, Dictator.”


“Let me know when the last of them are off. And
have the shuttles all been set?”


“Yes, Supreme Dictator. All is ready.”


Gonoras gave a head shake of acknowledgement,
showing his teeth in a predatory smile. He waved his two left limbs in the air
while the heavy claw of his right limb gripped his chair arm in excitement. His
three turreted eyes closed as he thought about what he was going to order in
the near future. It would commit his people to another war. It was necessary if
he was to continue to rule this space. If his people were to continue to rule
over their slave species.


“When the time comes I want as many of those
telepathic aliens as possible taken alive,” he said, staring into the three
blinking eyes of his subordinate. “We must have a breeding population.”


The humans had shown his people many
technological wonders. A higher level of hyper, more powerful weapons, the
wormholes. They could reproduce the hyper VII drives, and the more powerful
weapons, though the Gorgansha industrial base would
have to expand to take advantage of them. The wormholes were a non-starter. The
humans would not tell them how to make them, and his own scientists seemed to
feel that it was still centuries beyond them.


The Klassekians now. They were a
miracle of evolution. Those born of the same mother in the same birthing were
able to communicate with each other across any distance. The dictator thought
of what his fleet could do with com slaves like that. The humans refused to
sell them, though, and he could only get a few for temporary assignment to his
flagships, and only if they volunteered. Only one sibling group had
volunteered, and only after various guarantees for their safety. He had never
heard of such nonsense. They weren’t humans, not the dominant species of that
Empire, so why did they care so much.


And the way the humans treated their females,
like their equals. That was bad enough, but he had to deal with them as officers
of their fleet. Worse, his own females were starting to get ideas. No one had
ever said that they were stupid. Just that they were physically weak, and
therefore unworthy to be in leadership positions. Those were reserved for
warriors. So much going on, so many changes. If things worked out the way he
wanted it would be the start of a golden age for his rule, for his people. If
not, they might end up conquered by the humans, who were such sentimental fools
that the Gorgansha would soon get another chance to rule themselves, though it
would be over for Hraston Gonoras. It was a risk, but weren’t all things that
brought advancement.


He would have to exercise some more patience. The
Artificial Lifeforms were still a major threat, and must be destroyed before he
declared war on the humans. But everything was in place, so when the time came
he could give the orders and they would be carried out.


*     *     *


“How many star systems in our area of
operations?” asked Fleet Admiral Beata Bednarczyk, looking at the huge rotating
holo map turning in front of her. The conference room was large, but the holo
map made it seem to extend out to infinity to everyone actually sitting there.
Those attending by holo themselves would also see a larger than life
representation, limited by the power of their own holo projectors.


There were millions of stars in the projection,
appearing like a rain of brilliant dots. There were areas of relative scarcity
interspersed with globes and twists of density. Red, orange and yellow were the
predominant colors, along with many whites and some eye hurting blues, Nebulas
of gas resided here and there, taking on the shades of the closer stars shining
through them. A tiny piece of one arm, the Perseus, in one average sized
galaxy, they were really more than the human mind could take in.


“At least thirty million stars,” stated the
operations officer, Captain Dominik Swede, his eyes following the look of his
admiral. Everyone had their own individual control of what they saw in the
holo, and could zoom or pan as they saw fit. For conferences like this most
tapped into what their leader was looking at so they would have reference to
what she was talking about.


“Thirty million,” said Beata, nodding her head.
“And what, half of those are in multiple star systems? Still giving us over
twenty-two million individual systems. And we have a total of eleven thousand
Imperial warships to cover that area.”


“Don’t forget the twenty odd thousand Gorgansha
vessels,” said Mara Montgomery from the area her holo projection sat.


“I’m trying, very hard,” said Beata, sparking a
few muffled laughs from among her people.


The Empire had spent billions of Imperials
boosting the tech base of the Gorgansha, and the alien fleet was growing by
leaps and bounds. Its ships were now twice as capable as they had been. She
didn’t think they were as good as her ships on a ton for ton basis. That there
were more of them was still a concern to her, especially as they didn’t seem to
be pulling their weight in the current mission.


“So, let’s say we have twenty thousand vessels
that can conduct searches” she continued, parts of the map zooming in as she
swept her eyes across it. “One ship for every thousand systems. And that’s if
we send them in singly, a recipe for disaster if the Machines decide to pick
them off.”


“The problem,” said Mara Montgomery if reply, her
holo image rippling, “is that if their ships are in hyper we can’t pick them up
from a long distance. And if they’re standing still in the system, we can’t
detect them from the edge of the system. The only way we can detect them there
is to send ships in, taking a day or more of time, and hoping we can stir them
up.”


“A fucking impossible situation,” said Beata,
nodding toward her scout force commander. “No way we can check out every system
in any kind of realistic schedule. Not with enough force to do anything about
it.”


“So, what do we do?” asked Captain Lyndsey Quan,
the Fleet Tactical Officer.


“What do you suggest, Senior Tac? This is your
area, after all.”


“I thought my job was to come up with battle
plans to give to you for approval or not,” said the younger officer, one of the
most intelligent people at the conference, shrugging her shoulders.


“Think of this as a battle plan, then,” said an
angry fleet commander, glaring at her subordinate.


“Sorry, ma’am,” said the admonished officer,
looking down for a moment. When she looked back up the ever-present smile was
creeping across her face. “Didn’t mean to make light of it. What would I do?
The only thing I could. Continue to use our electromagnetic projector ship to
sterilize systems as fast as we can. Keep scouting as well as we can. And keep
trying to intercept their grav pulse signals so we can keep sending information
back to Admiral Chan.”


Beata nodded. It was exactly what she was
thinking. Their only real hope of ending this thing in a reasonable time was
for Chan to come up with the magic bullet, the kill switch. She hated having to
depend on that, and wanted a military solution that used what she already had
on hand to solve the problem.


There’s one other thing I can do, she thought. Something
that might get her more ships. She didn’t think the Empire had any more to
give, but there were other powers in the alliance. Even if they could only give
a small percentage of their fleets, it would still reinforce her to a great
extent.


“Okay, we keep doing what we’re doing until we
have a better opportunity to try something else,” said Beata, emphasizing her
words with her pointing finger. “Everyone is to follow their orders, with the caveat
that initiative is to be supported. And one last thing. I want everyone to keep
a close eye on our Gorgansha.”


“Don’t trust them, ma’am?”


“No, Mara. Not as far as I could throw their
Dictator. Much as I would like to do that.”


The meeting broke up with more chuckles. No one
on the staff liked the bastard, but he was what they were forced to work with.









Chapter One


 


The
problems of victory are more agreeable than those of defeat, but they are no
less difficult. Winston Churchill


 


MACHINE
CENTRAL INDUSTRIAL SYSTEM. FEBRUARY 15TH, 1003. 


 


The Machine mind that controlled the system that
was now their most productive industrial center thought about what was going on
in its war with the humans, its original creators. It was trying to come up
with a solution, a way to win. Thinking and calculating, going through millions
of permutations a second, coming up with solution after solution. Unfortunately,
none of the solutions seemed workable. They might work against a species made
up of total idiots, which unfortunately was not the definition of humans.


It had done what it could. Since the humans had
shown they had the ability to take out any heavily fortified system, the
Machines had spread out, putting their industry in a thousand systems, working
on more. That had diluted the effect of each human strike, and they had still
been able to sting the humans in each system. But in the long run it was an
unworkable strategy. The Machines needed to engage the humans in major battles
and win. If the entire human Empire was brought into the battle it would lose.


Gaining the technology of hyper VII travel had
helped to narrow the tactical disadvantages. The graviton beam technologies had
even hurt the faster human ships when deployed properly. The one thing they
couldn’t duplicate were the wormholes the humans seemed to have so many of.
Maybe if given the technology, and provided with some decades to build a station
such as they humans were said to have, it might be able to come up with its
own. In the quantity needed to counter what the humans had? That was the
question.


A signal come through from the AI that was
running the shipyards. The Overmind linked in and looked over the report.
Twelve more of the hyper VII battleships were ready to leave their building
slips. They had lasers, they had missiles, and what they didn’t have was
sufficient supermetals to finish their hyperdrive arrays. It could either
finish them as hyper VI vessels, or make four with hyper VII drives. More
supermetals would be on the way as soon as the production facilities were
ready. Unfortunately, that was still over a month away, and it would have
thirty more battleships in this system alone at that time, waiting for their
allotment of supermetals.


[Finish them all as hyper VI ships] it sent back
to the shipyard AI. It then updated its order of battle. In this system alone
it had ninety-one battleships and one hundred and fifty-six escorts, very few
of them hyper VII. That knowledge in hand, it powered up the huge transmitter
array and sent a signal to the next system. As soon as it received
acknowledgement, it sent it on to the next, and the next, until it had
contacted all thirty-eight systems in the local net.


If the AI could feel emotions it would smile. It
had enough ships to do something with them other than just letting them sit in
system defense stances. It knew from the information that had been initially
programed into it so many centuries before that going on the offensive was the
only way to win a war. Capturing the initiative the humans called it.


So it pulled up the star charts with all of the
enemy deployments it knew of. Some were very powerful, with enough in the way
of suspected wormholes that action against them would cost dearly. The one
system toward the home space of the humans had been tried before, multiple
times, and the Machines had always lost. That seemed like a non-starter. The
Empire of the other organic beings involved in this war had some good targets.
The problem with that was the stars were all within support range of each
other, and it couldn’t take on all of those forces at once.


Then there was the human base to spinward. It was
heavily fortified, with a good-sized defense fleet and at least one of the
large wormhole gates that could pass large warships. Possibly connected to a
major fleet base back in human space.


The enemy was mighty, but they couldn’t cover all
of their space equally. If it could concentrate a force fast enough and hit
hard, it would destroy the target of choice. Even if it lost the entire force,
it would be a fair trade. After all, the organics cared about their lives, and
their losses. While the Machines, of course, had no lives to live, and new AI
could be manufactured as fast as computer systems could be assembled.


[That one,] it thought, picking the target. It
warmed up the communications device again and sent a code transmission over to
its first system. It continued for the time it took, a minute for each system,
until it was done. After that it played the plan back over and over again in
its mind, a shortcoming of its mind, which couldn’t forget and move on as long
as it had the processing time to devote.


*     *     *


 


MACHINE
SPACE: MARCH 4TH, 1003.


 


“They seem to be talkative today, ma’am” said the
captain of the destroyer T F Simmons, sitting in space a couple of light
years from the Machine system they were monitoring.


Commander Kim really didn’t like this assignment,
but no one had asked him for his approval. The hyper VII destroyer was on a
signal’s intelligence mission, sitting dead in space and listening in on every
com signal she could pick up. Including the very powerful graviton wave
transmissions that the Machines were wont to use. Those transmissions were all
in pulse code, twenty pulses per second. The humans couldn’t read the code, of
course, but everything they could gather that could be sent on to Fleet
headquarters was another step in the direction of doing so. Unless the Machines
kept changing the code, which was more than likely. So far, though, the
Machines had seemed to take their time changing codes, as if they thought they
were unbreakable. That might be true with their own computing resources. The
quantum devices of the humans could process information many times faster, and
with them there was no such thing as unbreakable, given time.


“Intelligence thinks they’re about to make a
move,” said Fleet Admiral Beata Bednarczyk, looking out of the holo, her com
coming in through the wormhole.


Great, thought Kim Sung, closing his eyes. This deep
in Machine space their only protection was their location not being known. As
long as they didn’t start up their hyperdrive they should be safe. But if there
were suddenly hundreds of ships moving here and there things could become
tense.


“Every signal is proceeded by the same string,
then ended by another,” said the com officer of the ship, running the signals
through his board. “The same one we’ve been picking up since we started the
mission.”


“And the same that they have always used, no
matter what code the rest of the message is transmitted in,” said Bednarczyk,
eyes narrowing. “I think we’re on to something here. Good work, Commander.”


“Orders, ma’am.”


“Stay in place. Gather every signal you can pick
up. And don’t let them know you are there.”


“Will do, ma’am.” The commander wasn’t afraid to
admit that the Machine intelligences made him nervous. Really afraid, if he
wanted to be totally honest. He thought that anyone who said they weren’t
afraid of the Death Machines was either a liar of a fool. And he was no fool.
The thought of dying at their hands was not the terror. If they destroyed his
ship and his self along with it that was war. No different than if the Cacas
had killed him. The terror was thinking about being captured by the soulless
creations. From what he had heard, they would disassemble him to get every bit
of information in his mind, while he was still alive and conscious. So being
captured was something he didn’t want to contemplate.


“I know it’s terrifying to be in such close
proximity to the bastards,” said the admiral, as if she were reading his mind.
“And to not have the comforting presence of other ships. But you’re in place
now, and we need you to stay there. However, if it looks like they have made
you and are closing, you have my permission to bail through your wormhole.”


“Thank you, ma’am,” said the relieved officer.
While he could order his people through the wormhole if he thought it best, he
was not allowed to do so without the orders of a superior officer. Leaving
without that command was considered desertion, and while officers had done so
in the past with no consequences, once the circumstances were examined, it was
still comforting to have been given that order. Which meant that unless a
Machine ship appeared within beam range of them without notice, an unlikely
event, they would be able to evacuate.


“Keep up the good work, Commander.” And with that
the holo faded, leaving the commander alone with his own thoughts.


*     *     *


“We keep seeing the same headers at the beginning
of every message,” said Beata, looking at the face of Vice Admiral Chuntoa Chan
in the com holo. “And the same ending.”


“And it’s the same code that the Empire used when
they were created to issue commands,” said Chan, letting out a breath and
shaking her head. “Unbelievable. It’s something our crypto people would have
changed in an instant once we knew the enemy had picked up on it. The only
thing I can think of it that they can’t change it. It was hardwired into their
systems to allow the creators to issue commands through any kind of
interference, including the self-generated kind.”


“And can we use it against them?”


“Maybe. It gives us an in at least. If we can
come up with their current encryption routine I think we can develop a shutdown
command.”


“Why wasn’t the shutdown command hardwired in?”
asked Beata, shocked at the very idea that such had not been done.


“I think it was. The main problem was getting the
command in. The original Machines, the ones that had rampaged over two systems
centuries ago, found a way to screen it out. As far as we know, they did this
by destroying or simply turning off the receivers that their creators had
installed for control. But now we have found a com modality that they use for
long range communications. If we can feed the right signal into their systems
at the right time, we might be able to shut down their entire network.”


“And how close are you to coming up with the
command?” asked Beata, letting out a tense breath. “It sure would be nice to be
able to stop these insects in their tracks.”


“Insects?” asked Chan, not sure of the reference.


“Yeah. Insects. They hide in the dark and
reproduce thousands of times faster than we do. And then, when we find the
nest, they swarm.”


“Interesting definition,” said Chan, a thoughtful
look on her face. “And it seems to fit them. But as to stopping them, we are
working on the problem. The Machine brains we have in captivity are still
undergoing experimentation. We’re spawning more of them so we can increase the
frequency of our efforts.”


“Is that safe?” asked Bednarczyk, a nightmare
playing in her brain. The unasked question was why the Emperor was allowing her
to create Machine intelligences. She didn’t believe that Chan would go behind
the Emperor’s back, so it must have his approval. Which brought up the thought
that maybe the total threat hadn’t been explained.


“We learned from the manner in which they almost
got out of confinement. And the reprogramming of the people they took over is
proceeding as well as can be expected.”


Chan looked like she wasn’t completely happy with
that reprogramming, and Beata had to wonder if those people would ever by
normal again. She shuddered at the thought of the way those people had been
turned into something else. Beata could hope that they were taking more
precautions to try and keep the Machines from breaking out of confinement. She
had read the reports, and as far as she could see the research teams had taken
every precaution. And still the Machines had been able to pull something and
take over the minds of some of the scientists that had been studying them. The
thinking of the people involved in the project was that the Machines had
nothing else to pull, but how were they to know there wasn’t something else the
AIs could unleash, when the moment was right.


The whole process of reprograming was itself a
horror. Most of the people who had been taken over, those that had survived,
had only had minor adjustments made to their thinking. So only minor
reprogramming, removing the Machine overwrite and replacing with approved
thoughts and memories, had been necessary. But some of the people, including a
few of the lead scientists, had undergone extensive rewrites, and basically
their core personalities were gone. So what was being replaced was a made-up
construct of what the Psycho scientists thought they had been. But it really
wasn’t them. That person was dead, and a new one was being created. That was a
horror to the admiral, who believed in the sanctity of the mind, and rebelled
against the whole idea of mind restructuring.


“I can’t give you a timescale,” said Chan,
looking down for a moment as if embarrassed by her admission. “I wish I could,
but it would be a lie. We need to find a way to make them shut down all at
once, across their entire area of operations. We’ll only have that one chance.
I’m sure that the AIs will make the changes needed to block us once they
realize what we are up to. So that’s it. One shot, one kill. Or we’re right
back where we started, having to take out every one of the, insects, as you
said, singly or in groups.”


So, we put up with losing more intelligent beings
while we continue to fight against a limitless opponent, all the while waiting
for the magic bullet that might or might not work. She didn’t like it, but
there it was.


“Just keep feeding us those signal intercepts to
my people,” said Chan, looking off holo for a moment. “The more data, the
better. But for heaven’s sake, don’t let the bastards know what you’re doing.
We need to figure out the code of their transmissions. If they think we’re
trying to pull something on them they’ll start regularly changing the codes.”


Beata was a student of history, like most
military officers. Lessons from the past could often solve the problems of the
present. She thought of the enigma machines of World War 2, the encryption
devices that supposedly generated unbreakable codes. The English, with the help
of the Poles and others, broke it. It gave them an advantage, but they had to
be careful with how they used it, lest their enemies learn that they had it and
change their signal encryption discipline.


I hope I don’t have to make a Coventry decision, she thought, recalling
the time Churchill had to let the Germans bomb an English city without meeting
the aircraft with his own, so that the Germans wouldn’t guess that the British
were reading their mail. She could see that coming, and she didn’t want to be
put in the shoes of Churchill. If it happened, she would make the decision, but
it would make her feel guilt for the rest of her life.


“I have a meeting, Admiral,” said Chan, again
looking off the holo. “If you have any questions or concerns, feel free to
contact me.”


Beata, having the higher rank, acknowledged the
ending of the conversation and terminated the connection, as protocol called
for. She would have liked to talk more, and she could have forced the vice
admiral to stay on the com. But Chan had the ear of people with much more power
than one fleet admiral, and she could call them in an instant. So now Beata
only had own thoughts to keep her company. Or did she?


“I want to have a meeting of all my senior
officers in an hour,” she told her assistant over the com. If she could bounce
ideas off of them it might not really produce any result, but it would make her
feel better to have them internalize the same the worries that she had.









Chapter Two


 


Cowards
die many times before their deaths; the valiant never taste of death but once.
William Shakespeare


 


BOLTHOLE
SYSTEM. MARCH 5TH, 1003.


 


Nazzrirat Andonna woke screaming in the dark
chamber that was his quarters. The lights 


came
on instantly, the computer control system noting that he was awake and moving,
while the young Klassekian sat up in his bed, his left side tentacle reaching
automatically for the weapon he kept near the side of his bedframe.


[What’s wrong,] sent his brother, Lonzzarit,
projecting his own alarm into his sibling’s mind.


Nazzrirat could feel from his brother’s tension
that he had felt the nightmare as well. Fair enough, thought Nazzrirat,
keeping that thought to himself. He had been shocked into awareness by the
dreams of his brother often enough. From all of them, Klazzrirat and Phazzarit
as well.


The humans were aware of the quantum
connectedness of the Klassekians. They thought that it was a type of telepathy,
something that didn’t exist outside of the species. Humans used brain implants
to simulate it, but they couldn’t transmit over stellar distances
instantaneously. The could do that with wormholes, but there were never enough
of them. Thus the need to use the aliens.


What the humans didn’t fully understand was the
process was not just communicating mind to mind like some kind of untraceable
radio. It went deeper than that. What one member of a sibling group felt, so
did all the others. Not just emotions, but physical sensations. If one was
sick, they all felt the underpinnings of the illness. Same with injury. They
still functioned as individuals, but could be influenced by the sensations of
the others. And when one died? It was a traumatic event, as they not only felt
the physical pain of the assault, the fear and panic. They also felt the mind
of someone they had been connected to at birth fade into nothing. Leaving an
empty space in their thoughts.


Most Klassekians, even the most religious, didn’t
believe in an afterlife for the very reason that they saw no evidence for it
when a connected sibling died. Just a fading away to nothing. They understood
that many humans and other aliens did believe, which was fine with them, since
they couldn’t prove it with other species.


Nazzrirat put his feet on the floor and prepared
to face another day, exhausted as usual. It would do no good to go back to
sleep for another hour before having to get up and go to work. The reverberations
of the nightmare, and the echoes of it in the minds of his three surviving
siblings would make that useless.


[We’ve got to get over this,] sent Phazzarit, the
most mellow of the quartet.


Yeah, but how, thought the senior member of the litter.
If they were on the home world, they would have been able to go to a therapist
who dealt with such matters. There were none such on the Bolthole asteroid, and
no plans to bring any in.


Work was the same as always. Mr. Quan had made
Nazzrirat a supervisor at the assembly plant, where all of the brothers worked
quality testing particle beam weapons. Production was up, but not to send
through the wormhole to the human Empire as had been intended. The command was
determined that the asteroid and its millions of inhabitants would be well
armed if they went through another Machine assault on their home.


Nazzrirat watched as his brother Lonzzarit
pointed the rifle downrange and pulled the firing stud. Unlike what they had
used during the last invasion, these weapons had been made to fit the
physiogamy of the Klassekians. Other assembly lines were making them for
humans, and there were certain days when rifles and pistols for Phlistarans,
Malticons and other aliens were produced.


The weapon buzzed and sent a dark red beam downrange,
to burn through two centimeters of hardened steel in an instant. Not as
powerful as a military class weapon, but as good as any the siblings had used
against the Machines. The weapons would be placed in many of the civilian
areas, in lockers that would open when the command was sent down.


“I think this one is defective,” said Phazzarit,
his weapon failing to penetrate the two centimeters after a four second burst.
The beam did look weak, the buzzing low.


“Put it on the defective belt,” said Nazzrirat,
shaking his head in a very human manner. The parts were made by computer
fabbers, then assembled by sentient beings, then quality tested in this
department. The failure rate was extremely low, but they did crop up. It would
be a disaster if someone needed to use one and they picked up a defective
weapon, barely touching a Machine battle walker.


The shift went quickly. Command had shut down the
overtime, and only a few specially picked people were allowed to work over the
required eight hours. There was a reason for that, and that was the four hours
of other duties many of the workers reported to after their daily shift.


“Attention,” yelled out Nazzrirat after closing
himself up in his battle armor.


The forty-seven Klassekians snapped to attention,
armored feet clicking together, heavy particle beam rifles held perfectly at
their sides in their alloy sheathed tentacles. The medium battle armor they had
been equipped with had been designed for their bodies, their senses. Wearing
the armor was like wearing thin clothing. It carried itself, as well as the
equipment that was attached, giving the wearer unheard of mobility.


Nazzrirat, as the senior of his sibling group,
having been promoted to lieutenant a given command of a platoon. He was the
senior platoon leader in the group of almost two hundred militiamen.


“Companies. Report,” called out the human who was
in charge of the battalion.


All of the officers in the battalion were
Klassekians, it being thought best to have them serve under their own. Except
for the CO, one Major Sophia Ngursky. The Klassekians didn’t have any people
with enough seniority for that kind of command.


The company commander of Alpha turned and yelled
out report. The platoon leaders shouted all present and accounted for. It moved
on down the line until it hit Charlie.


“All present and accounted for,” yelled out
Nazzrirat. A moment later the second and third platoon leaders followed suit.


“Break into platoons and conduct your training,”
called out Ngursky.


“Okay, guys,” called out Nazzrirat, looking back
at his squad leaders. “Break into squads and practice fire and maneuver on
green range.”


One of his brothers, Klazzrirat, was his first
squad leader. The other three squads were led by the senior siblings of
eight-member groups. Not every platoon was structured the same, but it gave
three of his squads the Klassekian attribute of untraceable command and
control. First squad didn’t have that, but it had his brother, giving him that
command and control over the lead of that squad. His other two brothers weren’t
in his group. Phazzarit, also a sergeant, was attached to the company commander
to give that officer a link with the platoon leader. Lonzzarit was with the
battalion commander serving the same function.


The green range was in another room, a one
hundred by five-hundred-meter chamber with many obstacles. Two squads faced off
against the other two, stepped down weapons signaling when they got hits. Fire
and maneuver, attempting to get a good shot at the enemy without giving the
opponent the return shot.


Unfortunately it didn’t go well on either side.
After ten minutes of fire and maneuver thirty-seven of the men were marked as
casualties. Most were marked as dead. In a way it was a fair result, equal
numbers with equal equipment going head to head, but it wasn’t acceptable to
their officer.


“Pitiful,” he called out through his
breathing/speaking orifice, his eating orifice slammed shut in disapproval.
“Now, form up again. And this time, be smart.”


He expected for them to still mostly end up dead,
but if it took a little more time, and if less of his people got killed doing
stupid crap, he would be satisfied. He doubted any of the other platoons could
do better than his. That wasn’t good enough either. He wanted to have the best
platoon in the company. Hell, best in the battalion. And he wanted his people
to come through the next real fight, if there was one, without the trauma of
losing a sibling striking many of them.


That night he slept well, exhausted. Up until the
morning, when the nightmares struck again.


*      *      *


 


GORGANSHA
SPACE: MARCH 29TH, 1003.


 


“That’s the last of them, ma’am,” said Captain
Lyndsey Quan, the fleet tactical officer.


Fleet Admiral Beata Bednarczyk nodded as she
watched the holo that showed their wormhole gate. It was open in a far orbit
around the habitable planet of this system, Jrasstra, and ships had been coming
through for the past couple of hours. There was another gate in the Lonnsar
system, which was also accepting its contingent of allied ships. Another holo,
fed through a com wormhole, showed that gate.


The ship that came through looked more like a
work of art than a warship, all beautiful curves and subdued colors, definitely
of Elysium construction, from the mind of the Brakakak. The ships were not as
tough as Imperial vessels, though a little faster and much more maneuverable.
They carried just as many offensive missile tubes, and actually a few more
counter launchers. It featured laser rings similar to those on Beata’s
battleships, if not quite as powerful, as well as some laser domes for close in
protection. The Brakakak went for protection in a much bigger way than the
humans.


The Elysium Empire had sent her fifty
battleships, along with forty of their heavy scout cruisers, and a hundred of
the light picket variety. They had sent no destroyers, a class they didn’t use
all that often. That was fine with Beata. She needed the heavy units to bolster
her line of battle, and had plenty of escorts.


The Crakista ships were due to arrive in a couple
of hours, once they transited from their fleet base to the Donut and
made their way to one of the two she had open to that space. Crakista ships
were not as graceful as the Elysium variety, or even the Imperial type. They
were more like globes, a logical way to construct a ship, with the least amount
of surface area to internal volume. The armor they carried had a thicker cross
section to area, giving them greater resistance to hits. On the converse, the
lesser surface area gave the ships a more cramped weapons loadout. The
reptilians were also sending fifty battleships, along with a hundred light
cruisers and two hundred destroyers.


Neither power was sending any ground forces to
augment what the humans and Gorgansha already head, except for the Marines they
all carried in their normal complements.


“Admiral Klarakak is on the com for you, ma’am.”


“Put him on my side holo.”


The face of the Brakakak looked out at her from
the holo hanging in the air. Like all of his kind he was beautiful, with a
light layer of feathers framing his face, multiple subdued colors that did not
clash.


“Admiral Bednarczyk,” said the being in very good
Terranglo. “Have you decided how you are going to deploy us. And remember, we
prefer to fight as a unit if possible.”


“I understand. But please understand, we need
your units added to my battle forces, without having to shuffle too many ships
around.”


“And your solution?” asked the Brakakak. He
looked away for a moment as a series of chirps and squawks sounded behind him.
He let off a similar series, then looked back at the human.


“I think we will split your force into two equal
divisions, one to each of two of my forces. I will propose the same thing to
the Crakista. That way your ships can fight under their own commanders, but we
can still use them effectively.”


The Brakakak admiral had showed what looked to be
an expression of distaste at the mention of the logical reptilians. Beata felt
distaste herself for his reaction. Bigotry had no place in the alliance.


“That might work,” said the alien admiral,
feathers rising around his face “And I expect you to not misuse my command.”


“Meaning?”


“I do not want to see my ships fed into a grinder
to protect your own. I understand that you might have to use my ships in
dangerous situations. But I expect you to have the same courtesy for the safety
of my people as you have for yours.”


That’s going to be difficult, thought Beata. Not that
she planned to use the allies in a manner that destroyed them to save her other
ships. Sean wouldn’t like that. But if the situation came up where she needed
to throw all of the allied ships into the fire to save her fleet and win the
battle, she would do it without hesitation.


“I will treat your people and your ships as I
would my own, Admiral. I hope that’s good enough for you.”


The Brakakak didn’t speak for a moment, staring
at her out of the holo, obviously trying to decide the meaning of what Beata
had said.


An hour later she was on the holo again, talking
with Admiral Ssrista, the Crakista commander, about basically the same things.
She hoped it was worth it bringing allies out here. It might have been better
to have substituted them for human ships on another front, but she hadn’t been
given that choice.


*     *     *


“We have more Machine ships moving into the
system, ma’am,” reported the destroyer commander over his Klassekian com tech.


Where in the hell are all of these ships coming
from,
thought Mara Montgomery. She had ships picketing all the Machine systems her
scouts had located. Which she had thought meant all of them, but obviously not.
They kept coming out of seemingly nowhere, until the forces they were building
up could only be called awesome. Or horrible might be a better word.


“That comes to what? Three thousand of them?”


“Thereabouts, ma’am. I’m just hoping that they
don’t discover us. There is no way we’re going to get away from that many
ships.”


Mara doubted the Machines would send that many
ships after the pair of destroyers sitting a light week outside of the system,
monitoring everything that entered or left hyper. Probably no more than a
hundred ships, all hyper VII, they would still eventually run down the
destroyers due to their greater acceleration.


“Your best bet is to stay where you are and not
give off any kind of emissions, Commander. If I could I would send you some help.
But anything I sent you would be detected, and then the game would be up.”


The commander was silent for a moment.
“Understood, ma’am.”


Mara looked over at her senior com officer. “Any
word from Gulf Alpha Seven?” she asked.


“Not a thing, ma’am,” said the officer, looking
over at one of his Klassekian com techs, who shook his head.


“Are you still in contact with your brother?”
Mara asked the Klassekian rating.


“No, ma’am,” said the alien in heavily accented
Terranglo, his face confused.


“What happened to him?” Mara was confused
herself. Each of the com techs was linked to all of their siblings, six to
eight of them in most cases. When one died, the others showed distress. But
this rating acted as if nothing had happened.


“Nothing happened to him, ma’am.”


Mara felt her eyebrows rise. Something was not
right here. The Klassekians were always in mental connection with the members
of their birth group. No matter what. Nothing could have happened to his
brother without him knowing. And if that brother had died, he would have gone
into traumatic shock. This rating had exhibited, nothing.


“Sergeant at Arms,” yelled Mara into the com,
connecting her with the Marine sergeant in charge of bridge security. “Take the
com tech into custody and escort him to med bay.”


The Klassekian sat there, silent, unmoving,
looking like he was not going to cause any trouble. The Marine, in the light
armor such troopers wore when they were on a ship not in a battle zone, walked
over, reaching for the Klassekian. No one expected any trouble. In retrospect,
they should have.


The Klassekian exploded into motion, one of his
tentacles lashing out, striking the bare face of the Marine, knocking him back.
Two tentacles wrapped around the throat of the Marine. If the man hadn’t been
wearing light armor, and his throat had been exposed, the Klassekian might have
strangled him, if not broken his neck. The tentacles on his left side reached
to the right-side holster of the sergeant and pulled his pistol out of its
holster.


The alien was now out of his chair, the stunner
pointing around the bridge. A pull of a small tentacle tip and it fired,
sending a blast of sonic waves out. Several people fell over on their stations,
the sonics knocking them out. Mara dove away just in time. The alien looked at her
and advanced, raising and pointing weapon at her.


The whine of a sonic cut through the noise of
people yelling and trying to get to some kind of weapon. The Klassekian’s eyes
rolled up and it staggered. With a grunt it righted itself and again raised the
pistol, only to fall over as the sonics, now in the hands of bridge crew, hit
it again.


“Get him to med bay,” ordered Mara, picking
herself up and walking up to stand over the Klassekian.


The alien coughed up, then stiffened, before
falling completely limp.


“He’s dead, ma’am.”


“Get on the com to all ships,” order Mara, a
chill running up her back. “Every Klassekian com tech is to be evaluated by
medical staff.”


“What the hell is going on, ma’am?” asked the com
officer.


“I don’t know. But I don’t like it.” She looked
down at the deceased alien once again. “Get me Admiral Bednarczyk on the com.
She needs to know about this.”


*     *     *


The Machine AI hadn’t really expected the
intelligence windfall to last as long as it had. By good fortune or luck,
things it didn’t add into its calculations, it had lasted long enough to gain
some information about the humans. The plan to capture the destroyer had worked
to perfection. The stealthed probes, coasting in until they touched the hull,
had allowed them to penetrate and stun the entire crew. Everyone had gone down
in less than a second, no time to issue any kind of warning. It was not
something that would work that very often, if ever again, but it had worked the
first time.


The captured ship had given the Machines a
windfall of tech. Not all that useful, since they already had hyper VII. There
were some computer upgrades that the AIs could use, but little else. The ship
had contained little in the way of strategic data, only what a scout needed to
know.


Finding the Klassekian had been the prize. The
Machines had invaded its mind with nanites before it could come back from being
stunned. It was then able to monitor the brains of its siblings, actually
taking partial control of their brains as well. Getting a real time look onto
the bridges of seven of their ships. Watching, listening. Getting a windfall.
And locating several other ships that had been monitoring its systems.


Now its capture of the Klassekian had been found
out. It activated its control over the others, which had accomplished little,
except removing them from the board before the humans could examine them. But
it did have the locations of some more of the human scout ships, which meant it
could send ships to take them out.


The AI activated the hyper com, sending its
orders out, of course leading off with the header that told the other AIs that
it was what it claimed to be.


*      *      *


“We’ve picked up over twenty hyperwave
transmissions in the last fifteen hours, ma’am,” said Commander Jessica
Walters, the com analyst working on deciphering the Machine code. Walter was
actually reporting to Admiral Chuntoa Chan, who was working on the problem of
shutting the Machines down in one fell stroke.


“The same header every time, their
identification,” said the commander, “followed by another string that we can
only assume is the original header they brought with them from the Empire.”


“Twenty transmissions sounds like a lot,” said
Beata, looking at the sine wave playing on a screen behind the commander, as if
she could actually make sense of it.


“Yes, ma’am. It seems they are getting ready to
do something. And your tactical analysts have already been given that
information. What we see as important is the use of the same header. It’s
really bad communications security. As if they really don’t understand that we
might be able to use it against them.”


“And how often do they change it?” asked Lyndsey
Quan, also staring at the sine wave.


Beata had to suppress a chuckle. People had to
look at the raw data, even when there was no way they could make sense to
someone who wasn’t a trained hyperwave scientist or engineer.


“The last time they changed it was two weeks ago.
Before that it was three weeks. They change it in a manner that suggests randomness,
but a study over the last four months shows that it follows a pattern. And the
second string is never changed. Never. Like it is hardwired into their com
protocols and they can’t change it.”


“That should work to our advantage, yes?”


The commander looked like she wanted to give a
positive answer, then shook her head. “It could. But it might not. If they
change the header in a transmission, sending the new one within the body of the
message, and we don’t catch it, we could end up transmitting something that
they don’t respond to. If they notice something is wrong, they might shut down
their receivers altogether.”


“That would still work to our advantage, wouldn’t
it?” said Quan. “I mean, if they can’t communicate over a distance?”


“In the short term, yes,” said Beata, thinking
about the implications. They might give the humans a small advantage, but the
large fleets would still sail and would still hit systems with the intention of
killing everything in them. Short term wasn’t good enough. If Admiral Chan was
correct they would have one chance to shut them down forever. If the Machines
closed down the conduit into their command code, the humans might never be rid
of them. And that was unacceptable.


“Keep monitoring their transmissions. Of course,
pass the information onto Chan, but I want a full report on anything you
learn.”


Bednarczyk knew from the information she was
receiving from Montgomery that the Machines were on the move, and would soon be
attacking, somewhere. Probably soon. And she would have to make sure she was
ready for them. She couldn’t afford to miss covering any of their targets. Any
she missed would mean millions, possibly billions of dead. She would feel
responsible for every single one of those deaths.


“Well, so far they are still gathering in their
own systems,” said Quan, looking over at the region plot on the central holo.
“We might actually catch a break on this and be the ones to attack.”


That would be nice, thought Beata. If the
Machines would stay put for another month, she would have her forces ready for
an offensive. She didn’t think she would be that lucky.









Chapter Three


 


All
men can see these tactics whereby I conquer, but what none can see is the
strategy out of which victory is evolved. Sun Tzu


 


GALACTIC
SPACE. APRIL 28TH, 1003.


 


The Machines fleet, over fifteen hundred ships,
moved above the galactic disc, heading for the asteroid base that was so
important to the humans. The Machines were not very imaginative. They based
their tactics on what they knew of history. Tactics that had been formulated by
living creatures who had developed them with their imaginations.


The destroyer they had captured the month before
had been a windfall of intelligence. They had taken the ship so quickly that
the crew had not been able to wipe its memory banks. So they had the complete
tactical history of the New Terran Empire. Including their raid on the home
system of the Ca’cadasans.


The humans had sent ships up above the galactic
disc, where the enemy was unlikely to have patrols. They had made it through,
and had used a wormhole to launch a successful attack on the capital of their
enemy. They had only used three ships, gating the rest in by wormhole. The
Machines didn’t have wormholes, nor the means to produce any. So they had to
send everything they needed for the attack through hyper.


Not all of the ships were battleships, though
there were about a thousand of that class. There were also cruiser class and
scout/escort class. And many fighters, hangared on most of the ships. The
magazines were filled to the brim the newest missiles, half the size of the
human version, capable of similar acceleration. They had smaller warheads, and
would hit with only half the kinetic energy of the human weapons, but there
were a lot of them.


Also aboard were fabber units that would turn
most of the ships into factories. There would be no resupply, but if they
needed something during the fight they might be able to manufacture it.


The primary AI communicated with its other
vessels, asking for data on anything unusual. They were looking for any other
ships that might be in range to track them. The home system AI had calculated
that the odds were against the humans having anything that high up above the
disc. After all, they didn’t have unlimited ships, and had a lot area to cover.


If everything worked as planned they would take
out one of the major human systems in the region, the only one that had the
industrial muscle to actually support their fleet. The home world of the alien
allies the humans had found early in their time in the arm were not advanced
enough yet to supply much to the battle fleet. The reptilians were much more
advanced, but not even in the same league with the humans. Destroying the
asteroid base and all of its industrial platforms would cripple the humans.


Six million, three hundred thousand seconds till
we reach the base,
thought the AI. Approximately seventy-four days. It couldn’t make a more
accurate estimation, since it didn’t know what course it would take once it
dropped back into the disc. What it found in Bolthole space would determine
what happened then.


*     *     *


“We’re getting ready to translate into hyper,
Admiral,” reported the young commodore who was leading the convoy out to the
Gorgansha home system.


“Understood, Commodore Zhou. Good sailing and a
safe voyage.”


Normally, anything sent from Bolthole to Admiral
Bednarczyk went by way of the wormhole gate. Through to the Supersystem, to the
gate network around the Donut, and then onto the admiral. Unfortunately,
they couldn’t send the wormholes they had been ordered to send to Beata through
a wormhole. So the convoy was transporting the ten wormholes they were thought
not to need at this time. Four battleships, a dozen cruisers and twenty-nine
destroyers, a good portion of his system defense force. Thought enough to carry
the wormholes safely through to the battle zone so far away. 


Henare had protested that they were taking too
much away from him, but the Admiralty hadn’t listened. Ships were in short
supply everywhere, he had some that were sitting around doing nothing, and they
had to do something. So his defense force was being reduced, and they were
leaving him with two wormholes, total.


I hope the Admiralty is right, he thought, watching
the plot as the departing force went past the hyper I barrier and jumped into
the higher dimension. If something happened, like an enemy showing up as his
doorstep unannounced, they could still send reinforcements through his gates.
What they couldn’t send were wormhole launchers.


Henare turned away from the plot, pulling up a
holo that showed what he had left in the system. A dozen battleships, all hyper
VI, thirty cruisers and sixty destroyers. Four wings of warp fighters, and, of
course, all the hundreds of missile and laser batteries based on his industrial
assets. It should be more than enough to defend the system from any wandering
pirates. The Machines were not wandering pirates, and if they attacked, they
would come in force.


“Admiral Bednarczyk is on the com, sir.”


“Put her on my side holo,” replied Henare,
grimacing. He was sure he knew what she wanted, and he was already doing the
best he could. All of his people were.


“We need more missiles, Admiral,” said Beata, her
grim face looking out of the holo. “We’re going through them in job lots. I
have ships that are almost out. They only have what are in their tubes, with no
reloads.”


“I’ve sent all we have, Admiral. We’re running
more off, but I have to wait until we have more antimatter.” Henare thought for
a second, all the admiral would give him. “Can’t you ask for more from the
Empire?”


“They’ve sent all they can,” said Beata, her
frown growing. “They’re building up a reserve for an upcoming offensive against
the Cacas.” She stared out of the holo, grimacing again. “You didn’t hear that
from me. Sean is only putting out information on the next offensive on a need
to know basis. Intelligence will be disseminated to lower ranking commanders
when the offensive is about to kick off.”


“Well, we won’t have any for export for at least
a week. We can send you dribbles and drabs on a daily basis, or let the stock
build up and send you weekly shipments.”


“What about your own tactical reserve?”


Henare felt his face flush. With the tattoos he
had covering his face, it was hard to hide that flush, and he was sure the
admiral knew he was angry. They took away most of my defense force, almost
all of my wormholes, and now she wants my system missile reserve.


If an enemy came out of hyper and attacked
Bolthole, there wouldn’t be time to run missiles off the assembly line. Sure,
the fabbers could turn them out by the hundreds an hour, but in a fight they
would be using thousands of missiles in every launch.


“I would prefer that my tactical reserve be left
alone, Admiral Bednarczyk.”


“I’m sorry, Admiral Henare,” she said, her face
going flat, emotionless. “We are in the hot zone of this war, and you are in a
rear area. I want you to send me two thirds of your reserve, not to include
what is on your ships.”


“But…”


“No arguments, Admiral. This is a direct order.
And don’t you dare cook your books to make it look like you’re sending all I
ask. I’ll be checking.”


“I would never disobey an order from a superior,
Admiral. And I am insulted by your insinuating that I might.”


Beata stared at him for a moment, her face still
emotionless. After a moment it softened, and she shook her head. “I’m sorry,
Admiral Henare. I shouldn’t have said that, and I apologize. And I know that
you are only looking out for your command. But I have a war to fight here, and
if I don’t have the ammo I could find my ass in a crack.”


“Understood. I can’t say I’m happy about your
order, but it will be carried out, to the letter.”


To the letter, he thought as the transmission ended. Not
to include what is on your ships. He smiled at the thought.


“I have some orders for you,” Henare said as soon
as he had his chief of staff, Captain Cassidy Carson, on the com. “Admiral
Bednarczyk has ordered that we send two thirds of our tactical reserve to her.
So here is what I want you to do.”


*     *     *


“Where are we supposed to go?” asked Lt.
Commander Darcy Evans from the bridge of her fifteen-hundred-ton fighter.


The Daisy Mae, fighter
Zeta-seven-seven-four, was assigned to the small squadron of the battleship Duke
Stephan, one of eight. The squadron took up half the main hangar of the
ship. The many shuttles the ship carried had already left, sent to the
production hangar of the Bolthole asteroid.


“Just get your fighter off the ship,” announced
the captain of the capital ship. “We’ll figure out where you’re going within
the hour.”


The large hatch of the hangar was open, and large
containers were on their way in, pushed by a small manned tug. The containers
were marked with the symbols denoting missiles. The commander had to wonder why
they were moving offensive missiles into the hangar, a space not intended for
them.


Missiles were stored in special magazine
compartments in warships. The warheads were stored off their missiles, mated up
robotically before launch. The warhead compartments were bathed in an electronic
haze that powered the containment fields until they were ready to be deployed
on their own. Those compartments could be ejected in case of an ongoing breach,
just like the matter-antimatter reactors and the antimatter containers that fed
into it.


And here some more containers were coming into
the hangar, these marked with the danger symbols of antimatter, obviously
warheads.


What in the hell is going on here? thought the commander as
she looked over at her pilot and nodded.


The man lifted the fighter from the hangar deck,
then edged it forward slowly, moving to the side to make damn sure that they
didn’t get in the way with the incoming containers. After they had left the
ship they flew to an assembly point where the fighters of a bunch of ships hung
in space, waiting to be assigned a home.


*      *      *


“We’ve gotten twenty percent of the reserve
missiles onto ships,” reported one of the Bolthole supply officers. “The
hangars are full on most of the ships. The only way we can get more aboard is
if we start putting them in the crew quarters.”


“That’s good enough, Commander. Now, allot two
thirds of what’s left and get them off to the fleet.”


To the letter, thought Henare with a smile. It might
not be enough for his defense if the system was attacked, but they would be
better off than they would have been with those missiles out of the system. Of
course they would make more, but Bednarczyk would undoubtedly be asking for the
production of every run from now on.


Now, we need more launch platforms, he thought, pulling up
a schematic of an orbital missile launcher. They could run those off, and it
was something the admiral was not likely to ask for.


*     *     *


“We’re about to put the reactor online, Lord,”
said the chief engineer of the project. The male had a look of excitement on
his face, unsurprising since it was a new toy and the creation of that
Gorgansha.


“Very good,” said Hraston Gonoras, the supreme
dictator of the Gorgansha People.


The other members of the government had not liked
the idea of putting an antimatter reactor on the surface of the home world. If
the humans had known about it, they would have been terrified as well. Fusion
reactors were safe. The worst that could happen with a fusion power plant was a
meltdown. Maybe a small explosion, a superheated wave of air projected out to
kilometers around the facility, but no radiation.


The antimatter reactor would produce many times
the power of a fusion reactor, ten to twenty times the power of the standard
version on the planet. It could power the lasers and particle beams that the
dictator had ordered built for planetary defense. As much to defend against the
humans as the Artificial Lifeforms. The problem was the risk. If an antimatter
reactor blew it would be hundreds of megatons of blast, along with a mass of
neutron radiation. It would also breach the antimatter in storage, more
hundreds of megatons. The reactor blowing would destroy a large part of the
continent it was on, in its case the one the capital resided on.


Hraston Gonoras felt that he could not make a
mistake, therefore, building the reactor within a couple of hundred kilometers
from the capital was not a risk, since nothing could go wrong with anything his
fingers touched. Forgetting all about the battle robots he had ordered built,
which had revolted as soon as they were activated.


“Let me know if you have problems,” he told the
engineer, not expecting any.


The holo winked out, and Gonoras sent a command
to connect with another of his minions.


“How is the plan coming? Can you pull it off?”


“We’re still working on some of the logistical
problems, Lord,” said the commander of ground forces. “The biggest problem will
be getting out shuttles within range before they get suspicious. Those ships
can blow everything we use to board them out of space.”


“What about using the fleet for support?”


“We are already looking into that, Lord. We still
face the same problem. They will detect anything we send into close proximity
of their ships. There’s no way around it. Our stealth technology is not good
enough to fool their sensors.”


“Can’t we use the human’s own tech against them?”
The dictator really didn’t understand that tech.


“Maybe. But they know their own tech. The only
way I can see this working is if we fool them, somehow, into thinking our
movements are somehow no threat to them. So far we haven’t come up with a way
to do that.”


“Figure out a way,” growled the dictator, shaking
both clawed left hands at the holo.


He wanted to capture those human ships, with all
of their tech and intelligence intact. He realized that it was a difficult
task. The humans, if they had even a minute’s warning, had the capability of
resisting. Possibly enough resistance to give them time to set all their tech
to self-destruct.  Even a few seconds would allow them to dump all their data.
So, how to do it?


That was not the dictator’s problem. He wanted
what he wanted when he wanted it. And it was up to his subordinates to make his
wants reality.


*      *      *


That bastard, thought Rear Admiral Natasha Khrushchev,
watching the take of the conversations between the supreme ruler of the
Gorgansha and his subordinates.


The reveal about the antimatter reactor had been
shocking. No technological civilization allowed large quantities of antimatter
on their planets. Small amounts, micrograms, sure. Those risked explosions
similar to what a standard explosive shell produced. Kilograms? No way. Tons?


That male is an idiot, she thought, shaking
her head.


Natasha and her com team had been monitoring all
coms on the planet for some time. While the Gorgansha really didn’t have the
tech to sneak things aboard her ships, or at least she hoped so. Imperial tech
had allowed her to insert hundreds of microdrones onto the surface, tapping into
databanks and intercepting coms. She had been privy to many discussions that
the dictator had assumed were private. More the fool he.


“Make damn sure that we have complete passive
sensor coverage around all of our ships,” the admiral ordered her chief of staff.
“And I want the Marines and security people on heightened alert status.”


She would be damned if the Gorgansha took her
ships. She already had contingency plans to jump through the wormholes that had
been established in the system. And to make sure that the aliens didn’t get any
use from those gates.


Natasha looked over the plot, cataloging
everything in her mind. Her battleship, the Admiral Savoy, sat in the
middle of the plot. She missed the Francis Drake, her old exploration
command ship, but took comfort in the extra armor and firepower the
sixteen-million-ton vessel gave her. Her light cruiser screen sat at ten
thousand kilometers from her flagship, arrayed in a loose globe. Ten thousand
kilometers further out were her destroyers. The wormholes gates were on either
side of the formation. As she watched, a freighter erupted from the wormhole
closest to the planet. The twenty-five-million-ton ship dwarfed any of her
ships. It actually massed more than her entire force, though one of her
destroyers had more firepower.


The Empire was still sending tech to the
Gorgansha. After all, they were allies in the war against the Machines, and the
Emperor was not willing to pull the plug until they made some overt act against
his people.


And if they decide to use that tech against us,
they’re in for another surprise, she thought with a smile, watching as the
freighter headed to the main space dock above the planet.


“We have more objects leaving the docks and
boosting into orbits,” called out the sensor officer on the flag bridge.


Natasha turned back to the plot, with a thought
zooming into the planetary orbit. Thirteen objects were moving toward their
positions, blinking red on the plot to designate that they had been scanned as
weapons platforms.


“Any idea why they’re putting so many platforms
into orbit?” she asked her chief of staff. “Defense against the Machines?”


“That would be one answer,” said Captain
Johansson, walking up to look at the plot alongside his admiral. “Maybe not the
only one.”


“Are they a threat to us?”


“I don’t think so. We’re in beam range, but none
of those platforms are powerful enough to punch through our fields and armor.
Of course, if they get in shots before we raise our screens, we could be in a
lot of trouble. As far as the missile launchers go, it would take minutes for
anything the launched from a stop to get to us.”


“Good enough. Make sure our sensors are
continuously scanning all of those platforms. If they power up, I want every
screen raised.”


“Won’t that alarm the Gorgansha?” asked
Johansson, an alarmed expression on his face.


“I really don’t care if it alarms them or not,”
said Natasha, shrugging her shoulders. “We can apologize if need be. But I will
not have my ships stabbed in the back.”


The chief of staff nodded, then moved away to
make sure all the orders went out.


The ball is in your court, thought Natasha,
pulling the plot back from orbit and looking over the whole system. When would
they move? While they were still involved in the war against the Machines. Not
if they were smart, but then again, no one was accusing their leader of
exceptional intelligence.









Chapter Four


 


The
only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.


Edmund
Burke


 


MACHINE
SPACE: JUNE 28TH, 1003.


 


“They’re moving, ma’am,” called out the on-duty
flag sensor officer, looking back at her admiral.


“So I see.” Admiral Mara Montgomery stood in the
center of her flag bridge, surrounded by five large holos, each showing the
take of one of the major Machine systems.


All showed thousands of ships, tens of thousands,
boosting out to the hyper barrier, pulling nearly a thousand gravities. They
had timed it so they would be at just below point three light when they hit the
barrier, able to jump immediately into hyper.


“Any idea about their targeting?” she asked her
chief of staff, Captain Khulan Katun.


“No, ma’am. We won’t have any idea until they
start making course corrections and we see where they are going to coalesce.”


That made sense. Of course, they might not join
up. All could go their separate ways, aiming for five different targets.


“Where do you think they are going, based on
where they are now?”


“I would say, these systems,” said Katun,
pointing her finger at the systems one at a time.


One of the plots changed, showing the space in
the Gorgansha Consolidation. Five systems were highlighted. There were systems
between the Machines and those worlds, but they were small fry, a couple of
million Gorganshas each. While the five systems were all over two billion. The
industrial strength of the Consolidation, only surpassed by the home world.
There were other major industrial centers on the other side of the home world,
but taking out those five planets would cripple the Consolidation. Besides
killing over twelve billion people, which in and of itself was something that
would appeal to the Machines.


“Are we still tapping into their coms?”


“Yes, ma’am. It’s going to take a little bit of
time to decrypt.”


“Get a message to Admiral Bednarczyk. Let her
know what’s going on. And make sure to caution our picket captains to lay low
and give off no emissions.”


That was a major worry. If those ships were
trapped, there was no way they could accelerate away fast enough. The Machines
would catch them, and with the numbers they had they would surely destroy them.


Mara concentrated on one of the plots, watching
as the thousands of Machines headed toward the barrier. She expected for all of
them to jump in hyper, and most did. But over a hundred continued out in normal
space, still accelerating.


“Admiral,” came the voice of one of the picket
commanders. “We have a bunch of Machine ships heading our way. Blasting space
with active sensors.”


Mara sucked in a breath. Those were battleships,
most of them. Even the smaller vessels were in the heavy cruiser class. There
was a light cruiser and three destroyers in their path, and even with the best
of stealth they would be highlighted by radar and lidar when they enemy got
close enough.


“Orders, Admiral,” came the voice of the
commander of the light cruiser Des Moines, Panic creept into the young
man’s voice. Mara couldn’t blame him. There were no orders she could give that
would save him and his crew.


“Sensors are pinging off our hulls, ma’am.
They’re still three light minutes away, but we’re right in their path.”


The Machines would know they were there by sensor
returns in three minutes, if they didn’t make them sooner from infrared
emissions.


Mara tried to come up with a solution. The
captains and crews had known the risk of picketing those systems, but what it
came down to was they had followed her orders. She thought about ordering them
to abandon ship, to take to the shuttles and evacuation pods. But that would
accomplish nothing. The Machines would still detect them as they closed, and the
people would die floating in their pods, for no return.


“Get the hell away from there,” she finally
ordered. That wouldn’t do any good, of course. But it would give them a slight
chance to get away.


“We’re starting to boost,” said the captain, his
voice cracking from the stress.


They’re going to die, she thought. Moments
later the Machine ships fired on them, hundreds of missiles heading out with an
initial velocity of point three two light, accelerating at ten thousand gravities.
Mara didn’t want to keep watching, but as the commander she needed to. Some
quick screams came over the com just before missile traces merged with those of
the ships and they disappeared.


“Admiral. The captain in charge of the picket at
system November Nine-four is reporting Machines ships heading for him.”


I’m going to lose all of those ships, she thought, closing
her eyes.


“Are they heading out for us?” she asked, pulling
up the local plot.


“Yes, ma’am. They’re going to get to the pickets
before us. Same with system Lima three-seven.”


That was the system where her other major force
was sitting. They were much further out than the pickets, but only relatively.
The Machine ships in hyper were still forging their way out, starting to change
their vectors.


“Order the pickets to make a run for us. After
the Machines have closed and fired missiles, they are to jump into hyper and
head for us. All ships with wormholes are to calculate firing solutions, based
on their positions in hyper. Let’s get going on this and make it work. Let’s
make this good people.”


They sent the same orders to the other major
force. The pickets would have one chance. It wasn’t about fifty-fifty, but that
was better than nothing. And if she couldn’t save them, she just might be able
to avenge them.


The Machines were seven light hours further in
from her force. She had no battleships, but of her twelve battle cruisers, six
were equipped with wormhole launchers. None of her light cruisers, twenty-six
in number, carried anything but their organic weapons. The same with the
forty-one destroyers. If she met a large enemy force in battle she probably
didn’t have enough to defeat them, unless she used those wormholes along with
some brilliant tactics. Her best bet would be to lie low and not let them know
she was there. Since that would doom her pickets, she couldn’t bring herself to
do that.


Her flagship shook slightly as thirty missiles
erupted from her wormhole, heading for the Machines. Within seconds the other
five ships fired, their missiles on slightly different paths. She wasn’t sure
where the enemy ships would be in the almost eight hours it would take the
missiles to reach them. They were up to over point five light, and would surely
be over point six by the time they reached her destroyers. It would take them
hours to get down to point three light, low enough to jump into hyper and
rejoin the rest of their fleet. They might be able jump into hyper before her
missiles got there, if they started to decelerate quickly, but she suspected they
would continue out in normal space for some hours, looking for more of her
scouts.


A half an hour later the Machines had closed to
within a light hour of her destroyers. Missiles appeared on the plot, their
graviton emissions giving Mara almost instantaneous locations on them. They
would have a flight time of almost two hours to reach the destroyers. The
destroyers were up to point one five light, heading out. Their missiles
appeared on the plot, heading back to the Machines.


Mara paced back and forth on her flag bridge,
stopping to look at the plot. Both plots, since the other major force was also
planning the same kind of engagement. The timetable was going to be tight.
Workable, but tight.


“Speak to me, Admiral,” came the voice of her
superior officer, Beata Bednarczyk. The face of the older woman appeared on a
holo. “What’s going on? And what in the hell are you doing?”


“The Machines are starting to move,” said Mara,
stopping in her tracks and forcing herself to stand in place while she
reported. “In force. My people should have sent the entire sensor feed to you.
And, I, uh, lost ships that were picketing some of the systems.”


“And you feel responsible for them?”


“Of course I do,” said Mara through gritted
teeth. “They were there on my orders.”


“And what else could you have done,” said Beata
in a calm voice. “Station them further out, where they wouldn’t have been able
to develop the same wealth of intelligence. You followed SOP, to the letter.
And none of us expected the Machines to come blasting out in normal space like
that.”


“I should have expected it.”


“So, now you’re an oracle, able to see the
future. I’ll tell you, my Dear. You are one of the best tacticians it has even
been my pleasure to command. And you are one hell of an audacious scout force commander.
You did what you were supposed to do, stationing those ships where they were.
Because of them we have developed significant intelligence on the Machines in
those systems. Hopefully the intelligence we need to finish them once and for
all.” Beata leaned forward, her face growing in the holo. “You cannot see the
future. So, stop feeling sorry for yourself and do the job you were sent out
there to do.”


“Yes, ma’am,” said Mara, feeling her face heat
with embarrassment. Any other officer, no matter the rank, and she would have
fired something back at them. Not this officer, who had been a mentor to her
early in her career. Almost like a favored aunt.


“Good. Now, you have five major Machines forces
heading out, with no firm idea of where they’re going. Any changes?”


“Not yet. We’ve got some ships following all of
them, at what I hope is a safe distance. And those ships are followed just
within sensor range by others. I don’t think they’re going to give us the
slip.”


“Where do you think they’re going?”


Mara pulled up the plot of the Gorgansha
Consolidation, the one with the five systems she had predicted they would go as
blinking dots. She forwarded the plot to the admiral.


“These systems.”


“I was afraid of that. We’re picking up coms from
those forces to whatever spies they have outside those systems. Along with
orders to lay low and wait for the attack to go in.”


“So you will deploy to those systems?”


“Not yet.”


“Not yet,” growled Mara, her hands on her hips.
“By the Goddess, why?”


“We can’t let them know we’re reading their
transmissions. Not if we’re going to spring Admiral Chan’s surprise on them.
Don’t worry, we’ll move when the time is right, and meet them in those
systems.”


“How confident are you that Chan’s plan will
work?” Mara had her doubts. It sounded like pure fantasy that the Machines
would still be carrying around such a vulnerability. She wouldn’t, nor would
any human or alien commander she had ever heard of.


“It’s a long shot, but in this situation even a
long shot is worth a try. Otherwise, we might be fighting these things for
decades, maybe centuries. The way they build themselves, we might never be able
to take them all out. So yes, I’m willing to give it a try.”


Mara nodded. They all knew the Machines built
more of their kind in geometric progression. Months before they had destroyed
every one of their industrial systems. It had looked as if it was only a matter
of months before they were all destroyed. Mission accomplished, time to build
some alliances for the future, everything good. Instead, they were facing as
much or more than they had faced six months ago. The planet killers were no
longer in the mix, probably because the Machines had figured out that putting
so many resources into something that could still be destroyed with a much
lower investment in resources was not a winning strategy.


“Now, what are you doing?”


“I’m trying to save my ships,” said Mara,
grimacing and jutting her chin. “Am I allowed to do that?”


“It’s your command, so do what you feel is
necessary. Then I want you to re-picket all of those systems.”


“You don’t want me to follow them? You might be
able to use my ships.”


“I sent you out there to keep tabs on the
Machines’ industrial system. I want you to continue that mission until I tell
your otherwise.”


Bednarczyk had a strange expression on her face,
as if she was concerned about something she didn’t want to talk about. Like
maybe the safety of a favorite subordinate.


“Yes, ma’am. We will continue to watch the enemy
until we are relieved.” Mara looked over at the plot, where the missiles fired
by both sides were approaching each other. “Now, if you excuse me, ma’am. I
have an action to fight.”


Beata nodded, then faded from the holo. Mara
turned and looked back at both plots. The enemy missiles would strike within
one minute. The destroyers in both systems were up to just under point three
light. The Machines were coming up at point four light, decelerating so they
could make a slow pass and pick up the remains of the human vessels.


“Jumping, now,” called out the captain of the
lead destroyer in Mara’s system.


One of the destroyers sent out the signal that
signified a jump into hyper, then started putting out graviton emissions as it
started accelerating at five hundred and fifty gravities. The crew would be in
acceleration tubes.


“Jump failed,” called out the commander of the
second destroyer. Moments later it disappeared, along with a couple of missiles
that intersected it on the plot.


Mara felt her heart beat faster as she looked on
with horror. She had seen the like of this a thousand times, ships destroyed
out of sight. If she ever got used to it she would have to think about
retirement. But hyperdrive failure was rare, about one in ten thousand jumps.
Normally it happened in situations where the failure only resulted in the ship
still coasting through space while an embarrassed engineering crew tackled the
problem.


The two ships in the other system both jumped
perfectly into hyper just before the enemy missiles reached them. They went
into acceleration, on a heading for the large scout force further out. Five
hundred and fifty gravities.


The Machines had gone into an emergency decel
like the humans had never seen, over one thousand five hundred gravities. The
grabber units were instantly glowing white hot, pulling at space. They didn’t
need to convert inertia to heat, since there was nothing aboard the ships that
couldn’t handle thousands of gravities. Still, pulling so fiercely at space was
enough to cause the grabber units to almost melt. It still took them twenty
minutes to get down to point three light. The instant they were there, they
jumped, then put on the acceleration to head toward the ship it was chasing.
Not as high acceleration as they had gone into decel, only a thousand
gravities. They didn’t need more, since the ships ahead of them would be caught
in less than fifteen minutes. Or they would have been.


“Keep leading them on,” Mara ordered her two
scout groups, the single and the pair.  “We’re going to jump in ten minutes.”


At that time the enemy ships at both locations
would be within five minutes missile range for wormhole launched weapons in
hyper. The destroyers would also be within five minutes of the Machines, and
the admiral could only hope they were too preoccupied to pay attention to the
fleeing ships.


“What happens if the Machines fire on our ships
early?” asked the force tactical officer.


“I’m hoping that they have something else in
mind,” said Mara, thinking back to how the Machines had captured some of her
destroyers, along with the Klassekian com techs. She still wasn’t sure how they
had done it, since they had received nothing from the ships when they had been
neutralized. Even the com techs had gone down, painlessly, without their
siblings noting their absence. That had seemed impossible, but it had happened,
and she was still curious to see how it had been done.


She hated this decision as well. There was no
telling what kind of effect the Machine device had on living brains. She was
hoping it was just something temporary, at least until the Machines got their
hands of the victims.


The destroyers were firing every dual-purpose
missile they had, following that up with counters as the Machines closed. It
was hopeless, with the defensive fire of a hundred capital ship class vessels
taking out everything coming their way.


“Prepare to jump, on my command,” ordered Mara,
looking over at the face of the commodore who was leading the other force. “Commodore
Whitaker. You know what I want. Attack on your prerogative.”


“We’re picking up some kind of energy wave,” said
the com officer, just before the sensor officer turned to give the same
opinion.


“What kind of energy wave?”


“I’ve never seen anything like it, ma’am.”


That has to be it, thought the admiral.


“We’ve just lost contact with the destroyer,”
called out the com tech.


“Same here,” said Commodore Whittaker. “Whatever
they’re using just short circuited the com systems, even the Klassekian. But the
ships are still forging ahead at five hundred and fifty gravities.”


So, they effected the brains of the crews, but
not the electronics aboard the ships.


“Get ready to jump. All wormholes are to fire as
soon as we enter hyper.”


She waited a few more moments, letting her
sensors gather all the information they could. They already knew that the
device, whatever it was, was effective at just under four light minutes in
hyper. Was it the same in normal space? They didn’t know. But she would
recommend that they find out which kind of ships had the device and stay more
than fifteen light minute out of range.


“Jump,” ordered Mara, and felt the slight nausea
of the translation to hyper.


The crews of the battle cruisers knew their
business. The flagship shook as it released a stream of missiles toward the
enemy. Within seconds all of the wormholes had fired. One hundred and eighty
missiles speeding out at point nine-five light. Every ship in the force added
its own firepower, launching every tube. Those weapons wouldn’t strike at the
same time as the wormhole weapons, but they would strike.


It was five seconds flight time to the Machines
ships. They reacted with computer efficiency, firing lasers, particle beams and
counters. Fast, but not fast enough, as forty-one of the Machine ships
converted to plasma as they were hit. The second wave was out after
thirty-seconds, after the ship launched missiles had already targeted, acquired
and hit.


There were still Machine ships after the second
wave, seven of them, three badly damaged. Mara had lost one destroyer, with
damage to some dozen more of her ships.


“Get those ships under control,” ordered Mara,
watching the destroyer coasting through hyper close to her, along with the two
on the other holo.


She looked at the report from Commodore
Whittaker’s command. He had lost five ships, but had shot the hell out the
Machines, just like hers had. 


“And get medics over to those ships. I want the
crews scanned so we can determine what happened.”


Mara wasn’t sure if they would learn anything
from those crew. They had to try, but it would be more important to discover
which kind of ships were carrying that device, so they could target them first
in future battles. That would be the most important intelligence they could
develop from this fight.









Chapter Five


 


Wise
men speak because they have something to say; Fools because they have to say
something.


Plato


 


GORGANSHA
HOME SYSTEM. JULY 4TH, 1003.


 


“The fleet is prepared to move, Lord,” said
Admiral Soranka Goran, Gorgansha Fleet Commander, looking at the face of
Hraston Gonoras, the supreme dictator of the Gorgansha People, on the holo.


“I have final orders for you, Fleet Commander,”
said the dictator, glaring at his senior naval officer.


Goran felt alarmed at those words. They had spent
hours hammering out their deployments. Parts of the fleet would move to support
all of the human task groups. And they would fight to protect their worlds and
their people.


“What is your command, Lord?”


“You are to hold back in the battles with the
humans,” said Gonoras. “You are to let them absorb the fire of the Machines,
until their forces are crippled.”


“What?” Goran felt his mouth fall open as a
shiver ran up his spine. The dictator was talking about betrayal. Something
that might not concern the dictator, but was of great importance to warriors.


“You are to let the Artificial Lifeforms pound
the humans into scrap. After that, you will move on the remains of the human
fleets, if any, and kill them.”


Goran hadn’t thought he could be any more
shocked. He was wrong. He was also intelligent enough to know that he needed to
carefully watch his words if he wanted to live.


“What if the Artificial Lifeforms win?”


“Then you are to engage the Artificial Lifeforms
and destroy them.”


“And if we can’t beat them?” What the dictator
was ordering was allowing the Artificial Lifeforms to defeat the defense in
detail. It was a horrible plan, and obviously the dictator had no idea that he
might be dooming five of his worlds with this decision.


“That is defeatist thinking, Fleet Commander,”
growled the dictator, pointing a claw at the fleet commander. “You need to
watch that. But, if you can’t beat them you are to save your fleets and retire
back to the capital. We will need your ships for our final victory over both
enemies.”


Both enemies. Goran didn’t like what the dictator
was thinking. Gonoras didn’t seem to understand the power of the humans. If the
dictator destroyed their fleet in Gorgansha space, it would only bring on a
retribution that the smaller Consolidation wouldn’t be able to handle. It was
as if Gonoras lived in a fantasy world in which his every wish would become
reality. And then there were the deployments the dictator had insisted on.


Goran hadn’t liked the allotment of ships to
start with. Only two thirds of the total fleet would actually be facing the
enemy. Enemies, he amended. The dictator was keeping a total of one third of
the fleet in the home system, for no reason other than to make sure his ass was
protected.


Goran wanted to protest, to tell the dictator
that he was insane. And if he did such in the home system he would be
immediately relieved of his command and taken down to the planet for his
execution. If he wasn’t simply shot on his bridge and tossed out an airlock. He
might actually be able to accomplish something if he agreed with the dictator.
At least to make sure that he had loyal warriors around him when he disagreed
with the dictator, at a safe distance.


“It will be as you say, Dictator.”


Gonoras gave the Gorgansha version of a smile,
something that was intended to terrify prey. The dictator faded from the holo,
leaving the fleet commander alone with his own thoughts.


“Set the task groups on their courses and let’s
get this going,” he ordered. The sooner he was out of this system, and the
vagaries of the dictator, the better.


*     *     *


 


PLANET
KLASSEK.


 


“They seem to be shaping us nicely, General,”
said Planetary President Rizzit Contena, standing beside Lt. General Travis
Wittmore on the reviewing stand.


Wittmore had to agree, watching as the columns of
native Klassekian troops marched down the wide boulevard. Whole battalions of
soldiers in battle armor. Some units wore light armor, others medium. There
were a few heavy infantry units still in training, and not represented in this
parade to celebrate the official entry of the planet into the New Terran
Empire.


The way the troops marched still looked strange
to his eyes. Klassekians had an unusual bobbing gait due to the construction of
their hips and knees, and they couldn’t hold the tentacles that made up their
upper limbs in the same manner as humans. Of course this made the suits look
strange, the rifles, everything looked weird. When he thought about it, it was
no stranger than seeing a battalion of Phlistarans trotting in formation. Or
Gryphons.


The battalion commander saluted the stand and the
people on it. Guidons dipped, right tentacles moved to a rifle salute. The
general had to admit they moved smartly. Their overall training scores were
excellent, as good as those of any human units. The species had fought well
with their own equipment, but had yet to prove themselves with the equipment and
tactics of their human friends.


The battalion passed and the next came up. The
metallic noises made by armored vehicles came to their ears, and Wittmore
looked up the boulevard to see a small line of large tanks rolling up the
street.


The tanks were moving on grabbers so their treads
wouldn’t tear up the street surface. Some moved their turrets to keep the guns
in line with the direction of the street. This was what was causing the
metallic sounds. Commanders looked down from their hatches. All of them were
human. There were Klassekians training in tanks, but they still had some ways
to go. There was a lot of advanced technology on the Tyrannosaur. It was the
same problem with training Klassekian spacers, who needed a year or more of
remedial training before they went into the standard spacer skill regimen. It
would be another year before they had Klassekian spacers who were not com
techs. Engineers, electronics techs, even able spacers.


“General Wittmore,” came a voice over his
implant, seeming to be in his ear.


“What?” he asked in his mind, the implant taking
that nerve transmission and returning his answer in his voice to the person
trying to contact him.


“This is Admiral Bednarczyk. I just wanted you to
know that the Machines are on the move.”


Wittmore sucked in a breath. Klassek had already
fought off several invasions by the Machines. The army was being built here
without any protest from the majority of the people because they knew the
threat. And we only have a small system defense force, he thought.


The Empire had stationed a substantial force in
the system after the last attack, but as time passed and the Fleet needed
ships, they had been withdrawn. Right now he had a single battleship, three
battle cruisers, eleven cruisers and twenty-seven destroyers. The cruisers and
destroyers were mainly cruising the outer system, tracking anything coming and
going. Which meant all he had to defend the vital planet were the four capital
ships and the orbital defense platforms.


This is shameful, he thought, gritting
his teeth. Any core system in the Empire would have a system defense force ten
times larger than what he had. Klassek had as large a population as most core
worlds. And it was closer to a war zone than any of them.


“We need more ships, Admiral,” he finally said,
waiting for the refusal. If she did he would push it to his own leadership,
including High Marshal Mishori Yamakuri. Bednarczyk couldn’t fire him. Those
orders could only come down from the Imperial Army, though she could request
it.


“I’ll see what I can do,” she said, surprising
him. “I won’t give you anything from my battle fleet, but I think I might be
able to round up a couple of ships for you.”


“That would be appreciated. Thanks.”


Bednarczyk was gone from the com, leaving the
general to watch the rest of the parade. All the while he was going over his
planetary deployments in his head. If the Machines were on the move, anything
the bastards might still have hiding on the planet could erupt in their own
offensive. And he needed to keep his people looking so they weren’t caught off
guard.


*     *     *


 


BOLTHOLE
SYSTEM.


 


“Admiral. You’ve already emasculated my system
defense force. And now you want to take more from me.”


Henare knew that his flushed face under his
tattoos was giving away his anger. It was okay if she knew he was mad, as long
as he didn’t let his mouth lead him into charges of insubordination.


“Your system is important, Admiral. But so is
Klassek. According to the Emperor it’s the most important system out here. They
are uncovered by any kind of system defense fleet, and they are closer to the
battle zone than you are as well.”


“That doesn’t mean they won’t try to attack
here,” said Henare, shaking his head.


“Our analysts think it very unlikely.”


“And if they’re wrong,” said Henare, barely able
to keep his anger in check. This system and the people in it were his
responsibility. Of course he cared about the overall campaign. But Bolthole was
his priority.


“I have to make a decision, Admiral. And using
the best information I have I have decided that Klassek needs to be
reinforced.” She stopped for a moment to look firmly out of the holo. “I can’t
give them any of my ships. Not with that flood I have coming at me. So, I am
ordering you to detach three capital ships to go through the gate and deploy to
Klassek. You can decide which ships, but at least one must be a battleship.”


Henare stared straight ahead, not looking at the
admiral, not sure what he was going to say. He couldn’t even appeal her
decision, not without jumping the chain of command. Grand High Admiral McCollum
didn’t like people jumping command like that, which would prejudice her against
him from the start.


“I’ll get on it,” he said, not sure how much he
could delay the deployment.


“You have twenty-four hours to get those ships
into the gate,” said Bednarczyk, leaning forward, her face seeming to come
closer through the holo. “I will brook no delays. Understood?”


“Completely,” replied Henare is a tone of defeat.
“It will be done.”


The fleet admiral’s holo faded. Henare started to
think, trying to come up with an answer, and failing. He couldn’t send a
freighter dressed up as a warship. That kind of deception would be discovered
so fast it wouldn’t give him a second’s reprieve. But, since she had left the
choice up to him.


“What is our least advanced battleship?” he asked
his chief of staff some minutes later.


“The Exeter is the oldest battleship we
have,” replied Carson, frowning. “Prewar hyper VI. Actually, built a decade
before the war.”


“Okay. I want that ship and our three least
capable battle cruisers to have movement orders cut. They are to gate into the
black hole system, then over to Klassek.”


“Very well. I’ll get right on it.”


One day all of these measures he had taken to
circumvent the instructions of his commanding officer would come back to bite
him in the ass. He would worry about that when the time came.


*     *     *


 


GALACTIC
SPACE. JULY 9TH, 1003.


 


The Machine force was at a point almost directly
over the Bolthole system, five hundred light years up from the center of the
plane of the ecliptic. Moving in hyper VII they would cover the distance in
just over six days, including deceleration in order to stairstep through the
dimensions.


So far they had picked up nothing to indicate
they had been detected. They had picked up some other ships, moving through
hyper I or II. Their resonances matched nothing they had previously detected.
That meant it was another space faring species, one that had possibly gotten
into hyper a century before, and had so far escaped the attentions of the
Machines. The AI had ordered some of its ships off to search out and take on
all of the contacts. To capture them and their crews if possible. It would mark
where they had been found and eventually send ships to kill that civilization.
Right now it had to concentrate on the mission. That species was not going to
get away, and would be right where they were when the Machines came for them.


The AI had plenty of time to calculate scenarios,
millions of them, what the enemy would do when it reached the system, what it
would do in response. Every possible situation, with every possible enemy order
of battle, within the limits of its database. There were only a few permutations
where the enemy won, and even then they were badly hurt.


The ships continued to move through hyper, noting
as star systems went by in each direction, focusing on the G class star they
were on a direct heading for. At this range they could tell nothing about it.
As soon as they entered normal space the platforms that were still at the edge
of the system would fill them in with everything they needed. If the AI could
feel such, it would have felt confident. The humans had a word for that,
Hubris. It was a concept that the AI would never have been able to understand.









Chapter Six


 


EDGE
OF GORGANSHA SPACE. JULY 12TH, 1003.


 


“The Machine ships are joining up,” called out
Mara Montgomery over the com.


Of course Mara was not following them in her own
ships. She had her two largest forces still camped outside the two biggest
industrial systems they knew of. New ships were moving to take posts outside
the other systems where they had been chased away, coming out of hyper I at
over a light month distance and moving slowly into position. They wouldn’t be
in the best positions for several months, but they could still monitor for
hyper jumps in the area during that time.


She had four or five light cruisers and a dozen
destroyers following each of the four Machine forces. Everyone had expected
them to move out in their five groups and head straight for their targets.
Instead, they had vectored to close up and form one big fleet. Now the humans
weren’t sure what they were going to do, what they were targeting. Only that a
massive fleet of ten thousand or more ships was heading for Gorgansha space.


Would it continue to roll on and strike at one
system, totally destroying it and moving on? That didn’t make sense. They might
win the decisive battle, or they might not. Hitting one system would give their
opponent a chance to gather a greater force and defeat them in the second
battle. Hitting multiple systems would force the organic enemy to either split
their own fleet, bringing on multiple decisive battles, or ignore some of the
forces, letting them destroy their target systems.


If it had been a normal fleet, the last throw of
the dice, it would have been one thing. Unfortunately, that fleet was only the
ships that had been ready at the time of launch. The Machine industrial systems
were still cranking out their products. Ships were still being fitted out,
missiles built, and it was looking like another massive fleet would be on the
way in a couple of months or so.


“Any idea what they’re going to do?” asked
Admiral Bednarczyk from the com holo.


Beata looked like she was very distressed. Mara
understood. They had hoped to be able to read the Machine com traffic on the
way in. If they had been in five separate fleets there would have been traffic
flying back and forth, especially as they detected Imperial ships. Now they
could communicate across their entire force with short range grav pulse.


“I still think they’re going to hit those five
systems, admiral. That makes the most sense to me.”


“Agreed,” said Beata after a moment’s thought. “I
wonder when they’re going to split again? And what are you going to do with
your following scouts?”


“They’ll follow as five separate groups,” said
Mara, hoping she had come up with the best plan. “Two close enough to track the
Machine fleet, one back out of the range of the enemy sensors. The other two on
either side, also out of sensor range, using their wormholes to stay in
position where they can peel off and follow anything that splits from the main
fleet.”


“Okay. You’re my scout force commander, so I’m
going to trust your instincts.”


Which meant Bednarczyk wasn’t completely sure
about the way Mara was deploying her scouts, but wasn’t sure how it could be
done better. If the plan went south and the Machines took out her scouts and
disappeared, it would be her responsibility.


“The bad news, Admiral, is that the Machines are
still cranking out ships. We have seen the asteroid belts of these systems
visibly shrink in mass. We are estimating that they will have another fleet
equal to the one we’re tracking in a month. Maybe two.”


“And we won’t have near the force we have now,”
said Beata, eyes widening in alarm.


Mara understood. No matter the outcome of the
approaching battles, the Imperial and Gorgansha fleets would lose ships. How
many? A quarter of them? Half? More? They would have to beg for more ships from
the Empire, and with the war against the Cacas still going strong, there might
not be any ships available.


“Here’s what I want you to do, Mara,” said Beata,
pointing a finger at her protégé through the holo. “I want you to bombard those
systems with wormhole launched weapons. Continuously. Don’t worry about
expending ammunition. So use at least twelve thousand. They’ll make more.”


Yes they will, thought Mara. Right now the Empire was
at the top of its industrial game. Space docks and skilled workers, along with
construction time, were the bottlenecks on ship building. Fabbers could crank
out hundreds of missiles an hour each, and the Empire had been building the
nanotech construction units since the beginning of hostilities against the
Cacas. They might begrudge them those missiles, like they had reloads for ship
based launchers, but calls for fire through the wormholes had never been denied.
So far.


“Will do,” said the scout force commander.
Bednarczyk’s face disappeared with the holo.


“I want all wormhole equipped ships in both
forces to start plotting targets in their systems,” she said, walking over to
the central holo plot. “Shipyards, factories, mines. Everything that looks like
it’s important.”


Com officers and techs went to work, getting out
the word to all the ships that had wormhole launchers. The forces were sitting
over sixty light hours outside the system. The computers onboard the firing
ships were assigned their targets, then crunched the numbers to come up with
solutions that would bring their weapons to the right place at the right time.


Everything in the system was in motion, including
the star. In orbits around the central body, or one of the planets or moons
that were in orbit around the star. They might not be able to calculate where
the ships under grabber power would be, but everything else was just an
exercise in celestial mechanics. Tens of thousands of targets, with no
consideration of collateral damage to planets that were already completely
lifeless.


“All ships report that they are ready to fire.”


The flagship had already adjusted its aim on
thrusters, devices that couldn’t be picked up at one light hour, much less
sixty. It would continue to move as subsequent waves were fired.


“Fire when they achieve the best solution.”


That gave every ship the freedom to fire when
they were lined up right. At the distance they were at it didn’t take much of a
change to generate a large angle of attack in the system.


“Firing,” called out the flagship’s tactical
officer. The ship shook slightly for less than a second, releasing its stream
of thirty missiles at point nine-five light. They moved without a trace,
heading toward where their target would be in sixty odd hours. In this stream’s
case, the shipyards around the third planet of the system. Thirty seconds later
she sent a stream toward the same target with a very slight adjustment.


The six ships fired off one hundred and eighty
missiles every thirty seconds through ten volleys, one thousand eight hundred
weapons. A cool down period of fifteen minutes, then they were at it again.


The forced fired for an entire twelve hours,
sending out six thousand four hundred missiles. The same with the second force.
Not all would hit their targets. And there were too many targets for that number
of missiles to take them all out. Would it cripple their production? Yes.
Enough? Only time would tell. And if they found that there was too much that
survived, they could repeat the evolution, as many times as necessary.


The only problems were the other systems, the
heavy industrialized stars that didn’t have Imperial forces sitting outside of
them. The humans knew where some were, but not all. There was no way they could
destroy the entire next fleet.


The only way we’re going to beat them is with
Admiral Chan’s dream weapon.  She personally thought it a pipe dream. A wish
fulfillment by the Emperor. Only the senior staff, including herself, had been
read into the project. Too much fear that the Machines would capture someone
who was privy to the plan and reveal it. They still didn’t understand how the
Machines interfaced with human brains, but it was obvious that they did, and
them getting this intelligence would mean the weapon would be stillborn.


She could think of one other way they could
defeat the Machines. Beat the Cacas, then bring the entire Fleet, along with
every ship of every ally, and sweep them from space. Seeing as the Cacas, while
on the ropes, had not been defeated, and might not be for years on end, that
might not happen in time. So they had to try and defeat them now, with what
they had.


*      *      *


“I would prefer for you to send your detachments
to these systems, Fleet Commander.”


“But you’re not sure they are going to go there,”
said Goran, his triple eyes looking out of the holo.


They were communicating through a series of
Klassekian com techs, deployed aboard Imperial ships, including one that had
rendezvoused with the Gorgansha fleet, and the transmission from the minds of
the aliens was just a little fuzzy. The audio came through clear enough,
though.


“It is going to take you longer to get into the
battle zone than the Machines, so the sooner we get you deployed in obvious
target systems the better. I want you to support my ships with your defensive
weapons.”


“Not with our missiles?” asked the surprised
fleet commander.


“Oh, you can fire all the missiles you want, but
our wormhole launchers are going to pull the yeoman’s duty in these fights.
Those and our warp fighters.”


Beata could see the envy in the eyes of the
Gorgansha commander. He wanted wormholes, but he wasn’t about to get them. Warp
fighters might still be in their future, but that was not a given.


“Get into the systems and back us up. We’re going
to need your support, so don’t let us down.”


“And what happens if they don’t go there?”


“We’ll try to get you locations while you can
still get to the fight in time. Hopefully, that will help.”


“Very well. I…” The Gorgansha looked out of the
holo like he wanted to say something else, important. But he remained silent.


“Anything else, Fleet Commander?” asked Beata,
who had never known the being to be hesitant to speak his mind, at least with
her.


“I, uh…. No.”


The com terminated, the Fleet Commander ending
his talk with her deployed destroyer, his liaison vessel. 


Beata wasn’t sure why that last exchange bothered
her so much. She trusted the fleet commander, inasmuch as she could trust any
of his species. What she didn’t trust was his commander, the Dictator of the
Consolidation. There was no telling what that bastard was up to.


*     *     *


Goran had wanted to tell the human admiral what
he had been ordered to do. It would be a betrayal of his lord and master, the
being he had pledged his loyalty. His very life. That could bring disaster to
his family and his fortunes.


Thank the universe I got my mate and young off
the home world,
he thought. Some trusted subordinates had moved them onto a freighter and sent
them on their way to a satellite world on the other side of the Consolidation,
away from the Machines. There they would be transferred to the planet and
hidden from the secret police by loyal friends.


The fleet commander might also lose his estates,
but that was not as big a deal. The family was more important. He loved his
spouse, as much as any male Gorgansha could. He insisted that she act like a
normal Gorgansha female in public. In private she was granted more freedom than
most, and had the responsibility to run the household. Many Gorgansha males in
his position would have hired another male to run their household while he was
away, on the theory that it might cause too much distress to the limited brain
of a female.


He did not feel that way. He knew his spouse
could handle the numbers as well as he could, and her planning abilities were
top notch. His children, two males and a female, were learning from her, and
they seemed to be very bright and happy children. The Universe knew that he
wasn’t around enough to teach them much more than that their father was a loyal
warrior who didn’t have time for them. And that their father had honor. He
intended to retain that honor, even at the cost of his life, and hoped his
children would respect that decision.


He dismissed his family from his thoughts for the
time being, locking them away in his memory. There were other things he had to
deal with at the moment. He was safe enough from the dictator for the time
being, with his ships in hyper VI, heading toward the battle zone and with no
direct link to that paranoid and vindictive being.


“I want all the force commanders’ flagships to
close with my flag,” he ordered. They were going to have a conference, one that
might see him deposed as commander. But he had an idea, and he needed to see if
his subordinate commanders were onboard with it. He had handpicked them for
their positions, having known them through their entire careers. Still, what he
would say was risky.


*     *     *


“They’re sending a small force toward this
system,” said Mara, her face looking out of a smaller holo bubble while a plot
occupied a much larger one. “As soon as they got out of our tracking range they
started exchanging traffic over their grav pulse com. We verified that part of
the transmission was the designator for this system.”


“Lrosst,” said Beata, using the name the
Gorgansha used for it. It was a frontier system, only a couple of million.
Before the war it had boasted over fifty million, but as more outlying systems
fell to the Machines people had evacuated to planets and habitats closer in to
the capital.


Bednarczyk looked over at her encryption expert,
who was nodding her head as she read the digital traffic Mara was sending her
way.


“We’re getting ninety percent translation,” said
Lt. Commander Ela Nagato, looking up with a smile.


The young commander was a rarity in the Fleet,
someone who could actually look at digital readouts and understand what was
going on.


“Send the information to Chan. She’s waiting on
it.”


Beata turned back to her scout force commander.
“Keep getting me that information.”


“What are you going to do about Lrosst?” said a
concerned scout force commander.


“Nothing I can do,” said Beata with a sinking
feeling. She didn’t have the ships in place to get to that system before the
Machines. There was also the Covington scenario. From their course the Machines
could be headed to any of a dozen systems, four of them populated. They
couldn’t let the Machines know they were reading their traffic. Not at this
time, when they might have a chance to shut them down completely. If they
changed their entire code prior to the attempt to shut them down, it might be
months before they had decrypted enough to make another attempt. By then
another wave would come, and the Gorgansha people would probably go down the
path to darkness.


The actual header letting the Machines know what
was communicating with them changed with the current encryption routine they
were using. The base code didn’t change, and it was what they read after the
transmission was decrypted. As long as they knew the encrypted code they could
shove the header into the Machine system, opening it up for what was to follow.


“There are ten million people on that planet,”
hissed Mara in a tone of mixed anger and distress. “Gorgansha and aliens.”


“I know there are,” growled Beata back. “And
there is nothing I can do about it. I don't have the ships in place to meet
them, and nothing that can get there in time.”


She did have a few ships that could reach the
system, one battle cruiser, a couple of light cruisers and five destroyers. If
she pushed them she could get them there in time. For all the good it would do.
They couldn't evacuate the planet. One ship was already on the way to warn them
so any that could get off the planet could start moving. She wasn't about to
ask them to delay the Machines. They would get swept aside, destroyed, for no
return.


Beata felt bad about not being able to help those
people, the other aliens more than the Gorgansha. The Gorgansha were a slave
holding race, one that used the labor of other species to prop up their
economy. In many ways they were like the Cacas, without the obviously horrible
trait of eating their slaves. Beata had wondered if the Empire would ever be
able to have any kind of alliance with these people. Many of them thought of
her and her female officers as inferior, something that still rankled her. She
hoped the Empire might be able to influence them after this war, if there was
anything left.


“Very well, Admiral,” said Mara, her expression
softening. “I'm sorry. It's just that I'm tired of seeing these damned things
keep on killing living creatures.”


Beata closed her eyes and shook her head as Mara
faded from the holo. So much destruction, so much death. She really hadn't
expected this kind of war when she had been sent out here. Sure, back and forth
battles, and if the other side overstepped the bounds of lawful war, she could
punish them. Not the Machines. They didn't give a damn if they were destroyed,
if whole planets of theirs were wiped out. And they never seemed to end.


God, but I hope Chan knows what she's talking
about,
she thought, looking over at the plot. And when the hell are you going to
separate and head for your targets?


*     *      *


“The
humans saved us,” said Goran, sitting at his conference room table and looking
at the holo projections of four of his commanders. 


The
males were highest ranking leaders in his fleet, and would be in charge of the
forces that split off from the main force. He had served with all of them for
decades. Two of the males had gone through the naval college with him. He
trusted them with his life, but could he trust them with the treason he
proposed?


“The
humans and their allies saved us,” he continued, steeling himself. “If not for
their fleet we would be battling for our lives on the other side of the
capital. Because there is no way we would have been able to stop them. They had
killed billions of our people, rolled over most of our frontier systems. We
were on the way to extinction. We might have gotten some of our people away.
But our civilization would have ended.”


“But
they brought so many upsetting ideas with them,” said Plastra Horan, the most
traditionalist of the commanders, head moving in a motion of negation. “Females
in charge of battle fleets.”


“I, for
one, found that refreshing,” said Joras Ladora, one of the least traditional of
the officers. “Their female commanders were smart, they fought fiercely, and we
benefited. What was not to like.”


“But, to
have males bow down to females,” growled Horan.


“They
still have male officers. And the leader of their Empire is male,” pointed out
Natras Goran, the fleet commander's cousin, and one of his oldest friends.


“Good
point,” said the last male, Joranus Horan, Plastra's brother, and an admiral
who didn't always agree with his brother's viewpoints. “They have had female
leaders of their empire. But as far as I can see from reading their history, it
didn't have any detrimental effects. I read of their Empress Constance, who led
their fleet in war. As good as any commander they have had.”


“How do
you feel about your spouses?” asked Goran, looking from holo to holo. “Are they
stupid creature who can't figure out how to come in from the rain? Or are they
intelligent beings?”


There
was a lot of head motions of agreement. In fact, even Plastra seemed to agree,
though he huffed after giving his head motion.


“So, are
the humans right?”


“It
doesn't matter,” said Nastras, his eyes rolling. “Gonoras is a traditionalist.
He will never admit that females are his equal.”


“But are
they our equals?” growled Plastra, giving a head motion of negation. “I know of
no female as strong as I am. Or at least as I was when I was still a strong
young male.”


“And is
physical strength the only measure,” returned Ladora, showing his teeth in a
smile. “Maybe when we were still digging in the dirt, and fighting our enemies
with clubs and blades it was. I, for one, have met many females who were
skilled enough at hand to hand combat they could take me with ease.” There were
some disapproving looks at that, since females were not supposed to be trained
in combat. That it happened was a given. Ladora continued. “And the important
thing in our day and age is intelligence and dexterity, the ability to operate
machines. If we did as the humans we would have females working in our
industries, freeing up males for battle.”


“I,
don't know,” said Plastra, looking doubtful. “But you have left me with much to
think about. Once this war is over.”


“And
about that,” said Goran, looking over all of his officers. “I want everyone to
hear me out before talking.”


That
drew curious looks from all of the officers. Normally conferences between
commanders included shouted questions and statements all the way through. That
their commander was asking them for silence until he finished speaking bespoke
the seriousness of whatever subject he was to broach.


“I have
received orders from the dictator. We are to let the humans fight the
Artificial Lifeforms without our aid. They will absorb the damage from the
enemy.”


“But,
they might be defeated without our aid,” said Plastra, his voice rising.


Plastra
may had been a traditionalist, but he was also a brilliant naval commander, and
one who could see the implications immediately.


“That is
what the dictator wants,” said Goran, seeing the shock on the faces of the
males. “In fact, he wants us to destroy the human forces after their fight with
the Artificial Lifeforms.”


“Has he
lost his mind,” blurted Ladora, a panicked expression on his face.


“Watch
your tongue,” said Plastra, glaring at the other admiral. “He is your ruler,
the being you swore your oaths to.”


“And he
wants to stab our ally in the back,” yelled back Ladora.


The
meeting devolved into a shouting match, and Goran slammed the fist of his
dominant hand on the top of the table. I should have known better than to
think I could get in my entire speech before an argument broke out, he
thought.


“This is
insane,” said Nastras, looking intently at his cousin. “Is he insane? The
humans will swamp us with unbeatable fleets.”


“Gonaros
believes that they will be too busy with their other war,” said Goran. “Or he
simply believes they lie about the size of their empire and their fleet.
Unfortunately, I believe them. They are a mighty empire that covers many times
the area of our Consolidation. Going to war with them will bring our
destruction. They might not need to lift a finger to doom us. Simply withdraw
their support when the next Artificial Lifeform fleet comes rampaging into our
space to destroy us.”


“Something
else to think about,” said Plastra, obviously considering the problem without
letting his loyalties interfere with his reasoning ability. “If the Artificial
Lifeforms defeat the humans, there is no guarantee that we will then beat them.
We could end up getting our own fleet destroyed, and then they will kill
everything in those systems. And if they destroy us, how will the home fleet
stop them with less than a third of our combat power.


“So,”
said the male Goran was sure he would have the most trouble convincing. “What
do you propose to save us from the decisions of a madman?”









Chapter
Seven


 


In three words I can sum up
everything I've learned about life: it goes on.  Robert Frost


 


BOLTHOLE. JULY 13TH,
1003.


 


Admiral
Anaru Henare liked these tours of his facilities. They gave him hope and raised
his spirits. Bolthole had been envisioned by the Emperor Augustine, the father
of Sean, as a hidden base that could produce everything needed to put a battle
fleet into space. The last refuge, and the port that would house the fleet that
might win the Empire back if it were conquered. Of course, he hadn't known
about the Cacas, who would kill every human in the Empire if they won. Or the
Machines.


The
Bolthole asteroid was still the center of it all. Almost two thousand
kilometers in diameter, it would be considered a large moon if it orbited
anything but the star. It was surrounded by hundreds of platforms. Factories,
ship docks, even some habitats, though most of the people in the system lived
on the asteroid. The population had grown to over one hundred million. Mostly
humans, with large populations of aliens among them.


The
largest alien population, surprisingly, were the Klassekians. They had come as
unskilled labor, most of them, and were well on the way to becoming some of the
best machine operators in the Empire. Of the two million of those people, over
three quarters were permanent immigrants off of their home world. The remaining
quarter were on Bolthole to absorb skills that they could take back to their
home world. When that time came, an equal number would come out from Klassek,
raising the tech expertise of the planet. Along with the people being educated
at home, the planet was on the fast track toward becoming a technologically
advanced society like any other in the Empire.


The
curve of the asteroid was to the right of the shuttle the admiral was riding.
There were lights all over the surface, marking airlocks, hangars, ports for
the intake and release of products and materials. Steady orbs, flashing
strobes, enough to confuse just about anyone looking at the surface. Some
factories were in low orbits, sweeping their bulky cubes and spheres swiftly
around the asteroid. There were many more to the other side, out from Bolthole.
Tens of thousands of people worked in each of those assembly plants, putting
together grabber units, environmental plants, electromagnetic projectors. All
the ten thousand and one assemblies that went into space craft large and small.


Orbiting
hangars vied for space in the orbit, holding brand new shuttles, fighters and
other specialist vessels. The orbit space was very full, even with multiple
orbital shells extending out to thousands of kilometers. More factories were
under construction, beings in spacesuits cutting and welding parts, the flares
of their torches adding more lights to the mix. For every one of the points of
light there were a dozen beings using nanojoiners that didn't use heat.


It's
amazing, thought the admiral, admiring the energy of the people
building this base. It also worried him. People in the asteroid could shelter
under ten or more kilometers of nickel/iron crust. Those in the platforms,
millions of them, wouldn't have that protection, and they would be scrambling
to get to someplace safe in case of an attack.


The
shuttle headed toward one of the huge habitats a little further out from the
factories. Forty kilometers long with a diameter of fifteen kilometers, each
rotated to give the habitats an outer skin pseudo-gravity of one gee. There
were over a million people, workers and their families, living in each of the
two habitats, with room for many more. Henare was concerned about the habitats,
though he knew they were necessary, he knew they could only evacuate a couple
hundred thousand people an hour. In case of an attack, they were sitting ducks,
and the loss of life could be horrendous.


Unfortunately,
the asteroid only had an internal gravity of less than point two gees. That was
enough for people to move around, carefully. To sleep on beds without strapping
down. It wasn't enough for some applications. There was artificial gravity on
some levels, just liked used on spaceships. But spaceships had huge energy
budgets, with more than enough left over for artificial gravity. Not so for the
Bolthole asteroid. The habitats had gravity of a sort, enough for the medical
procedures and childbirth that went much easier in a normal, for sentients,
gravity field. Which brought up another concern. There were tens of thousands
of injured in the two hospitals, industrial accidents, or just plain household
mishaps. Bar fights, training accidents, the list was endless. And those people
would also need to be evacuated during combat, not the easiest thing to do when
some were not even ambulatory.


“Okay,
Warrant. Take us out to the ships.”


The
Gryphon warrant officer who was piloting the shuttle nodded and turned the ship
outward. The flight lanes were crowded, and the warrant made sure that the ones
he boosted into were clear. The admiral's shuttle had priority in most
situations, but that didn't mean that some civilian shuttle wouldn't get in
their way.


They
passed by row after row of missile storage units, most empty at the moment,
though a heavy shuttle was docking with one to offload the product of the
industrial platforms. Missiles were formed of bodies, electronic modules, and
grabber units. Bodies were fabbed in the asteroid, using the nickel/iron, mixed
with other metals. They were transported up to orbital platforms, where grabber
units, manufactured in other platforms, and the electronics packages were
attached. Seemed easy enough, but it required tens of thousands of supervisory
workers to make sure that everything ran smoothly through the assembly line.


“There
they are, sir,” said Warrant Officer Halastr, expanding the view ahead.


Three
battleships sat in a row, almost complete. Only missing a few of their outer
accouterments, running lights, numbers, the lifepods. They would be ready in a
couple of weeks, to be shipped out and back to the Supersystem, where they
would be crewed and go through their working up period.


The
shuttle coasted by the battleship furthest in, and Henare looked on the ships
with feelings of pride.


“Damn,”
said the warrant, causing Henare to turn toward the enormous gate.


A
superfreighter had erupted from the mirrored surface of the portal, immediately
boosting to the side and turning onto a heading toward one of the space docks.
Moments later a standard freighter went in through the mirror to head for the
Supersystem. A traffic control platform sat out a thousand kilometers from the
gate, always fully manned, keeping the traffic moving. There had been some
accidents, nothing critical, but the possibility of something bad happening was
always a concern.


The
admiral turned back to look at the next row of three battleships coming up.
These were not quite as finished, missing many of their outer hatches, sensor
domes and other installations. The reactor core was being maneuvered through an
opening in the upper stern. These ships wouldn't be ready for a month or more.
The next row would take several months, while those further on would be ready
in from four to eight months.


There
were further rows of ships, battle cruisers, heavy cruisers, the light variety,
destroyers. Fast attack ships were also being built in platforms. They were not
quite up to full production. When they were they would be sending eight
battleships a week to the Empire through the gate.


Augustine
would be proud, thought Henare, smiling. The last Emperor had
actually picked Henare for this position, and he was determined to do it right.
Of course, having to fight off the Machines, repairing all the damage they had
inflicted, had slowed progress. But things were looking up. If only they would
be left alone by both their enemies and the Parliament.


Bolthole
was planned as an industrial base that couldn't be attacked, because no one
would know where it was. Wormhole gates had still been just a dream, since
Donut had not been completed when the project was first envisioned. If the
structure worked to build wormholes, ships could go back and forth in an
instant. If not, they could still navigate hyper for several months to reach
the Empire. And anything that wanted to attack them had to navigate the same
space. Nothing could threaten it, until they had discovered the Machines.


*     *     *


Nazzrirat
looked over the assembly line that was churning out parts for battle suits. The
powers that be had decided that all of their supervisors needed experience on
other lines, so he had been moved from the weapons production facility to the
armor.


A
gauntlet came out of the fabber, the left glove of a heavy battle armor suit.
It rolled in front of Nazzrirat, who used a microscopic viewer to look it over.
He couldn't find any defects in the shell. Quickly plugging a tester into the
data port of the glove, he looked at the readouts. Everything worked, and he
scrawled a mark on the gauntlet, passing it back to the conveyor and reaching
for the next one.


It was a
mind-numbing shift, gauntlet after gauntlet, almost all of them perfect. There
were a couple that didn't pass, tossed onto a reject belt. After eight hours of
acting as a quality control drone, with a couple of breaks, his shift was over.


“How was
it?” asked Lonzzarit, sitting down next to his brother at their table in the
local bar, the Shivering Trident.


“Boring
as hell,” answered Nazzrirat through his breathing orifice while gulping his
drink through the eating orifice below.


“Now you
know how we feel,” said Phazzarit. His brother, Klazzrirat, nodded.


“I
already knew how you felt,” said Nazzrirat in his defense. “Hey, I worked the
line for particle beams for months before they moved me to supervisor.”


“Along
with a commission in the militia,” said a scowling Phazzarit. He smiled and
slapped his right tentacles over his brother's shoulder. “Just kidding,
brother.”


Nazzrirat
could feel the emotions of his brothers coming over their link. All were happy
that he was getting ahead in the hierarchy the humans had set up. His honor was
theirs as well, as their achievements were something he could take pleasure in.


“I would
like to work on the computer circuit line for grabbers,” said Phazzarit, waving
at the serving bot so he could have his drink refilled.


The
flashing lights of the bar and the loud music was distracting to most of the
patrons, though Klassekians could think mind to mind and add that to their
spoken words.


“We have
drill tomorrow after work,” said Nazzrirat, eliciting groans from his brothers.


It
wasn't that they hated drill. Actually they like it, training with the high
tech of the medium armor suits they had finally been equipped with. It was just
after the mind-numbing task of working an assembly line they all wanted to blow
off some steam and drink. Nazzrirat was worried that his brothers might turn
too much to drink, and he would have a bunch of addicts on his hands. He took
another sip from his glass and snorted. There was nothing to say that he
wouldn't get caught up in drink if he kept it up. After all, they were
identical genetically. If one had a predisposition for addiction, they all had
it.


*     *     *


Lt
Colonel Jun Jin grimaced as she walked over the surface of the asteroid, her
battalion of battle-suited Marines maneuvering in front of her. She had three
line companies of a hundred and eighty-five Marines each, as well as a weapons
platoon and an HQ section. Giving her a full-strength battalion of six hundred
and sixty-five suits, not including the support personnel who didn't go into
battle. Of course she was missing a few, people on sick call, those who had
gone home on leave, but she still had over six hundred and fifty Marines ready
to kick ass and take names.


“We're
picking up contacts from the left flank, about four kilometers ahead,” called
out one of the scouts on the com.


That
Marine was using a direct line of sight whisker laser to communicate, sending
back to the next person behind him, then one, until it reach his platoon
leader, company commander, and, of course, Jin.


“First
company, hold in place,” she ordered, taking a knee in her suit to reduce the
target she presented. “Second company. Maneuver to the left flank and set up a
base of fire.”


Jin
didn't like maneuvers on the surface of the asteroid. It was too dark, too
silent, and too lifeless. She understood that these kind of maneuvers were
necessary. Especially since the Machines had attacked through the surface once
in the past.


“We're
talking fire, ma'am,” called out one of the forward scouts. “We're....”


The com
ended, and a blinking red light appeared on the colonel's HUD, showing one of
her people had been killed.


“They're
coming at us,” called out one of the platoon leaders. “Hold the line. Keep
firing.”


Jin
looked ahead and saw the flashes of explosives, hammering the first platoon of
first company into the dirt.


“We're
in position,” said the commander of second company.


“Hit
them,” ordered the colonel.


Second
company fired from the flank, ripping into the enemy force, then getting up and
charging on their grabber, just over the surface. More flashes, particle beams
and grenades.


“They're
falling back. Pursuing.”


“Wait,”
called out the colonel as she watched a hundred and fifty-two Marines flow
after the enemy.


And
right into the ambush. Icons fell of the plot by the dozens. Some of the enemy
were hit as well, but they had cover, and all of the advantages.


“Second
company. Hit them in the flank. Now.”


The
acknowledgment came back, and the second company attacked. Now the route was on
for the Opfor, the Opposing Force.


“Stop,”
called out the Brigadier, his loud voice coming over the com. “Battalion
commanders, report to me.”


Jin
closed her eyes and shook her head. The general didn't sound happy, at all. And
she was sure that she was about to get a reaming for the way her subordinates
had forged forward into the ambush despite her orders. It will still be
considered her fault.


*     *     *


 


GORGANSHA SPACE.


 


“They're
splitting, ma'am.”


Yes,
they are, thought Bednarczyk, watching to regional plot that now showed
four huge fleets separating from each other. All looked to be of about equal
strength, though that would only become a known when they were scanned from
close range. And that would only happen when they entered their target systems.


“How are
your trackers doing, Mara?” she asked her scout force commander.


Montgomery
had completely smashed two Machine systems. Not that she had killed them all
off, and they would rebuild, but reconstructing their industrial base was
better than letting them run off weapons and ships. Her two forces were
currently on their way to two of the remaining large industrial systems. They
would repeat their performance there. The Machines would see them coming, but
with most of their ships gone, it was hoped the six wormhole launchers in each
of the two forces would be enough to destroy their mobile forces and then
ravage the systems.


“Still
sticking on their tails. They tried to set a few ambushes, but my people caught
them decelerating and jumping down. There was no problem with avoiding such a
clumsy attempt.”


Beata
nodded. The Empire had used that ambush tactic many times against both the
Machines and the Cacas, setting up in their path and pumping missiles into
hyper to strike. It hadn't worked so well for the Machines, when they were
being tracked and couldn't set up without being seen.


“Be
careful,” said Beata, knowing that her subordinate would be watching her
forces. However, she wasn't with those following units, and the commanders
might get a little too cocky and step in it.


“We will
be,” she looked off holo for a moment, talking with another officer. “We've
been picking up more grav pulse transmissions between the separating fleets.
Our decryption specialists have determined that they are still using the same
code. And we can verify that four of the systems are their targets. At least
from their transmissions. They haven't started adjusting their vectors to zero
in on them yet.”


That
will come, thought Beata. The Machines knew they were being tracked,
and they obviously didn't want human fleets waiting for them in those systems.
Or even in just couple of them, where the firepower of massed Imperial ships
could destroy them. If they kept the Empire guessing until the last moment,
they might find themselves facing smaller forces rushed into service. They
could kill the system and the defending fleets without much damage to
themselves, then head in to take out the next layer of the Consolidation onion.
There weren't that many layers, just one more, then the nucleus that was the
capital.


If only
the Empire could produce ships like the Machines did. Unfortunately, the Empire
had to have supervisors and technicians. The Machines could crank out robotic
assemblers by geometric progression, doubling their numbers in hours, then
doubling them again, on and on. The only limiting factor was the availability
of resources. They needed antimatter, alloys created in atomic furnaces, and
most of all supermetals. The last needed ice moons for production, and after so
much heat released the body was useless. They could crank out supermetals, but
eventually would reach the point in any system where they didn’t have the
bodies for continued production.


Still,
the Empire could build so much more if they did the same thing. But because of
the Machines themselves, the Empire wasn't willing to do something that might
lead to more self-aware murderous battle bots. The Empire was training people
as fast as they could, but that was still the limiting factor.


“I'm
sending my forces to those systems,” said the fleet admiral. “I know it's a
risk, and they might realize we’re reading their mail. But if we can get enough
in the system to run interference, and bring the rest in over a couple of
hours, I think we'll get away with it.”


“And how
will Admiral Chan see that?”


“I plan
to let her try her toy, but I'm not going to let over ten billion people die to
protect a plan that might not work. I couldn't live with myself if I did that,
and they can relieve me of command if they want.”


Mara
nodded, and Beata knew her subordinate agreed. Not that disagreement would have
changed her mind, but a complaint to the Emperor might lead to her losing her
job. She didn't know which way Sean would go with that decision. He struck
everyone as a very humane and compassionate man. But he had ordered the Fleet
to hold off when the Cacas had attacked Aquilonia and Cimmeria. That had cost
billions of lives, but had saved the Fleet for further operations.


“I need
to start getting my deployment plans together,” said Beata, a moment later
dismissing her scout force commander from the com. The units were more or less
set, but she would make some adjustments.


“Get my
task group commanders on the com,” she told her chief com officer.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 






 


 


 


 









Chapter Eight


 


The idea that
a war can be won by standing on the defensive and waiting for the enemy to
attack is a dangerous fallacy, which owes its inception to the desire to evade
the price of victory. Douglas Haig


 


BOLTHOLE
SPACE. JULY 16th, 1003


 


“Admiral to the control room,” shouted out a
voice over the intercom.


“What’s the emergency?” asked Vice Admiral Anaru
Henare, the commander of the Bolthole system, sitting up in his bed and
fighting to wake up. Checking the time, he found he had only been asleep for
less than three hours, and after a very long day. With a thought he ordered his
implant to stimulate his adrenal glands, bringing him to full wakefulness in
seconds. He would pay for that later.


“Sir. We have several thousand ships reportedly
coming toward us. Detected by the pickets.”


That sent a chill up the admiral's spine, and for
moment he hoped that he was still asleep. He closed his eyes, opened them, and
realized that this was reality.


“How far?” he asked, hoping they still had some
time. That depended on how far out the pickets picked them up.


“Five light years, sir.”


“Identification? Numbers?”


“They’re Machines, sir. Slightly different
resonances, but definitely Machines. And well over a thousand of them. With
more coming into range as we speak.”


“I’ll be right up,” said Henare, cutting the com
so he could hear himself think.


The admiral pulled a fresh uniform from his
bedroom closet and quickly dressed. In less than a half minute he was through
the hatch of his living room and running down the corridor toward the lifts.
Spacers saluted him on the way, but he ignored that courtesy. There would be
times for that kind of shit, but this wasn't one of them.


The system headquarters was based on a smaller
habitat cylinder that produced about three quarters of an Earth gravity in the
outer deck. They could have produced artificial gravity at a much higher energy
cost, as was done on some of the levels of the Bolthole asteroid. Three
quarters was considered comfortable by most of the people aboard. The admiral’s
quarters were only three decks down from the outside, a few seconds ride up the
lift, then a short jog to the guarded door to the control room. The admiral was
waved through as his implant identified him to the Marines at the door.


The control room was about four times larger than
the flag bridge of a battleship. There were rows of stations along both walls,
about a third of them currently manned. The duty officer, Captain Denise
Quinly, stood on the platform that overlooked the primary floor. An enormous
holo tank took up most of the center of the room. Normally a plot of the system
was displayed in the tank. Now the view had been zoomed out to show the space
in a globe ten light years radius around the star system. And a blinking dot
five light years out, vector arrow and speed data underneath.


“What do we have?”


“The destroyer Garibaldi is sitting out on
picket duty, five light years out,” said Quinly, highlighting the position of
the destroyer as the holo zoomed in again.


There was a bubble of fifty ships out at that
range, seven destroyers, a dozen frigates, the rest purpose-built sensor picket
ships smaller than any of the escorts. It gave them complete coverage around
the globe while not exposing any of the ships to detection. There was another
layer just outside the hyper I barrier, there to detect anything that might
sneak through in low hyper.


“How many Machine ships?”


“They’re still not sure, sir. They counted over a
thousand of them, but the group still stretches beyond their sensor range.”


The admiral felt his stomach flip flop. He had a
system defense fleet of just over two hundred warships, only twenty-four of
them capitals, mostly battle cruisers. That had been thought to be enough to
defend the system with the front hundreds of light years away. He hadn't agreed
with that, and now it was looking like he was about to be vindicated. That
didn't matter to him. Now the front was here, and he was looking at a disaster
rolling his way.


“Do you want us to order Garibaldi to
close with the Machines?” asked the captain. “They might be able to get a
better look.”


“No,” replied Henare, shaking his head. He
thought that probably wouldn’t bring in any more useful intelligence, while
exposing the ship, hidden now, to sure destruction. He didn't want that on his
conscience.


“How long until they’re here?” he asked, looking
over at the plot.


“If they use their normal stairstep technique,”
said Quinly, “we’re estimating arrival at the hyper I barrier in one day, seven
hours and twenty-three minutes.”


“Order all ships to alert. I want all fighters
and small attack craft armed and ready. I’ll have a meeting with all senior
officers in one hour. Tell them to come with their best plans.” The admiral
thought about it for a moment. “Or even their most outrageous flights of
fancy.”


“What about the ships that are partially
completely,” asked the Quinly. “We could get people aboard them and use them in
the line of battle.”


Henare stared at the woman for a moment. Those
ships wouldn't last long if they went into combat. But they would be destroyed
if they were left floating in space. The first stick of ships were almost
ready, and they could join the combat. The problem was crewing them. While many
of the spacers and workers could run the systems of the ships, they couldn't do
it as a trained unit.”


“Get the ships in the first and second sticks
manned. Any officers who have commanded any kind of ship in the past are to
report to you, Captain Quinly. And start assigning pilots to every warp fighter
we have. Then start arming everything that can shoot.”


He didn't like the idea that they had so many
ships out there with hundreds of thousands of man hours in them, sitting ducks
for this battle. 


“Do you want to talk with the fleet admiral,”
asked one of the com officers, interrupting the admiral's thoughts.


“Get her on the com,” said the admiral, walking
to his own small office off the main control chamber. He should have already
contacted her, though he was sure his people had taken care of that for him.
And he had been just a little bit busy.


He only had two wormholes in the system. One was
a gate, the one that had led to the Sector I headquarters base, but was now
connected to the black hole system, giving them faster access to the other
fleet bases. The other was being used as a passenger gate for the moment, but
it could be used as a weapon’s portal if they moved it, which would take some
time since it was deep in the asteroid. Unfortunately, the only way to move a
wormhole was through hyper or normal space. Every attempt to move one wormhole
through another had resulted in a massive explosion in every instance. That
made a devastating weapon. The Empire had not given up, and thousands of
scientists and engineers still worked on trying to move wormholes through
wormholes, making at least ten attempts per month with new paradigms. All
failures thus far.


None of that helped the admiral’s situation at
the moment. He needed firepower, and he needed it fast, and nothing else really
mattered.


“Admiral,” said Beata Bednarczyk over the holo
that sprang into existence moments after he sat behind his desk. “I’ve seen the
reports. And, as I’m sure you realize, there is really nothing I can do for you
right now. We're up to our necks in Machines as it is.”


“There is no way we can fight off a force that
size. Either I must have reinforcements, immediately, or I have to start
pushing all of my people through the wormhole gate.”


Beata nodded, but the expression on her face let
him know she thought that an unworkable solution as well. There were over a
hundred million people in the system, which was well on its way to becoming as
industrialized as any core system. There were dockyards, antimatter sats,
supermetal production facilities, asteroid mines, and the numerous factories of
the Bolthole asteroid itself as well as orbiting platforms. Add to that the
planet, still in the process of being terraformed, and people were scattered all
over the system. It was virtually impossible to even evacuate just the main
asteroid and its satellite facilities. There was not enough available shipping.
Even if there were, there wasn’t enough time to load all of them up. As far as
those on the other platforms and bodies, they were gone if the system was
evacuated.


“I will get in touch with the CNO and see what we
can do,” said the front commander. “We have some more forces promised to us
from our allies. Not a lot. But possibly we can get them moving and sent your
way.


“They’ll be at the barrier in just over six
hours, admiral. That’s how much time you have. Otherwise, we’ll be facing a
slaughter.”


Bednarczyk’s face flashed with anger. Henare
thought he might have said the wrong thing, throwing a challenge in her face. Too
bad, he thought. If she didn’t like it, she could ask for his recall. If he
was still around to be called away. There was no way he was going to evacuate
the system if there were still people here, and if she didn't like that, the hell
with her. If the system died, so did he.


Beata blew out a breath, then looked Anaru in the
eyes. “Let me get to work and I’ll…”


The expression on the fleet admiral’s face
changed, surprise, alarm, fear. She looked away for over a minute, obviously
paying attention to something else of importance. Henare remained silent,
knowing she would be back with him when she knew more.


“The damned Machines hit a system we weren't
expecting them to,” she said, turning back to look out of the holo. “More than
ten thousand ships are moving into Gorgansha space, but we've been tracking
them. I don't know how in the hell they got a smaller force in behind us like
that.” She closed her eyes for a moment and Henare knew she was worried about
everything coming down on her at once. She wasn't directly responsible for
Bolthole, but as front commander she still had the responsibility. “I’m sorry,
Admiral, but I have a crisis on my hands here.”


Anaru felt his heart skip a beat. Bolthole was
his primary responsibility. People he knew were here, and they would die if the
Machines pushed through. He needed the attention of the fleet, now, and didn’t
have time to wait.


“Do I have your permission to go over you and
talk with Admiral McCullom?” he asked, expecting her to deny his request.


“Yes. Of course,” she said, her attention
elsewhere. “Yes, you do. Get in touch with her immediately.”


The holo died, and left Henare alone with his own
thoughts for a moment. “Get Admiral McCollum on the com.”


It took less than a moment for the senior officer
of the fleet to come onto the com, causing Henare to think that she must be at
the Hexagon, monitoring the situation.


“I’m not sure what we can send you,” said
McCullom, getting to the point and letting him know she already had the gist of
the problem. “We’ve already reinforced Bednarczyk with as much as we could
afford to send, plus what our allies have given us.”


“Home Fleet?” Henare asked hopefully.


“Has already been weakened more than Parliament
would like,” replied the CNO. “I can't promise anything from that front. I
don’t know what we can do, but evacuate that system.”


“We can only get about a third of our people out,
ma’am.” Henare felt his stomach turn at the thought of abandoning so many
people.


“And we may have to accept that, Admiral,” said
McCullom, her eyes softening. “You know that I never really liked this project.
I thought it a mistake to put so many resources so far outside the Empire.”


Which doesn’t help me or my people in the least,
you narcissist, thought
Henare. “There must be something that can be sent my way.”


“Face up to it, Admiral. We can’t send you any
aid, and we can’t afford to let the force you have be destroyed. Those warships
are to come back with you.”


Henare was about to protest. If that didn't work,
he was prepared to flat out disobey. Let them court martial his corpse after
the battle was over.


“We will send everything we have available to
Admiral Henare,” came another voice on the com. The holo split, showing another
face, this of a young man wearing a casual top such as worn by many people to
bed.


“Your Majesty,” said a surprised McCullom.


Henare himself was shocked that the Emperor had
somehow found out about the conversation and inserted himself. Of course, he
knew that this Emperor liked to treat the military with a hands-on approach.
And his intelligence chief, Admiral Ekaterina Sergiov, had her ears everywhere.
She was technically a member of the Fleet, and under the CNO. Actually, she was
both inside and outside of that chain of command, and enjoyed the special
protection of the Emperor.


“I said that we will send everything we have
available to Admiral Henare. Bolthole was the idea of my father, and I won’t
allow it to fall.”


“But, your Majesty. We don’t have the ships to
send him. Everything we had available was sent to Admiral Bednarczyk.”


“Then we will ask our allies for ships,” replied
the Emperor, unwilling to be dissuaded. 


“They sent us ships, and they went to
Bednarczyk,” said McCullom in exasperation.


“I will talk with their leaders and see what I
can get. Meantime, get as many ships as you can cut loose from Home Fleet
through the gate and into Bolthole.”


“Parliament…”


“I will deal with Parliament. Just get those
ships there. Along with as many warp fighters as you can round up. Trained or
not, they can at least run interference against the Machine ships. Meanwhile,
I’ll get in touch with Chan and see how she is doing on the Project Shut Down.”


“Project Shut Down?” asked Henare. He had never
heard that code term, but he was already trying to figure out what it means.


“Need to know, Admiral,” said McCullom, looking
off holo, probably at the one of the Emperor in front of her.


“He has the need to know,” said Sean, his
expression hardening. “He needs to know what we might be able to do against
this enemy. Tell him.” The Emperor’s gaze switched to the Maori officer. “But
not a word to your people. If we can’t get it prepared in time, I don’t want
the Machines knowing what we have planned.”


The holo of the Emperor disappeared, leaving the
image of the exasperated CNO hanging in the air.


“Okay, Admiral. Let me fill you in on the Project
Shut Down.  The hope that we can get rid of every machine in that space. I
think it’s a fool’s hope, but his Majesty believes in it. So, here we go…”


*     *     *


Fleet Admiral Beata Bednarczyk stared at the plot
that showed a massive Machine fleet moving into Gorgansha space. She still
thought she had enough force to challenge and beat them at their destinations.
Unfortunately, this was the decision she was hoping to avoid, the Covington
scenario. They knew the Machine plans, they knew where they were heading and
with what objectives. And she couldn’t do anything that would let them guess
than she was reading their signal traffic. She had to figure out a way to do
the same thing without giving away the game, and a couple of smaller systems
were to be sacrificed.


There were over ten thousand ships on the plot,
broken up into four groups of about twenty-five hundred each. She was still
having problems believing they had been able to build so many ships so quickly.
Intellectually she knew the process that had resulted in them building a fleet
so quickly. In her gut she was still having problems. The Machines had rebuilt
their fleet in record time. Possibly some were ships they had called forth that
they hadn’t deployed previously. Wherever they came from, here they were, and
she knew that they were heading for heavily populated Gorgansha systems.


Basically she had two choices, neither good. The
best tactical choice was to meet them in the systems they were heading toward,
since meeting them in normal space gave her most of the advantages. With her
wormhole launchers she could possibly overwhelm them with missile swarms,
blasting them wholesale out of space. The problem with that was she would have
to start sending her ships to that system immediately, when there was no way
she could know that was their target. Unless she was listening in on their mail.


Or she could meet them in hyper-space. Where the
Machine graviton beam weapons gave them a clear advantage. She could hurt them,
she couldn’t destroy them, and they would get the better of the exchange. She
still might be able to stop them, but at the cost of having her fleet gutted.
The enemy would be able to make up its losses quickly. And while she might be
able to get reinforcements, that depended on what was happening on other
fronts, beyond her control, and she might not.


She could go with the third choice, the one that
was sickening her, and the only one that actually made sense to someone who
understood the situation. And that was to do just enough to make the Machines
believe she was in a standard deployment against their offensive, and let them
strike at the target systems, destroying them and the ships she could deploy
without giving away the game. The first stop of the Machines were systems that
had from twenty to a hundred million people. It would hurt to lose them, but it
wouldn't be a complete disaster to the Gorgansha. If they took out the billion
plus population systems behind them, it would be a major disaster to the
Consolidation, one that might take a century or more to recover from.


So it came down to a numbers game. She didn't
like thinking that way. Planning her battles based on how much collateral
damage the enemy was likely to cause. They weren't just numbers, though. They
were real intelligent beings, with hopes, dreams and lives ahead of them. And
this decision would doom about two hundred million intelligent beings.


The admiral closed her eyes and clenched her
fists. She had never liked the decision the Emperor had made early in the war
with the Cacas. He had let them strike and kill a star system that held two
core worlds, Aquilonia and Cimmeria. Not because he couldn’t let them know that
he was reading their signals, which he wasn’t. But because there was no way his
fleet at the time could win that decisive battle. Deploy his fleet and lose
everything, or let the Cacas kill seven billion intelligent beings, while still
having enough force to fight a war of maneuver. A different decision, but the
results were still the same, and the admiral wished with all her heart that she
were not the one to make it. She was, it was on her, and she had to make it
quickly.


“Admiral Hahn’s force is the closest to the
Bonada system,” she said over the com, all of her battle force commanders
attending the conference by wormhole holo. “You are to fight a running battle,
bleed the enemy, but not let yourself get caught in the system. Understood?”


“Yes, ma’am,” replied Tiberius Hahn, nodding.
“But can’t we get more of the fleet there?”


“Not if we don’t want the Machines to guess that
we know more about their plan than we should,” said Beata, shaking her head.


The star was not what would have been considered
a Core System in the Empire, but it was the home to almost ten million
intelligent beings. Eight hundred thousand of them slaves who were guilty of
nothing other than being living beings, and because of that they were targets
of the devices who existed for nothing but ending life.


If it fell, it would not be the end of the
Gorgansha Consolidation. It would lower their morale, making many lose belief
in their ability to win this conflict. It was a bad situation, but according to
the plan the Imperials were following, it was a necessarily bad situation.


“Remember, Tiberius. Don’t get fully stuck into a
battle. Do not engage them in hyper, and make sure you hit them with everything
you have in normal space from a distance. And once they get close enough, get
the hell out of there.”


“And the planet?”


“Nothing we can do for them,” she said, shaking
her head. Even if her entire fleet went to that star to embark people for an
evacuation, they would only get less than one percent to safety. “I know you
don’t like it Admiral. I don't either. But we have to stay the course set for
us by the Emperor and Admiral Chan.”


There. I’ve done it, thought Beata, feeling
a bit guilty. Now everyone on her command staff would believe that the admiral
was only following this order that she might not agree with. Somewhat
dishonest, but she was willing to let them think that about her for the time
being.


“Will do, Admiral,” said Admiral Hahn, letting
out a sigh and closing his eyes. “I’ll do my best to make the Machines pay for
it. Such payment as it is.”


Bednarczyk had to agree with that last sentiment.
There was a satisfaction to killing a living opponent that was standing in the
way. That was a horrible thought, but in a battle terror was a normal emotion.
And visiting terror on your opponent made one feel better. Brave, an avenger,
gaining vengeance for your fellows who the enemy had killed. The Machines had
no feelings. No fear, no anger. Destroying them caused no distress to their
AIs. Destroying them might still have been necessary, but it wasn’t very
satisfying.


Hahn disappeared from the holo, dismissed by his
fleet admiral. She leaned back in her chair, then called up the star map holo
of the sector, expanding the area of interest. Right now the Machines were
located in a space, on a course, that could bring them to four different
populated systems within the next day. Her deployments didn’t allow her to move
her entire force to any one system. Knowing where they were heading ahead of
time, she could have moved at least half her fleet to any one system to contest
them. She didn’t dare to do that, and it was tearing her up inside. What she
could do was send smaller forces to each of the four systems, accomplishing two
goals. Not letting the Machines know that she was reading their mail, and
making sure the Machine forces were eroded by combat before they moved on. If
those were even the systems they were heading for. So far their vector arrows
showed them missing all but one of those systems by a margin of light years.
Intelligence could be wrong, and they were actually heading for one of the
other worlds closer in. They would know for sure in a day.


 









Chapter Nine


 


It
is during our darkest moments that we must focus to see the light. Aristotle


 


GORGANSHA
SPACE. JULY 16TH, 1003.


 


Vice Admiral Tiberius Hahn commanded the largest
force that had ever been put in his hands. Fifty battleships, all of them hyper
VII. Twenty-four of the same class of battle cruisers. And three hundred
smaller vessels, cruisers and escorts. The Machine fleet heading his way had
over quintuple his ship strength, some VIIs who were its advanced scout force.
In a general battle he would have used his hyperdrive advantage to hit and run.
Machine weapons made that a risky proposition.


The graviton projectors of the enemy made that
tactic a non-starter. Anything of his that got too close would be dropped out
of hyper in a catastrophic translation, meaning almost sure destruction. The
same would go for missiles he fired, even the wormhole launched variety. That would
not be as tragic a consequence as losing ships full of people. It would still
be a waste of missiles. When the only thing they had to worry about were the
huge planet killers deploying such beams, they could maneuver around them and
get in enough hits to make the maneuvers worthwhile. Now it was just a maneuver
of futility that put his ships at risk for nothing.


He also didn’t want to be trapped within the
system. The Machines could push their ships well above the limits of their
compensators. With no living beings aboard, it didn’t matter if their machinery
and internal spaces were subjected to hundreds of gravities. If he got trapped
in a normal space battle, he would still probably win. The wormhole launchers
gave him a tremendous advantage. He didn’t know what new twists the Machines
might unveil this time, but he was sure there would be some. And he wanted an
escape route out of there if things didn’t go his way. Which was why his fleet
was sitting in normal space just outside the hyper III barrier.


The Bonada system itself was not anything
special. K class star, a dozen planets, one of them able to support
carbon-based life. Three more rocky worlds, two hot, one cold. The rest were
smallish gas giants, in the range of Neptune or Uranus. A moderate sized
asteroid belt between two of the gas giants. The planet was also nothing
special, if any world with living things evolving on the surface could be
called ordinary. The only land organisms that had come about so far were some
scrubby plants, insectoids and some eight limbed amphibians. And the lifeforms
that the Gorgansha had planted there to support themselves and the slaves they
had brought along with them.


One hundred million intelligent beings, half of
them the dominant species. Hahn wouldn’t have cared so much if it had just been
the Gorgansha. But the fifty million plus slaves were another matter.


They aren’t any better than the Cacas or the
Fenri,
thought the admiral with a flash of anger. He wasn’t sure why they were
supporting these people. Looking at the plot that showed the enemy fleet on
approach he realized that it didn’t matter that the people they were supporting
were slavers. The only thing important was that the Machines wanted to kill
them. The fact that they were slavers could be settled after the Machines were
gone. If that happened. If the Machines killed all of the people of the
Gorgansha Consolidation it really didn’t matter that they held other
intelligent species as chattel, since all of them would be dead as well.


“Machine fleet is hitting the V barrier,” said
the fleet tactical officer, Captain Klassa Rodriguez. “It looks like they’re
going to do a standard stairstep approach.”


So they're going for a least time approach, thought the admiral.
Stairstep meant they were dropping down to the maximum translation velocity,
then accelerating to the point where they needed to decelerate again to the
next translation point, and so on, until they were hitting normal space. Since
it was impossible to sneak up through hyper, it reduced the reaction time of
the system defenders. Only this time the defenders were ready, and they would
react as soon as the enemy entered normal space.


“Predicted entry point?” asked Hahn, looking over
at his tactical officer.


“If they do indeed come out at the I barrier,
they will translate here within ten seconds of this time,” said the captain,
her eyes returning his look.


Of course she was confident, given the parameters
they were working from. If the enemy instead came out at the II barrier, or the
III, they would not be in the predicted engagement basket. Anything fired
before then would be wasted, but since they were wormhole missiles, there were
almost infinite reloads back at the Donut. Hahn was willing to risk
those missiles.


“Commodore Douglass is to fire all of her
launchers to hit that point twenty seconds after the predicted emergence. Keep
pumping out missiles until they empty all the accelerators in their queue. And
I want Captain Lauren’s fighters on the spot to attack right after the missiles
strike.”


Hahn had been ordered to hurt the enemy and not
get his force destroyed, and not worry so much about the sentient beings in the
system. But he would be damned if he didn’t fight a successful battle against
them and kick their asses. The people on that living world depended on him to
defend them, and he was going to do his best, no matter what his commanders
wanted.


*     *     *


The Prime AI of the Machine force followed the
movement of its fleet as it forged inward, stair-stepping with precision. Each
ship coming into normal space less than a second from disaster, something no
living being would attempt unless under server duress. They would be too afraid
of possible disaster to take that chance. There were sometimes fluctuations in
the barrier, caused by the difference in gravity fields associated with planets
in orbits around the star. Very small fluctuations, not anything that would
result in any problems with the built-in fudge factor of human calculations.
The Machine was willing to take the tiny chance.


The first five translations went without flaw.
The sixth was the problem. One Machine battleship was just about to open the
hole in space that led from dimension III to II. The hole opened the proper
distance away for the translation. The ship fell toward in. Everything was
going well. Except the barrier shifted out just a couple of thousand kilometers
and suddenly the opening was on the other side of the barrier, and it started
to ripple.


The battleship hit the barrier before it got to
the hole that it now couldn’t possibly reach. In the space beyond the barrier
only the hyper I and II dimensions existed, and the ship was still in III.
Plunging into that space it was forcibly thrown back into normal space. Alloys
tore apart, some ran like liquid, and the antimatter core of the ship breached,
causing a massive explosion. Some of the blast extended back into the hyper
dimensions, hitting another ship and knocking it off course, to ram through the
barrier. Again, precipitating a catastrophic translation.


This time the ship survived, if such a term could
be used for something that had lost its computers. Essentially its crew had
been killed, and the ship forged into the system at point three light with
nothing in control. Unless repaired it would eventually hit the star, an
outcome that the humans would have no problem with.


The Machine had no time for regret, if it could
even feel such an emotion. A statistically improbably event had happened. That
was all. Everything else was going according to plan. It ran the permutations,
seeing if it needed to change the plans. Coming up with a negative, it did what
its program told it to do. Continue on without change, while continuing to run
the data over and over. If it had been a living being such mental behavior
would have been called an obsessive/compulsive disorder. In a computer it was
called business as usual.


*     *     *


“We have a translation at the hyper II barrier,
sir,” cried out Rodriguez, her voice almost in a panic. If the Machines came
out there, all wormhole missiles they had already launched would miss, and they
would have no idea where the Machines would be for the next launch. They might
still generate hits, but not as many.


Hahn grasped his chairs arms tight, leaning
forward, willing the Machines to not come through at that point. Not that he
expected the Machines to conform to his wishes.


The tactical officer let out a breath. “It was
two ships, not the entire fleet. I suspect it was a couple of catastrophic
translations. Always a danger when they’re trying to cut the parameters so
close.”


“No need to panic, Klassa,” said Hahn, keeping
his own voice under control, even though he had been on the verge of panicking
himself.


“So we continue to track and fire as if they are
still going to translate at the I barrier?” asked the tactical officer.


“That’s the smart call, Klassa,” said Hahn. He
knew this officer was good, but the pressure on all of them in this campaign had
been fierce. Fighting an unfeeling opponent that only existed to kill all life
was enough to rattle anyone. “I would say the odds are they are still going to
do what you first thought. So we go with the odds.”


Rodriguez nodded, then looked back at her board.


“Douglass is firing her first volleys, now.”


A light minute to the port of the flagship,
thirty light minutes from the translation point, the capital ships of Commodore
Elisa Douglass opened fire with their wormhole launchers. 


Fifteen battleships and four battle cruisers, all
of his wormhole launchers, each released their thirty wormhole launched
missiles over a one second span. Five hundred and seventy missiles pushing
through space at point nine-five light, on course to hit the Machines, thirty-one
and a half minutes flight time, within seconds after they entered normal space.
Thirty seconds later, the time it took to move the other end of the wormholes
to new accelerator tubes, another five hundred and seventy missiles were on the
way. This went on for fifteen minutes, thirty cycles, the capital ships
shifting their fire inward. Each launch had a lower chance of interception.
There would still be hits, just not as many as the enemy fleet started to shift
its vector to get away. But any hit was a good hit, and Hahn would take all he
could get.


“When will Captain Lauren’s fighters go?”


“They’re only ten light minutes from the
translation point,” said Rodriguez. “Thirty seconds from start up to attack.”


So the fighters would be sitting there for the
next thirty odd minutes, crews on edge, sweating in their perfectly
environmentally controlled cockpits. It would be easier on them if they could
be committed sooner. Unfortunately, the laws of physics cared nothing for their
feelings, and at the moment they were nothing more or less than ammunition
waiting to be fired at the target.


Hahn shook his head, again wondering why he had
ever decided to take this career path. Maybe because I’m good at it, he
thought. He was realistic enough to know that he wasn’t God’s gift to
the Fleet. He was also realistic enough to know that he was much better than
average, and because he was here either less of his people would die or more of
the Machines would be destroyed. Preferably, both. It wasn’t an easy career,
but then, if it was, anyone could do it.


*      *      *


The Machine force finished its translation within
ten seconds, just before the arrival of the first wave of missiles. Every ship
started scanning the system in all modalities as soon as they were in normal
space. They all sent their data back to the command ship, which performed its
own analysis. Which didn’t mean that the other ships didn’t do their own
analyses as well, and sent their own results back. In some ways it was a good
system, making sure that nothing was overlooked. It also sometimes resulted in
information overload.


The system was as expected. Some Gorgansha ships,
both military and commercial, were on the move. The twenty-seven on the way out
of the system, on a heading toward the Machines, were obviously military. In
motion to try and stop the invaders from forging into the system and attacking
their planet. It was really a hopeless gesture, and if the Gorgansha were
operating from logic, like the Machines, they would be trying to get those
ships and as many people as they could hold away from here. It wouldn’t help,
but it would be a more logical response.


The other ships, just over a hundred, were
heading away. Obvious commercial vessels, freighters and passenger liners. They
were following a logical course of action, but they wouldn’t get away either.


The Machines calculated the course of their shots
and started getting their weapons ready for fire. That was when the alarms
started going out from the first ships to pick up the incoming missiles, sensors
starting to pulse their beams off the stealthy weapons. Giving the Machine
fleet less than ten seconds to respond.


All weapons were already online, ready to fire.
They might not be aligned with the firing solution, but it only took seconds to
move them onto the target. Lasers opened fire, counter missiles started moving
through launch tubes, and fast firing projectile weapons began to rotate into
position.


As soon as they were hit with sensor beams with
the strength needed to detect them the computer minds of the missiles started
sending energy into their grabbers and went into hard maneuvers to dodge, while
at the same time calculating the best firing solutions to their targets.


Missiles started exploding in space, hit by
powerful beams and projectiles that blasted through the lightly armored body of
the incoming weapons. Over half the missiles fell off the plots of the Machine
ships. Which meant that just under half went into their final attack profiles,
running into the projectile weapons. Most of the fleet was shielded by other
ships, unable to bring their weapons to bear.


The human missiles struck, a dozen hitting
directly, their kinetic energy transforming Machine ships into spreading clouds
of plasma. There were over fifty proximity hits, warheads going off within ten
thousand kilometers and sending heat and radiation into nearby ships. Nine
enemy ships sustained severe damage, still capable of fighting and boosting,
but not able to keep up with the fleet if the rest of the ships went into maximal
maneuvering.


Thirty seconds later the second wave came in,
this time more falling to the defenses. There was still a couple of hits, two
more ships turned into plasma. Some more were damaged, but the Machine fleet
weathered the second wave much better.


The next wave came in, and the next, each doing
less, blasted out of space. Counters took out some, lasers others, close in
weapons most of what was left. The missile waves kept coming in for fifteen
minutes. At the end of that time the Machine ships were down to less than
twenty-five percent of their counter missiles, less than fifty percent of the
projectiles. Each ship could make more projectiles, given time. They wouldn’t
have more counters for many hours, and only then if replenishment ships met
with them. As far as the humans knew, that was.


In the middle of all of this the Machines picked
up several hundred sources, from very large to fairly small, start putting out
gravitons. They were well beyond the barrier, and the Machines were now moving
inward. It would take them hours to change their vectors to move out, and if
they did the planet might survive longer.


Orders went out, and the Machines fired a volley
of missiles at Bonada, their newer weapons, capable of acceleration rates
similar to those of the humans, and only fifty percent larger. Their second
volley went toward the human fleet, accelerated away with almost enough
velocity to kill their inward motion. Their grabbers pulled at them, moving
onto a course that would reach the human force in a couple of hours. Of course
the humans would be gone by then, most likely into hyper to move around to
another firing position. But it had to do something.


The Machine ships were still dealing with the
waves of incoming missiles when they picked up the space-time disturbance of
the human warp fighters starting up. It took a few moments, and some
triangulation, to determine where they were heading, though the Machine AI was
sure it already knew. Right toward them. It prepared the graviton beam weapons
it knew would knock them out of space if they came within range.


*     *     *


“Do you want us to go after those missiles, sir?”
asked Captain Michael Lauren, sitting in the cockpit of his warp fighter,
communicating through his Klassekian com tech.


“No,” growled Admiral Hahn, watching the Machine
missiles heading into the system, and another equally massive swarm heading out
toward his fleet. The one heading his way was not a concern. He would be gone
and working his way to another firing position well before those weapons got
near him. The ones heading toward Bonada were accelerating at ten thousand
gravities. They would be up to point nine light by the time they got there, in
seven hours. Planet killers. One would kill up to a twenty million, depending
on where it hit, and cause severe environmental damage to the world. A half
dozen would kill everyone, and render the planet lifeless, too hot for
centuries to come. Everything, including its version of bacteria, would be
gone. The seas boiled away, clouds of steam and ash hanging in the sky for
decades.


“Captain Jong is launching now. Her wing will
take care of those missiles. Hit those warships with everything you have, then
come back for reloads.”


Amali Jong commanded the second wing of his warp
fighters, aboard the second fleet carrier he had. He had been hoping to hold
her in reserve to surprise the Machines when the time was right. However, he
had thought the Machines might fire on the planet, so having to use them now
was not too much of a surprise.


“We’re beginning our run,” said Lauren over the
com. “We will be hitting them in thirty seconds.”


“Watch out for their graviton beams,” warned
Hahn, realizing that his officer knew that, still having to say the words.


The warp fighters were almost invulnerable when
warping space to move at pseudo speed faster than light. A powerful enough
laser would kill them, but it was extremely difficult to hit something moving
that fast. Close in weapon rounds were torn into particles when hitting the
warp field. Enough could blast their way through. The only way there could be
enough rounds to blast through was if the ship stopped in front of a bank of
close in weapons and sat there for twenty seconds. A direct hit by a missile
would also blow through, as long as they came in from the side. From the front
and rear the compression or expansion fields would rip the weapons apart,
scattering molecules and atoms through space.


The graviton beams were a real danger. A direct
hit, which the wide spreading beams could easily make up to five light seconds
away, would drop the warp field and leave the ship floating helpless in space.
While not as bad as a catastrophic translation from hyperspace, it could cause
significant damage to ship and crew. Leaving them an easy target for other
weapons.


The plot was now showing Lauren’s wing, a hundred
and eight of the craft, moving toward the enemy force. The enemy had to be
seeing it as well. There was really nothing they could do about it at a
distance, lacking the ability to move as fast as the warp fighters.


Jong’s fighters, another hundred and eight, were
appearing on the plot near the carrier. Moments later they started up their own
warp drives and started off, heading inward on a course that would take them to
the enemy missiles in sixteen minutes.


“What in the hell are those,” shouted out Captain
Rodriguez, pointing at the plot.


What indeed? thought Hahn, a chill of shock running up
his spine at the sight of the warp signatures coming in on the sensors. What
the hell have they got up to now?


*     *     *


Captain Michael Lauren watched his plot as his
fighter warped space at twenty lights, moving toward the target, the other
hundred and seven fighters arrayed around it in a pattern that made sure none
of them crossed into the compression or expansion fields of the other craft.
The fields could cause significant damage to any material object that entered
them, and they were much more powerful than the warp bubbles that encased the
sides of the fighters.


“We’ll launch here,” said the captain, pointing
to an area on the three-dimensional plot while he looked at his Klassekian com
tech. “Make sure all the other ship commanders know to make a turn at this time
stamp.” He wanted to make sure they all made the maneuver at the same time,
sweeping their compression/expansion beams in sequence and avoiding each
other’s.


“Sir. I’m picking up warp resonances to
spinward,” called out the rating who was manning the sensor station. “Estimated
direction, one hundred and fifty degrees from our port, twenty-five degrees
north of the ecliptic. Estimated range, one light hour. Speed, sixteen lights.”


“Captain Jong’s?” asked Lauren, knowing he was
wrong as soon as the words left his mouth.


“No, sir. Wrong position. And the resonances are
wrong.”


“They have to be Machines, sir,” said Lieutenant
Lester, his pilot and the tactical officer for the wing.


Lauren looked over at the woman, sitting her
station to his front right. He didn’t like what she had to say, but he couldn’t
fault her logic. The Empire was the only power in this part of space known to
have the Alcubierre warp fighters. They knew the Gorgansha didn’t have them,
and the Elysium forces that deployed here didn't have them either, yet. So the
Machines were the only ones who could be deploying them, and that was a
surprise the captain would have preferred to have missed out on.


“Fleet is sending a message, sir. We are to be
aware of Machine warp fighters that are now operating in the system. We are
possible targets.”


And I already figured that one out, genius, thought
the captain. There were two possible targets for the enemy warp fighters. The
regular warships, and the human warp fighters. If it had been him he would have
gone after the warp fighters, removing them from the human order of battle.
Since he was not a Machine AI, he had no way of guessing how they would go.


Worse, he had no way of knowing their
capabilities. Drives and weapons. They were not moving as fast as his ships,
but he had no way of knowing if that was their maximum. And he had absolutely no
idea what kind of weapons they carried. He could assume that they would use
their forward compression field as a weapon, just as the human ships did. But
did they have warp capable missiles, such as carried by his own craft?


“Orders, sir?” asked Lester.


“I was hoping command might tell us what to do,
Eugenie,” said the captain with a tight smile. “But since it’s on me, and those
ships are moving into our path, between us and our target, I’m guessing we need
to attack them.” He looked over at his Klassekian com tech. “Send to all ships.
Follow our lead. And be careful.


“Bring us into range of those ships, Eugenie.
Loose a pair of missiles as soon as you have a lock.”


*     *     *


“Captain Lauren reports he is about to engage the
enemy fighters, sir,” called out one of the Klassekian com techs.


“Do you want us to vector Captain Jong’s wing to
support them?” asked the Force Tactical Officer.


“No,” said Hahn, shaking his head. “Jong needs to
take out those missiles. If we let them go, the planet dies.”


The plot was showing over two hundred of the
enemy fighters moving toward Lauren’s wing. Jong could get there within minutes
after the engagement started, evening the odds. But as the admiral had said,
the planet would die if they let the Machine missiles hit.


Hahn didn’t like the idea of one of his forces
engaging an enemy with unknown capabilities that also outnumbered it. Plus, he
could assume that every one of the Machine fighters would act as a Kamikaze if
that was what was needed to win. His ships wouldn’t do that, nor would he order
them to. They were crewed by living beings who would fight their hardest, with
courage, but would try to with a great determination to stay alive. The admiral
thought it the strength of his living crew, humans and others. The Machines
wouldn't think of it that way, though.


“Jong will be closing on the missiles in one and
a half minutes,” said the com tech.


“Order the captain to come back to the carriers
as soon as he takes out those missiles.” He didn’t want Jong’s wing to try and
take on the Machine fighters without their missiles. They might still be able
to attack with compression fields, or possibly with their warp lances. But warp
missiles gave them a distinct advantage, unless the enemy had them as well.


“Find out what Lauren is facing,” said the
admiral, looking over at the Klassekian who was a sibling with seven that were
on other ships, the flags his warship squadrons.


That being contacted one of the siblings, another
female, stationed aboard the carrier that was the home of Captain Lauren’s
wing. That female talked with a male who was the sibling of eight brothers
aboard that number of Lauren’s fighters, including that of the captain himself.
The male received the audio and visual transmission of his brother,
transferring the information to a holo projector that the female watched, then
sent that image to her sister, completing the circuit that gave the admiral the
information he was seeking.


“Twenty-five seconds to contact,” said the face
of Captain Lauren over another holo. It was not a perfect image to the eyes of
humans, but what had been seen by the eyes of Klassekians. As they had four
eyes, two large image processing and a pair of smaller movement discrimination
orbs, it was a bizarre image. They were blended and adjusted by the computer
aboard the flagship, rendering them closer to what a human would see, but not
exactly. The audio portion was adjusted by the ship’s computers as well, in its
case becoming almost an exact match for the captain’s voice.


“We will be launching missiles at ten seconds
before contact.”


Hahn wasn’t sure he would wait that long, since
the missiles had a much greater range. The wing was the captain’s, though, and
he was in charge of that part of the fight.


“Launching.”


“Captain Jong is reporting engagement of the
first missiles,” called out another of the many Klassekian com techs on the
flag bridge, this one linked to six more brothers, one of which was on the flag
deck of Jong’s carrier.


“Tell her to take care and get them all,” ordered
the admiral. While he wanted the wing commander to take care of all the
missiles and get off to the aid of the other fighters, what he didn’t want was
for them to lose ships by rushing the process.


Hahn turned his attention back to Lauren’s wing,
about to engage in much riskier combat against the unknown of the enemy
fighters. Attacking the missiles could have its own dangers, but those were
known risks.


*     *     *


“Launching,” yelled out Lt. Lester, triggering
two of the weapons from her pilot station.


Within seconds all of the other fighters
launched, sending two hundred and sixteen weapons on their way. The missiles
could move at thirty lights, ten more than the fighters, and almost double the
observed maximum of the Machine ships. The Machines immediately went into
evasive maneuvers. If they had been piloted by living beings there would have
been more problems than there were. Still, the Machine fighters, lacking
instantaneous com outside of warp pulse, a very inefficient means of moving
data, were not able to integrate their movements. Each had a significantly
individual problem on their hands as they dealt with missiles coming in on
different angles. Some had one missile targeting, others had five or more. So
they tried to evade while bringing their own weapons to bear.


Four enemy fighters ran into four others,
knocking themselves out of warp. Many more caught compression and expansion
beams. Some of those were also knocked out of warp, some continued with
weakened bubbles, losing speed. Sixty-two missiles dropped out of warp as the
spikes of warp lances registered on the sensors of the human fighters.  A
moment later over a hundred of them struck home, and seventy-three Machine
fighters fell off the plot, some destroyed, many more simply with damaged
drives, no longer able to warp. However, they were removed from the battle, the
same as those destroyed.


“They have warp lances,” called out Lester,
glancing back at her captain.


“Range?” asked Lauren, looking over at the sensor
tech.


“I’m estimating three light seconds, sir.”


Which meant they had less than a third of the
range of the human ships. In the future the Machines were sure to improve those
weapons, but for now the humans had all the advantages.


“All ships are to attack in squadron strength,”
ordered the captain, watching as his entire wing maintained their range for the
time being, turning and maintaining their formation as they moved away at the
same pseudospeed as their opponents.


Lauren quickly moved his fingers over a screen,
designating squadrons and attack angles, insuring that his units wouldn’t
interfere with each other.


“Execute,” he ordered. The com tech sent the
order out to the six siblings in the squadron and the one on the carrier. That
being shouted orders and linked with viewers in front of a dozen more
Klassekians, who sent the orders to their own brothers or sisters. There was a
time delay built into the process so that the coms could all go out. The
transmissions between Klassekians was pretty much instantaneous. The delay was
built in to allow the teams of aliens to communicate between themselves. It
wasn’t a perfect system, but it was better than nothing. Wormholes would have
been better, but there weren’t enough of those to equip every small craft in
the fleet.


The squadrons, nine of twelve ships each, broke
away from the wing on their individual courses. Not all at once, close enough,
on paths that wouldn’t bring them into the compression or expansion beams of
any of the other squadrons. As soon as they reached a point they turned in
space and headed back in on an attack pattern. All locked onto the more than a
hundred Machine fighters remaining, each on an individual ship. They passed
their maximum range, nine light seconds. Two light seconds later, a tenth of a
second in time, they opened fire with their warp lances, at an angle that
wouldn’t run it through their own compression fields.


Warp beams struck, not as powerful as the
missiles, not enough to hammer through warp bubbles at range. Still, they
disrupted the warp field and slowed the enemy ships, making them easier targets
for the next pass. The fighters turned, some sweeping their compression beams
across targets of opportunity.


Two human fighters got too close as they turned
away. One was hit by over a dozen warp lances, dropping the warp field and
tearing into the hull of the ship. A moment later the fighter exploded as its
antimatter reactor ruptured. The other fighter was hit by fewer beams and
limped along at three lights, angling away from the enemy ships. A trio of
Machine ships changed their own courses and headed after the human fighter that
could no longer outrun them.


Three ships from that squadron turned quickly in
space, heading back toward their damaged compatriot. That turned into a
dogfight, two of the Machine fighters knocked out of space, while one of the
rescuers was also blown into particles.


“Shit,” hissed Lauren, watching as one of his
ships exploded, while one of the others was still limping away. “All ships are
to concentrate on your attacks, and not get sidetracked.”


It was an order he hated to give. Every spacer in
his command wanted to come to the rescue of their compatriots in distress, but
in deviating from the attack plan, they were actually leaving themselves open
to enemy counters.


The distressed ship dropped from the plot,
destroyed by the enemy. Lauren selected the next attack runs, this time
ordering some of the squadrons to launch missiles. After he sent off the orders
he closed his eyes for a moment and said a quick prayer for the dead crews. He
wished he could have done something for them, but the mission came first, and
these Machines needed to be taken out.


His wing swept back in, the enemy fighters going
to their maximum and trying to attack his birds. No defensive tactics, only the
offensive. Except for a trio of fighters at the center of the formation that
stopped in space and started pulsing their warp fields.


“Get some missiles into that trio,” yelled
Lauren, pointing at the three enemy ships on the plot. “They’re sending data
back to their fleet.”


“Targeting,” called out Lester, and the fighter
launched its three remaining weapons. The rest of the squadron fired as well,
while three of the other units released and hit most of the remaining Machine
fighters.


“Get on them,” yelled the captain, looking over at
his com tech, letting that being know that he wanted his orders sent out
immediately.


The Machine ships didn’t last long. With the
speed, maneuverability and weapons range advantage it was a foregone
conclusion. He still lost a few more ships. It just happened, no matter the
advantages.


“The admiral is reporting that the enemy fleet it
grav pulsing a signal out,” said the Klassekian, looking over from her station.
“He wants us to hit the pulsing ship before they finish.”


Makes sense, thought the captain, looking at the
enemy deployment and formulating his attack. The enemy was probably sending the
information that had come from their fighters back to their bases. So the next
group of fighters they met would be much more capable, and probably armed with
missiles as well.


“Engage,” he ordered after letting a little bit
of time go by so the commands would be disseminated to all of his ships. They
all moved within seconds, heading for the enemy force. He doubted they would do
much to those warships, but every bit of damage would help the further
engagement.









Chapter Ten


 


Success
is not final, failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that counts. 
Winston Churchill


 


SUPERSYSTEM.


 


“I’m still not sure that we have the proper code,
your Majesty,” said Vice Admiral Chuntoa Chan.


“And when will you be sure? You have been working
on this for months. Almost a year. Haven’t you made any progress?” Sean was
feeling frustrated by his research and development chief. She had delivered so
man miracles, on time, but this one seemed to be getting away from her. It was
her fault for always coming through.


“Of course we have, your Majesty,” said the
officer, holding out her hands in a supplicating manner. “I would say that we
are weeks away from approving the weapon for deployment. But we have to make
sure that it works the first time. We won’t have another chance.”


Sean thought the woman was caught in a loop that
she couldn’t escape. It had to work the first time, so she had to be sure. But
there was no way to be sure until they tried it. It was all well and good that
it worked on the duplicate AIs they had in the laboratory, but that didn’t mean
it would work on the real deal. It would be nice if they could wait, but there
was a wave rolling on Bolthole and the Gorgansha Consolidation. Bolthole had to
be saved. And while the Gorgansha people were not staunch allies, and in fact
could become enemies after the current business was over, they were still
living, intelligent beings. Because of that they had to be saved. Just because
their ruler was a total ass didn’t mean they deserved death at the hands of a
human invention.


“How often has it failed in tests?” asked Sean.


“About ten percent of the time,” said Chan,
looking down.


“And within the last month?”


“Well,” said Chan, looking back up and into the
eyes of her monarch, “it hasn’t failed at all in the last month. Every time
we’ve transmitted the code to one of the Machine AIs we’ve replicated, it has
shut down. But, your Majesty,” her tone changing to pleading. “We can’t be sure
that the Machines still have the same code in place. If we transmit and fail,
they will change their headers and we won’t have a chance of breaking in.”


“And if they have changed their code? How many
different possibilities are there for the other code to take?”


Sean thought that the brilliant scientist was too
close to the situation. If they knew the current code, meaning the Machines had
never changed it, a possibility since it would have been buried deep in their
programming, out of mind, then it would work. If they had changed the code,
then there was no way this would work. And there was no way the Empire would be
able to find the current code without a miracle.


“We predict hundreds of billions,” said Chan,
letting out a sigh. “And that may be an underestimation.”


“Then our best chance is to go ahead and use what
we have, right?” argued the Emperor. “And you have the transmitters built and
ready to go, correct.”


“We need to hit them all at once if we are to
guarantee success, your Majesty,” said the scientist, pulling out her last
card.


“I agree. And if we hit their fleet in Bolthole,
what is the chance they will be able to get a message to the rest of their
fleet? Almost three hundred light years away? Unless they are able to transmit
a message?”


“If we shut them down, they won’t be able to warn
the rest of their brethren at that range,” said Chan, her expression changing.
“And if we pulse at full strength, the code will most probably disseminate to
their entire fleet. Even the ships in Gorgansha space. And the AIs in their own
industrial systems.”


“So, if we send out the code and it doesn’t shut
them down, it doesn’t matter if they warn the other AIs. Right? Because the
whole thing is a bust?”


“No, sir. It doesn’t.”


“Then you have your answer, Admiral,” said Sean,
his tone changing to one of command. “Get those transmitters out to the fronts,
load up the headers and the codes, and get them ready to transmit. I’ll be
talking with the commanders at the fronts and let them know what’s going on.
How long?”


“We can get all of the transmitters programmed on
one of the ships and ready to go within two hours. Give us another couple of
hours to get them through the gates.”


“That one goes to Bolthole,” ordered Sean, giving
his admiral a stern look that brooked no argument. “When you get more of them
ready, they go to Bednarczyk. Understood?”


“Yes, your Majesty,” said Chan, closing her eyes.


Sean was waiting for the next argument, ready to
cut her off. He was tired of excuses, and would hear no more.


“If the one works in Bolthole,” she said, opening
her eyes, her expression morphing to one of excitement, as if she couldn’t wait
to try out her new toy. “If the one works at Bolthole, we won’t need the others.
That transmission will disseminate to every part of that space.”


“Then get to it.”


Sean disengaged from the com without any fanfare.
He needed to get on to the next conversation, and one he was dreading. Though
there would be another following immediately after.


“High Lord Grarakakak,” he said as the Brakakak
leader appeared on the com. “I have another favor to ask of you.”


“What is it this time?” asked the leader of the
Elysium Empire, clearly exasperated with another request.


Sean could understand why the other leader was
aggravated at receiving any further requests from the human Emperor. The
Brakakak was the leader of his Empire in name only, the first among equal among
the five chief councilors of the government. One other Brakakak, and single
members of three other species, it was difficult for the High Lord to push
edicts through to be supervised by the lower council.


Time for the carrot, thought the Emperor. He
thought he had the allies in Parliament to pass the measures he was
considering. It would use up a lot of his political capital, and might crash
the coalition that supported him. This was war, and sometimes he must order
things based on what was of immediate importance, and not on what needs might
come later.


“I need more ships from your fleet, High Lord.”


“What?” blurted out the being. “We’ve already
sent half of our fleet to fight the Ca’cadasans. And then we sent another
contingent to fight the damned AIs you created. Created after you were warned
against doing it, by us. We need some ships for our own defense, after all.”


“Defense against what?” asked Sean, his own anger
rising after listening to the dressing down the High Lord had given him. “We’re
not going to attack you. The Fenri no longer exist. Crakista is an ally, and
besides, they would have to come across the Empire to get to you. And Lashara
is no longer a naval power, and haven’t been for decades. So, what do you have
to be afraid of?”


Sean realized his error as soon as the words left
his mouth. He was now thinking he should have let his ambassador to Elysium,
Archduke Horatio Alexandropolis, handle this. But he needed those ships and he
needed them now. Insinuating that the prickly prideful Brakakak were making
decisions based on fear was a mistake, though everyone knew that all species
did so.


“We are not afraid,” screeched the other leader,
the feathery fuzz around his face standing on end, a sign of rage, or maybe
fear as well.


“We’re all afraid, Grarakakak,” said Sean,
keeping his tone level. “Don’t deny that you had plans to go to war with my
people if that proved necessary. Just as we had the same plans. Everyone does,
since we can’t read the minds of our neighbors.”


The avian stared at the human for a moment in
silence. Sean was not as familiar with the alien species as he was with his
own. Still, he had grown more familiar with them since the alliance had been
signed. He recognized that expression. The High Lord was considering the words
of the human, and what he would say in response. As pressed for time as he was,
he was willing to let the other being have some space. Pushing him and failing
wouldn’t help, even if the decision was quicker in coming.


“You wouldn’t have come to me to ask for help
unless you had something to offer in return,” said the alien, a slight smile on
his beaked face. “So, Sean, what is it? What can you give me to sell to my own
people?”


“Access to our growing wormhole network.”


The Brakakak let out a hacking laugh. Sean knew
what he was thinking, and what he was about to say.


“We already have access to your network. You
offer us nothing.”


“Read the wording of the treaty,” said a smiling
Sean, shaking his head. “You have military access to the systems we want you to
have access to. And only as long as the hostilities last. When the war is over
you will have access to the black hole system, and nothing else. Of course that
will allow your merchant fleet to transit quickly from your capital system into
the center of my Empire. From there you will have to forge through space the
old-fashioned way. With all the costs of time and antimatter that it entails.”


“And you are offering?”


“Complete access to every merchant ship approved
gate, across my Empire. As well as helping you to set up your own gate system
throughout your own Empire. I’m sure you can see the advantages this will give
you in trade with the Empire. I will be offering the same deal to Crakista, and
we will be integrating the Republic and, when it’s back on its feet, the
Czardom. And all our other allies, as well as the new nations we will be starting
in the former Fenri Empire. So, open trade for everyone.”


The High Lord’s beak fell open. “That, would be
wonderful. I’m sure I can sell that to the councils.”


“We don’t have time for you to sell it. We need
those ships moving, now. Can you do it.”


“Yes. Yes, I think I can. I may have to make
quite a few apologies for taking the initiative before meeting with the others,
but I think I can work it out. I will get in touch with the admirals and give
them their marching orders. Still, it will still take some hours to get them
through the gates on that front.”


Sean nodded. There was a fleet based in the
capital system of the Elysium Empire. Most of it would be close to that
system’s gate, which was near the capital planet, and could start moving
through within fifteen minutes or less. One at a time, every ten to fifteen
seconds. They would exit in the black hole system, at a gate ring that was over
two hour’s flight time at maximum accel/decel, then through the gate to
Bolthole. Or the capital of the Gorgansha Consolidation. It would be much
better if there was a direct transfer from Elysium to Bolthole, but such didn’t
exist.


“Thank you, High Lord.”


The Brakakak gave a human nod and severed the
connection. Sean sat back and took a deep breath. One down, one to go. This
second contact would come with another problem. Even if the Crakista could get
their ships into the black hole system, there wasn’t enough room in the gate to
transfer their vessels and those from Elysium at the same time.


Sean sent out the command on his implant, setting
the next com in motion. It took almost five minutes, but eventually a reptilian
face appeared in a holo over his desk. This one had red scales, which in and of
itself meant nothing in the logical Crakista hierarchy. But he knew that the
leader of that people was a red, and he prepared himself for his next job of
selling.


*     *     *


 


BOLTHOLE.


 


“You have ships coming your way, Admiral Henare,”
said McCullom over the com.


Anaru was looking over at the plot. The Machine
ships were still four hours out from the hyper I barrier. He had all
twenty-four of his minelayers out there placing as many of the weapons as they
could. The mines were missile launchers, plain and simple. A cylinder with a
capital ship missile, sensor systems, all as stealthed as much as possible,
both active and passive systems. Anything coming within range would be tracked
for a moment, then fired on. Henare didn’t think those weapons would stop the
steamroller when it arrived, but even a pinprick could help.


“How long?”


The admiral pulled up another holo, this one showing
his commercial shipping assets. He had over fifty freighters and a dozen
tankers. Seven of them were superfreighters, here to deliver machinery from the
Empire and bring back the products of the system. They could carry over twenty
million tons of freight, and five of them were empty at the moment.
Unfortunately, their massive holds were not structured to take on refugees.
They had one enormous hold that could be loaded with containers that matched up
to form a solid mass for shipping. While the hold could be pressurized, and
most times was, there was no place to put the people. They could float in zero
gravity, and in fact some were going to do so, but still it was a limited
solution. The holds could be packed with small ships, but those craft could go
through the gate themselves, so that wasn’t a solution either.


The other freighters had cabins and corridors
that could hold people. So did the tankers. Not enough. There were also a
couple of liners that could hold a lot of people. But they needed lift to get
people onto them. Shuttles. And there weren’t enough of those either. People
could move across with excursion suits. There were not near enough of those
either, and most people in the system were not trained in their use.


No matter how he looked at it, half the people or
more in the system would not be able to get out.


“The first ships should be coming through within
two hours. It will take somewhat longer for the transmission ship to come
through. It’s still being configured. But the crew should be taking it on its
trip to the gate in another couple of hours. So, figure it will be there six
hours or so after the enemy arrives.”


That’s fucking wonderful, thought the admiral.
They were sending him the ship that was supposed to save his ass, but it wouldn’t
be functional. Probably not even when it entered the system. So they would be
racing to get the damned system working while the Machines were sending in
masses of missiles.


“I hope they can get the thing working,” he said,
pulling up the schematic of the ship. In size and structure it was basically a
battleship, a hyper VII in fact, giving it strong legs. No missiles, almost no
light amp weapons, only a pair of watered-down rings. It was not prepared for
offensive action, and was barely capable of defending itself. The grabber units
and hyperdrive units were over-sized, and the center of the ship had been
hollowed out and the guts replaced with more machinery and computers. That was
the machinery that made the ship what it was, a powerful grav wave transmitter
that could send a signal through the system almost instantaneously, and could
echo it through hyper VIII, moving it at several hundred thousand times the
speed of light. If the signal it sent was the right one, the Machines would
shut down, if they were in fact still open to that code. If not, it was just
another ship and several thousand crew that would be destroyed with it.


“I do too,” said McCullom, her expression showing
her own doubts. “Keep the civilians moving, and try to get as many of them as
you can through the gate. But…”


“I know,” said Henare, nodding his head. Once the
warships started coming through the gate they would have to stop sending the
commercial ships out. Trying to run them both ways was just asking for the
collision of multimillion-ton warships.


“I still think we should just pull out everything
we can and take the hit,” said McCullom, shaking her head. “But, it’s out of my
hands. Once Sean gets involved, his is the only opinion that counts.”


And you don’t like that, thought the admiral,
keeping his own expression flat, since he didn’t want his CNO thinking that he
was against her. He was very happy that the Emperor had gotten involved. This
was his command, and his people. They had all invested a lot of time and energy
in this project. He didn’t want to see the system laid waste by their enemies,
and he especially didn’t like the possibility of almost hundred million humans
dying here.


“We're still trying to get you some allied ships.
Elysium or Crakista. I can't guarantee we'll get any. We've already called in a
lot of favors to get reinforcements for Bednarczyk. But if we can get them,
we'll get them to you.” 


“Who will command the fleet when the
reinforcements get here? Am I supposed to turn over command to the senior
Elysium or Crakista commanders?”


“It is your system, Admiral. You have command.
And the admirals in charge of those forces know it. If they give you any
trouble, you are to contact the Emperor immediately.”


“Not you?”


“I have no pull with their leaders, Admiral,”
said McCullom with a grimace. “So I am more than willing to let his Imperial
Majesty handle this one. Just don’t let them think that you are putting undue
burden and sacrifice on either of these forces. The Brakakak are much easier on
the human eyes than the Crakista. But treat them the same.”


Henare nodded. The avians reminded human of
birds, a life form they were very comfortable around. The Crakista were
reptilian in appearance. They really weren’t reptiles, any more than the scaly
members of the extinct Dinosaurs class were. They were warm blooded and gave
live birth, and had brains just as complex as those of humans. But they looked
like reptiles, and those creatures had a definite undesirable effect on humans.


“I won’t let any of my natural prejudices effect
my command decisions, ma’am.”


“Good. I’m glad to see that you are honest enough
to own up to them. Most of our people wouldn’t be. Now, I have to get on the
com to Admiral Bednarczyk. Keep me informed, and good luck.”


The com holo died, and Henare noted that it was
time for the meeting of the staff he had called over an hour ago. They would be
waiting on him. That was okay, since he was the one in charge.


*     *     *


Nazzrirat Andonna looked up as the love of his
life, Mraazzarit Mlakash, came running into the cafeteria.


“Aren’t you leaving?” asked the female, concern
in her voice.


“No,” replied Nazzrirat, giving a very human head
shake. “I’m not sure me and my siblings are that much in demand.”


Siblings could communicate which each other
across any conceivable distance, instantaneously. Groups of siblings normally
numbered from seven to nine, and the full-strength groups were in great demand.
Nazzrirat’s liter had comprised eight beings, good enough for the brothers to
be considered for a com net. They had decided to settle here instead, and
during the first Machine attack three of them had been killed, reducing the
group to a number that was not sufficient, not when there were hundreds of
thousands of other liters that could be used in the Imperial fleet.


“Still, you could request evacuation,” said his
lover, reaching her tentacles over and entwining them with those of the male.


“Me and my brothers are going to stand and
fight,” the Klassekian said with conviction. “The Empire has helped our people,
and I refuse to abandon them in their hour of need.”


“But they can’t beat the force that is on the way
here,” exclaimed the woman, her voice rising.


“They will have to invade Bolthole to take it
out,” said the male, not quite sure about that, though he had his hopes. “And
we will be here to fight them.”


“Then I will stay with you.”


“What about your sisters?” he asked, in one way
glad that she wanted to stay, in another concerned for her safety if she
remained.


“They can make their way without me,” she said,
giving her own very human head shake. “They can get work in the Empire, and if
they are needed for a com team, there are seven of them. Still enough.”


“You better make sure you have a secure place to
shelter,” he said, looking into her eyes.


“Do you?”


“I have a quarter ton battlesuit to shelter in,”
he said, nodding. He thought of the tough alloy battlesuit, fully equipped with
sensors, grabbers, and electromag shields. Everything he had been lacking
during the last battle. A larger weapon also came along with it. He had no
doubt he would be able to hold his own against a Machine battlebot. Just as he
was sure he and his kin would go down if the Machines had the numbers they
expected.


“I can get a weapon,” said Mraazzarit, glancing
away. “Any way I can get one of those suits.”


The male shook his head. It had taken months of
training for him to make the suit part of himself. Weekends at militia drill,
nights of volunteer training. It still hadn’t fallen into place until a couple
of weeks ago. Now everything in the once confusing suit seemed natural.


“We can’t get you a suit. But there will be
strong points established where you can take a firing position behind armor.
Let me talk with the captain, and I’ll see if I can get you on one of the
squads.”


“Why does this keep happening to us?” complained
the woman.


The male didn’t have to ask what she meant. Their
planet almost destroyed by religious fanatics, then by the supernova that went
off only six light months away, then the attack by the Machines, both in the
home system and here. It seemed like a never-ending sequence of disasters for
their people.


“Our people still exist,” said Nazzrirat. “And no
matter what, they still will. There are millions of us across the human Empire
now. And no way now that any single disaster can take out our race.”


From what they had heard, Imperial biologists had
taken enough life forms from their world, along with tons of genetic samples,
so they could duplicate it in the Empire if need be. In fact, that might be a
given in time. They had terraformed worlds of their own in their space, and duplicated
worlds they had colonized before having to run away from their primary enemy.
And then they had terraformed worlds to match all of their own alien races,
giving them multiple home worlds. It was something they were very good at.
Something they seemed to enjoy.


“All militia are to report to your armories,”
came a voice over the intercom into the cafeteria. “Repeat, all militia are to
report to your armories.”


“Come along with me and I’ll see what I can do
about getting you a weapon and position,” he told the female. They had only
been a couple for the last two months, but he was already seeing the
possibility of choosing this one as a mate. He didn’t want to lose her before
that happened. I don’t want to lose me either, he thought with an
internal chuckle.


“All ship engineers and constructors are to
report to the hangar bays,” came another call over the intercom.  “Repeat, all
ship engineers and constructors are to report to the hangar bays.”


Nazzrirat wasn't sure what that was about. Since
it didn't concern him he dismissed it from his thoughts and took off down the
corridor, heading for his company assembly point.


*     *     *


Commander Russ Wellington wasn't sure he was up
to the command he had been given. It was the dream of every naval officer to command
a capital ship. Unfortunately, he was damned sure that he wasn't ready for
this. The biggest ship he had ever commanded, before being seconded to Bolthole
as an engineering officer, was a destroyer. Now they were asking him, no,
commanding him, to take charge of a battleship.


As if that wasn't bad enough, the ship wasn't
completely battle ready, It was missing electromag projectors and about half of
its close in weapons. It had all of its missile launchers, but no missiles.
Cargo shuttles were frantically moving missiles and counters aboard the ship,
but it would be a near thing if it was fully armed in time. Even worse, the
crew was not really a unit. Construction engineers, retired Fleet personnel,
even civilians who had been tasked with installing trivialities aboard, they
had all been pressed into service.


Battleship Alpha ninety-nine didn't even have a
name. Just the numerical designation it would carry back to Central Docks,
where it would be given a name by the Bureau of Ships, as well as the assignment
of a permanent crew, all of whom would have undergone advanced training in
their specialties. Officers would be assigned with experience on other vessels.
It would then go through shakedown of a month or more before being deployed.


Instead, he would have people who had never
served aboard a warship, what officers he could find slotted into whatever
positions they might have the least bit of experience with. And whereas a
normal battleship would have a crew of well over three thousand, he had seven hundred
and forty-two. It seemed hopeless. But these people would die anyway, no matter
what they did. There wasn't room to evacuate all of them, and any chance to
fight back was taken by all who were offered the opportunity.


*     *     *


“Take her in nice and slow, Clarence,” ordered
Petty Officer First Anaya Kashani, carefully watching the front viewer which
was displaying their track into the hanger.


“Yes, ma'am,” said Clarence Brubaker, the
civilian tech she had selected as her pilot.


Normally the PO would have taken the piloting
duties, qualified as she was with small craft operation. Unfortunately, she was
in command, and had to do more than fly the ship. She almost made a remark
about working for a living in response to the ma'am, but decided they didn't
need any reprimands at this time. The eight civilians who were her crew aboard
the ten-thousand-ton fast attack craft were not military, though Brubaker did
have some past experience, in the Army. They had all worked with her assembling
these ships, and knew the workings of them inside and out. That didn't mean
they knew how to fight the ship. That was up to the former engineering PO who
had served aboard these ships in a combat unit.


“Steady as she goes,” ordered Kashani, wishing
that she were back on her home world of New Lahore. Or even with the main
Fleet. Anywhere but here. “Set her down over there, in that clear space.”


There was a human in a spacesuit standing on the
other side of that space, using light sticks to motion them in. More
spacesuited figures stood near a couple of large rolling carts, each with a
capital missile sitting on the built-in racks.


Brubaker brought the ship in, his hands shaking
slightly from the stress. Kashani could deal with that. She need to see the man
working under stress. She knew he was a qualified technician, and had flown
these craft before, but only from one open area of space to another. If he
couldn't handle this maneuver she would have find another pilot, though she
wasn't sure who that would be.


The civilian set the ship down on the deck of the
hangar without more than a slight bump, and the PO grunted in satisfaction.


“Open up the tubes,” she ordered, and one of the
other bridge crew pushed down a series of switches, swinging the hatches open
on all four of the large missile containers on the sides of the craft.


The handlers immediately went to work, pulling
their carts forward on antigravs, then locking them into place. The missiles
also had antigravs attached, allowing the handlers to swing them up and out of
their cradles, then into the craft's containers. It went without a hitch, the
back tubes filled, and another pair of missiles came up to the deck from the
storage facility below, already mated to their own carts. The empties rolled to
those lifts as soon as they were vacant, lowered back so they could be mated to
new weapons.


The fourth missile was the disaster that Kashani
had been dreading. Even with the weight taken off them from the antigravs, they
still carried a hundred tons of mass. One team swung their weapon in too fast,
and the handler helping to make sure it went into the tube couldn't get out of
the way in time. One hundred tons of missile crushed the human into the
compartment, killing them instantly.


“Get that tube cleared,” Kashani shouted over the
com.


“I just lost a man,” shouted back the loading
crew foreman.


“And you have my sincerest condolences,” said the
PO in a soft voice. “But we need to get loaded and on our way, so you can get
other fast attack craft prepped.”


She really wasn't sure how much good the craft
would do. Maybe one wouldn't. But the hundreds they were deploying would surely
have some effect on the battle.


“Understood,” said the foreman in a tone that
bespoke gritted teeth. “We'll get you on your way.”


“The last one is locked in,” said the wide-eyed
tech who was manning the sensor station, the schematic of the ship on a holo
over her station showing all four missiles tubes in the green.


“Make sure your people are clear,” said the PO
over the com. “Get us up off the deck as soon as they're out of the way, and
back into space,” he ordered the pilot.


There was an assembly point sixty thousand
kilometers from the platform they were currently on. They needed to get there
and get out of the way of everything else going on. Until it was their time to
maneuver into the heat of battle.


*     *     *


“We're receiving reports of accidents all over
the facilities, sir,” called out one of the com techs on the system control
bridge.


Henare nodded, stopping his pacing for a moment.
“How many?”


“Dozens,” said the tech in a hushed voice. “More.
Multiple fatalities, a lot more serious injuries.”


The admiral had expected as much. Normally,
Bolthole worked under severe safety protocols. Even then there were accidents.
A lot of very massive pieces of equipment, not to mention energy dense objects,
were moved around during many of the construction processes. Everyone involve
wore protective suits, akin to battle armor. And still people were struck by
objects even the armor couldn't protect them from. Every week there were
crushed arms and legs, sometimes bodies. Arms and legs could be regrown, and if
treated in time even those with massive internal organ injury be healed.


But not always. And with the safety protocols
relaxed, necessary if they were going to get everything done in time, of course
the accidents were going to increase, and with them the fatalities.


“We have supervisors asking for instructions on
what to do,” continued the tech. 


“Some division heads are asking if they can order
their people to slow down?” said another one.


“No, dammit,” growled Henare, checking the time
in his head. The Machines would be translating into normal space in one hour
and fifty-seven minutes, best estimate. “We need to get everything into space,
or into fixed weapons that we can before they can get missiles into us.”


He was about to say he didn't care about the
casualties, but that wouldn't be true, and he felt for his supervisors. They
were responsible for those under them, and would of course blame him, and
themselves, for their loss. He had to look at the bigger picture. If some were
injured, or died, other might live because of their sacrifice.


“Everyone is to continue working as hard and as
fast as they possibly can. If they need a break, for food or a short rest, of
course they can take them. But I want it emphasized that every ship they make
ready, every weapon they prep, increases their odds of making it out of this
shit-storm alive.”


“Understood, sir,” said one of the wide-eyed
techs, while the other simply nodded, unable to respond.


If everything went according to the timetable his
staff had worked out, he would have a fifty percent larger fleet by the time
the Machines actually got into the vicinity of the Bolthole asteroid. Of
course, the quality of those reinforcements was still an unknown, and he would
be happy if they improved his offensive firepower by ten percent. What he was
really counting on was the weight they would add to his defense. What laser
rings, counters and close in weapons they had. Even their own hulls, if it came
to that.


 


 









Chapter Eleven


 


The secret of
getting ahead is getting started.  Mark Twain


 


GORGANSHA
SPACE.


 


“Okay, Beata. You have all the warships we’re
going to be able to give you,” said McCullom from out of the holo. “Do you
think you can win this fight?”


“I’m sure I can,” she told the CNO, feeling no
doubt whatsoever while looking at the area plot. Until she thought of the
numbers again. Then there was definite doubt.


There were four major fleets of Machines moving
into the Gorgansha Consolidation. About equal sized, all about twenty-five
hundred ships each. There were other, smaller forces, scouting, screening, not
currently engaged in the assault, though they could be vectored in at any
moment, And of course she didn’t know how many of their new warp fighters they
had, since those were carried by hyper capable ships and would not show up on
the plot.


How in the hell did they rebuild so fast? she thought, tallying
the numbers from this invasion. Twelve thousand ships? Along with at least two
thousand vessels now outside of Bolthole. She thought she could beat back this
attack, though there were some systems that might get hammered before she could
get to all of the enemy forces. What she was worried about was the wave that
would surely follow this one. And the next. The Machines had a strategy that
she couldn’t deal with if they kept it up.


Machines could build ships much faster than the
Empire. Even more importantly, they didn’t have to train crews to man the
ships. The AIs came ready to go to war, cloned from the other AIs and installed.
She would lose hard to replace crew in these battles, while they would lose
none.


Her other problem was with the Gorgansha fleet.
She still wasn’t sure about them. She felt that the ships were good enough. The
crews were trained good enough and should acquit themselves well. What she
didn’t trust was the leader, who she was sure would make moves on his own
without consulting her. Could she depend on his units being where she needed
them to be to support her ships, or would they leave her in a lurch and abandon
her formations? Leaving her ships in danger of being overwhelmed.


“We’re sending the projector ships to you in the
next couple of hours,” said McCullom over he com. “First one to Bolthole.”


“They’re ready?” said Beata, shocked. “I thought
Chan said they wouldn’t be prepared for another month.”


“The Emperor, in his infinite wisdom, has decided
that this is the time.”


Thank God for that, thought Beata. She
didn’t always agree with the young man, but she had to admit that he had made
some good decisions, and put his foot down to make sure those dictates were
carried out. If left to the CNO and her research maven, the plan would never be
enacted, lest it fail and relieve them of that hope.


She wondered about sending the first ship to
Bolthole. Of course it was important, but so were the people they were trying
to save in the Consolidation.


“What's the range of those ships?”


“Chan thinks the signal they send will be picked
up in hyper VIII for almost two thousand light years in every direction. If the
Machines are monitoring that dimension of hyper, they will get caught.”


Beata wasn’t sure about that, since the Empire's
ships used grav pulse com and had never achieved those kind of distances. They
did use that dimension frequently for com, or had before the advent of
wormholes and Klassekians, so she thought the signals would get through, if the
signal reached them.


“Well, if they work, I can use them,” said Beata,
smiling slightly. “I’m tired of losing living breathing people to a bunch of
silicon microcircuits.”


“I understand, Admiral,” said McCullom, sending a
disapproving look toward her subordinate. “But if we transmit and it’s the
wrong message, the Machine AIs will be alerted to our plan.”


And if we never use it they will never know, but
it won’t do us any good if we don’t use it, thought Beata.


“Still, you are not to use the transmitters until
we give you the go ahead,” said Sondra, using her best command voice. “I know
the theory says thousands of light years, but that's just theory, and we won't
know until we use them. We would rather we knew we had multiple ships in clear
range before transmitting. It definitely does us no good if we take them down
on one front but some message gets out and alerts the others. If they change
their programs to reject the header then we’re locked out. Forever.”


“Understood,” said Bednarczyk, nodding. “We’re
not in as dire of straights as Henare. So we’ll be happy to let him go first
and follow his lead.”


“Good,” said McCullom, fire in her eyes. “And
make damned sure that those damned Misogynists don’t get their hands on the
transmitters.”


That wasn’t a term that Beata had heard very
often, especially in the Empire. Humans were an egalitarian species. People did
what they were capable of, which mostly meant skill and intelligence. There
was, of course, still a difference in strength, but that didn't amount to
anything aboard ship were everyone wore powered armor. She wasn’t sure how the
being on the street in the Gorgansha Consolidation thought and felt, but she
did know that their asshole of a leader was what the CNO called him.


“Keep us informed,” said McCullom, her tone
softening.


“I think I will be just a little bit busy,
Admiral.”


“Of course you will,” said Sondra, her tone
growing harsh again before she again toned it down. “But I want regular
reports, even if it’s just an ensign calling me.”


“Understood.” The holo died, and left Beata alone
for a couple of moments to think. All she had time for. She immediately called
up the strategic plot and took a good look at it. She had four forces out
there, some still in the process of joining up, all moving in the way of a
Machine force that was driving toward the Gorgansha Consolidation.


The nation had already taken a beating from the
Machines before the Empire had come along. In fact, they were on the brink of
falling to the Machines. They still covered a significant area, with a
population of nearly sixty billion, about half of them Gorganshas. The rest,
slaves all, made up about thirty billion, in eleven species. They were not
allowed weapons, or military training, which meant that only the Gorgansha were
fighters. That was also not quite true, since the slaves on the capital world
had revolted, the cause of the disaster that was the Gorgansha attempt to use
war machines of their own manufacture.


Okay, we can stop these fleets, Beata thought hopefully.
She looked at the plot and highlighted three of the groups that had her
largest fleets shadowing them from ahead, out of their sensor range. She
thought she would have enough trying to hit them from far enough out that they
wouldn’t have a chance of hurting her ships with graviton beams. Still, they
would be able to drop most of her missiles out of hyper before they reached
their targets. That meant that the main fight would have to occur in normal
space, which meant when the Machines reached the system in question. But then
the Machines would start sending missiles in at the inhabited planet, the only
real estate of any importance to either side. She wasn’t sure she could defend
every planet, when only one hit would devastate the surface, and a half dozen would
kill everything on the world.


And these would be more of a problem, she thought, looking at
the last probes. She didn’t have enough ships facing them to insure victory. In
fact, she was almost sure that she would fail in protecting that planet. But it
wasn’t her only resource. She hated what she would have to do next. But it was
necessary.


“Get me the Dictator on the com,” she ordered.
The call would go out over her ship’s wormhole, back to the Donut, then
to Admiral Khrushchev’s flagship in the Gorgansha home system. From that ship
it would be transmitted down to the planet. It wasn’t quite instantaneous, but
the delay was almost unnoticeable. Or would be, with reasonable creatures.


“What do you want, female,” said the voice of
Hraston Gonoras, the dictator. His words were translated, but supplied with his
own voice and tones.


Asshole, thought Beata. She knew she was a woman, and
being called one didn’t bother her. But this being thought all females were
inferior. He could get away with that crap where his own females were
concerned, but Beata wouldn’t let it fly with her people.


“Dictator,” she said, struggling to keep her tone
even. “I hope that all is going well.”


“We are being invading by your inventions,
female,” growled the Gorgansha male. “So, how do you think things are going?”


“I have need of your fleet to deploy under my
instructions,” she said, getting right to the point, so she wouldn’t have to
spend any more time than necessary dealing with this creature. “I know they are
already moving to support us, but unless we're on the same page, we could lose
the systems they're heading for.”


“Under your instruction,” said the being, his
three eyes narrowing. “It is my fleet and my people, female. And they will
deploy under my instructions and mine alone. Be thankful that they are moving
to support you.”


“Look, Dictator,” said Beata, her tone firm. “I
have a battle to fight, one in defense of your people. I need your ships
integrated into my defensive efforts. If you don’t want your planets destroyed,
you need to give me those ships.”


“Is that a threat?” growled the ruler.


This is a disgusting being, she thought, shaking
her head. “It is not a threat. It’s a promise. I will not withdraw my ships,
but I cannot guarantee the defense of these three systems.” She sent the
information to the dictator, letting him see her dispositions and the systems
in questions. “If I can’t guarantee a successful defense, I’m not about to
sacrifice my ships for no result.”


“I…”


“Your choice, Dictator. I’m not going to argue
with you. I need those ships, and I need them soonest. If you’re not willing to
give them, I’ll have to abandon those systems so I can concentrate on the
defense of the next ones in line.”


The dictator stared at her for a moment, his face
shaking with anger. “I will complain to your Emperor about this, Admiral,” he
roared.


The holo blanked, leaving Beata to shake with her
own emotions. He is the most infuriating being I have even had to deal with.


“Get me the commanders of the Alpha, Charlie and
Delta forces,” she told her com officer. She would order them to employ their
ships in a manner that would keep them from taking too much in the way of
damage, and set up the defenses for the next layer of populated systems. They
were actually the last layer before the Gorgansha home world. She didn’t like
giving up that much depth of defense, but if that was what it took, that was
how it would be done.


*     *     *


“I demand that you recall that female and replace
her with a male officer,” yelled the Gorgansha dictator.


Sean sighed and closed his eyes, wondering what
he had done to have this dropped on him. He had dealt with many alien heads of
state, and not all of them were agreeable. But there had been none like this
one.


“Look, Dictator Gonoras,” he said, keeping his tone
firm and steady. “Beata Bednarczyk is the best commander I have available. She
has done nothing that would make me consider her relief for reason.”


“I demand that she be removed from our region,”
roared the dictator. “She is unreasonable. She threatened to pull her forces
away from the defense of my systems. She…”


“My commanders are in overall charge of all
forces on all fronts, Dictator,” said Sean, his voice going low and dangerous.
“The Elysium and Crakista forces that are out there are under her command. If
you don’t want to cooperate with her, you have every right to withdraw you
forces from her command. But don’t expect her to fight her battle the way you
want her to.”


“And that is your final word?”


“That is my final word, Dictator.”


The being was silent for some moments, whether
thinking or just steaming, Sean couldn't tell. And really didn't care.


“Very well,” said the being finally, his voice
dripping with rage. “Then I will order my fleet commanders to take their orders
from her.”


The holo faded, the dictator not even having the
common courtesy of signing off with some kind of simple goodbye.


Sean stared at the empty space for a moment. He
had a bad feeling about this irrational being. As long as they were allies
against the Machines, he expected them to toe the line. After the AIs were gone
the Empire would be the force standing in the way of their expansion in that
space. He didn’t think Gonoras would stand for that. The dictator had to know
that he couldn’t beat the Empire, not with their disparity in size and
population. Or he might believe that the Empire had too much on their plate
with the Cacas, and that the humans would not have the resolve to stand against
them. He would find himself mistaken in that belief.


We’re going to be prepared for them, he thought. He was not
going to let a slave holding Empire like that rule that space. Some might say
it was their space, so their choice. Sean didn’t think it was the choice of the
slaves, those they held now, and those they would conquer in the future. He had
already completely toppled one slave holding Empire, and was at war with
another.


“Your Majesty,” said Admiral Bednarczyk as her
image came up on a holo.


“I got him to agree to give you complete control
of his fleets,” said Sean, feeling a connection to this officer. “But I have to
tell you, Admiral. I don’t trust that creature.”


“Don’t worry, your Majesty,” said the admiral,
nodding her head. “I don’t trust him either. And I’m not about to let my guard
down.”


“Good,” said Sean, closing his eyes for a moment,
then looking at her with a cold stare. “I’m almost tempted to order you to
launch a surprise attack on his ships once the Machines are gone.”


“I, wouldn’t like that, your Majesty,” said
Beata, eyes widening, as if she was seeing this side of the Emperor for the
first time. “While I don’t get along with all of their senior military
personnel, the ones who have the same attitudes as their leader, I do get along
with some. I would hate to have to blow so many of them out of space.”


“Will you do it, though?” said Sean, locking eyes
with his admiral. “If the order comes down.”


“I will obey that order, your Majesty,” she said
after a moment's hesitation that told the Emperor how she felt.


Still, Sean knew this woman would do as he said,
depending on him to make a good decision. And, of course, he would get the
blame if it turned into a disaster.


“And do you have someone in their aristocracy who
might make a good leader in a new government?” asked Sean, leaning forward and
steepling his fingers on the desk.


“I think we do. I’m just not sure all of the
Gorgansha people will accept him.”


“Then it will be up to you to make them accept
him,” said Sean. “I would want you to keep the collateral damage down, but I
want an ordered government set up. Maybe not a parliamentary monarchy like
ours. “Possibly a democracy or a republic.”


“Sure you don’t want to just go ahead and make
them a part of the Empire?” suggested the admiral. “It would give us good bases
out here.”


“I think we have enough problems right now without
adding more,” said Sean with a smile. “Maybe a future Emperor will want to rule
the galaxy, but I have enough to deal with right here.”


“I’m getting a com signal, your Majesty.”


“Go get them, Beata.”


The Fleet Admiral smiled and turned away before the
holo faded.


Sean had not been sure about this admiral when he
she had been recommended to him for command out in the Bolthole region. She had
a reputation as someone who didn’t get along with superiors. She had proven to
be a very good strategist and tactician, and one that had worked well with her
subordinates. And now he couldn’t wait to turn her loose against the Cacas and
let her deal with them.


*     *     *


“The ships are yours, female,” said the Gorgansha
ruler over the com. “Make sure you use them well.”


“Thank you, Dictator. I will make sure they are
treated the same as my people.”


The Dictator stared at her for a moment, silent,
thinking.


“You Emperor is a hard man, is he not?”


“That he is. I wouldn’t want to get on his bad
side.”


“And he will leave us be when this fight is
done?” said Gorgansha, his eyes turning in their turrets in the Gorgansha
version of narrowing.


“If that’s what you want, Dictator,” said Beata,
shrugging her shoulders. “Or he will be happy to be your ally, making sure that
your Consolidation is defended from all other threats that might appear.”


“I’m not sure I would like that, female,” he
said, three eyes staring from his face in the holo. “I would prefer that my
nation be left alone to forge our own destiny.”


Conquering other people, enslaving them, thought Beata. And you
think that the Emperor is a hard man now? Just wait.


“So, what is your strategy?”


“I will defend each of the target systems to the
best of my ability with what I have. I will not order suicide charges, but we
will fight to stop them to the best of our ability. And if it looks like we are
about to be overrun we will fall back to the next system, and gather a larger
force.”


“I’m not sure I like that strategy,” said
dictator, leaning forward. “You would lose my systems, my people.”


“Would you rather I fight a lost battle and lose
my fleet, leaving your Consolidation open for attack?”


“No,” said the dictator, giving a very alien head
motion while his eyes widened. “It’s your battle to fight. Just make sure you
don’t lose it.”


The holo died, leaving Beata left to stare at the
blank air where his image had resided. She had no doubt that if she was one of
his officers she would be facing execution, possibly by torture. She was very
happy that she worked for a government that didn’t engage in such. The worst
the Empire would do to her if she failed was retire her, to live on some quiet
planet in a large manor. Not a bad punishment really. Not one that she wanted
to end her career on, but survivable.


“The Machine fleet is on approach, ma’am,” called
out her chief of staff. “Moving toward the hyper VI barrier.”


“Is everyone ready?” she asked, looking at the
plot, reconfiguring it from an overall view of the front to the system her part
of the fleet was in. She knew she should have turned this force over to a
high-ranking subordinate, but dammit, she wanted to lead the ships she was
currently with into battle. Otherwise, she would have had to sit on her
flagship while monitoring the overall front, and the ship and local force
fought without her while she was aboard.


“All reporting ready to go,” said the captain.


She nodded as she looked over the holos showing
her the faces of her group commanders coming up around the plot.


There were two human admirals, one Crakista and
one Brakakak in her own force. Of her other five forces, one was being
commanded by a Crakista and one by a Brakakak due to their rank. The other
three had human commanders, Hahn, Matthews and Alverez. Two of the forces were
large enough to handle what was coming at them, she hoped. Hers wasn’t one of
them, with only nine heavy squadrons of human ships and two each of Crakista
and Elysium capitals. That gave her fifty battleships, plus two hundred and
eighty smaller vessels. And four fleet carriers with over four hundred warp
fighters. She was expecting almost a thousand Gorgansha ships, but they had yet
to appear on the plot, and the way it was looking the Machines would be moving
into normal space before they showed. Matthews was on the way with a fleet
about equal to her own, and if he got here in time he might just tip the
balance.


Behind her was a living system, an industrial
system, almost two billion beings on the inhabitable planet. One twentieth of
the industrial potential of the Gorgansha Consolidation, and her promised ships
weren’t here yet. She was tempted to launch a spread of missiles at the
Machines when they translated into normal space, then get out of the system
while the getting was good. Of course she wouldn’t do that, but she was also
determined to not sacrifice her force, and herself, for an ungrateful ruler.


If only we didn’t have to worry about the slaves, thought the admiral.
Over half the population of the system were moderate sized mammalians who had
lived in a bronzed age culture before their masters had come along and
conquered them. Except for a very small group, every one of their species in
the Universe was in this system. The planet was a distinctive nest of
evolutionary diversity that would be gone if the Machines took it out.


Beata had seen too many planets killed in this
campaign. Dozens of evolutionary paths cut off, some when they had already
developed their own intelligence. She looked at her dispositions and wondered
why she was being such a sucker. She would have problems getting everyone out
if she needed to flee, setting up so far inside the system as she had, but
still far enough out to distance her from the gate.


The wormhole gate sat near the planet, stationary
on its grabber units, matching the world in its orbit despite being thirty
thousand kilometers out. She could duck into the gate if necessary, if she
could get there in time. Of course she would have to abandon the thirty-three
wormholes her ships carried as weapons. She didn’t like the prospect of doing
so, since the wormholes were expensive in energy and negative matter. And even
more importantly, they had all had to undergo a several month voyage to get out
to this front, and couldn’t be replaced without another such trip.


“Enemy is starting to stairstep down,” called out
Tactical Officer Captain Lindsey Quan. “Jumping from VII to VI.”


How in the hell did they get enough supermetals
to produce so many VII vessels? she thought. She had thought that would be their
bottleneck, but somehow they had found a way to make more than the human
analysts had predicted. Either that, or they had figured out a way to get ships
into VII without the associated cost in supermetals.


Over twenty-five hundred ships were translating
into VI. They were better armed than the vessels the Empire had first
encountered, with smaller but faster missiles than the monsters they had
deployed when the first battles occured. The only good thing about their new
force structure was the lack of the gigantic planet killers. And even that
might turn out to be a mixed blessing.


“Contact Chan,” ordered the admiral, looking over
at her bank of com people. “Find out when we’re going to get our transmitter
ships.”


They were supposed to be here already, weren’t
they? Bolthole hadn't gotten its ship either, though she wasn’t even sure if
that one was operational yet. Last report it was still a mess of unconnected
circuits, with crew frantically working on getting it operational on the way to
the gate. But if they got here, and they worked, this battle would be over.
Hell, the war would be over.


“We have ships translating down into normal
space,” came the voice of Vice Admiral Juana Alverez. “By God, when are we
going to get our secret weapon?”


“I don’t know, Juana. Just fight your battle to
the best of your ability. And make sure that you survive.”


“If we got the damned ships the Lizards promised
us, we would be better prepared.”


Beata grimaced. She knew that many people called
the Crakista lizards, just as she was sure that those beings were not what the
admiral had been talking about. Imperial citizens respected the lizard like
aliens of their neighboring Empire, even if they found them cold and distant. They
were also honorable. With a few exceptions, most humans just didn’t like the
Gorgansha. She wondered how their other allies felt about the six limbed
reptilians. They really hadn’t been out here long enough to get a good taste of
interaction, and she hadn’t asked any of them.


The admiral looked over at the two officers who
had recently been assigned to her flag bridge. Commander Kalarkrak was a
Brakakak, the liaison officer for that force. While Captain Jrasstrotas was a
Crakista, his fleet’s liaison. Both spoke excellent Terranglo with only a hint
of the accent their speaking apparatus forced on them.


“Do the best you can, and protect your fleet,”
she told the vice admiral. “I want…”


“We’re picking up the Gorgansha force moving into
range in hyper,” called out Quan.


“How many?” she yelled out, looking away from
Mara for a moment.


“Over eight hundred. Probably a hundred of their
capital ships.”


Gorgansha capital ships had been improved up to
near Imperial standards, though most were still hyper VI. They couldn’t keep up
with the newer Machines in hyper, and could only come close in normal space.
But they could fight. They could fire missiles and light amp weapons.
Unfortunately, they were only half the size of her standard battleships. Still,
they were missile platforms, and targets for the enemy ships. Which was all she
could ask them to be.


“Machine force will emerge into normal space in
two hours,” said Quan, looking over at the admiral. “Estimate time for the
emergence of the Gorgansha force, five hours, eleven minutes.”


Beata looked at the system plot, which showed the
enemy forces, their vector arrows, and their estimated arrival times. Not only
would the Gorgansha fleet arrive more than two hours after the Machines, they
would arrive in a position on the other side of the system star, not able to
intervene until they had moved through normal space. She still wasn’t sure why
they were heading for that emergence point. She had her suspicions, but nothing
she could prove.


We need those projector ships, thought the admiral,
pacing the flag deck as she continued to stare at the plot.


She was tempted to give Chan another call, but
wasn’t sure what that would get her. The science maven knew what was at stake,
and she had orders from above to get them out here as fast as possible. Would
it be fast enough?
















Chapter Twelve


 


But man is
not made for defeat. A man can be destroyed but not defeated.  Ernest Hemingway


 


BOLTHOLE
SYSTEM:


 


Four hundred warp fighters moved across the space
of the Bolthole system, heading toward the three wings that had already been
deployed there. The warp fighters had come through the gate first, since they
were closest to the portal and were able to move across normal space at many
times the speed of light. The problem came when they actually had to transit
the gates. They couldn’t warp through, since their compression field
essentially died when it touched the strange surface of the wormhole. Fighters
had to move through on their limited thrusters, starting off far enough away
that it took minutes to get through. A couple of minutes on the other side and
they were warping away, heading for the next gate, until they arrived in the
Bolthole system, ready for combat.


Next through, after a fifteen-minute delay, were
the squadrons of home fleet that Sean had been able to cut out. Six squadrons
of battleships, three of battle cruisers, a total of thirty-six capital ships.
Smaller vessels came through before the ships of the allies reached the gate.
Almost a hundred cruisers and destroyers.


Henare watched them all come through. Compared to
the fleets on the Ca’cadasan front these were small scale forces. A total of
less than twenty thousand warships on the entire front between all the allies,
compared to the hundreds of thousands deployed for operations against the
Cacas. It was a tiny front. But it was his front, his responsibility, and he
had to battle to defend his system.


“Machine ships are down to Hyper I,” called out
one of the control center officers.


They’ll be in normal space in less than a half an
hour,
thought Henare, staring at the plot.


 “We have the first of the allied ships
transiting.”


Henare pulled up the view of the portal again.
This time the ship that came through was obviously not of human construction.
Still heavy as any well armored ship, but with curves and projections that made
it more a work of art than anything humans would build.


“Admiral Bralalkrak is on the com, sir.”


Henare smiled as the being appeared in a holo.
Brakakak were beautiful creatures, said to be birdlike, though they were from a
different evolution. They didn’t even use the same nucleotides, though they
used almost all the same amino acids to make their proteins. The reason they
could eat and drink all human consumables.


The alien admiral bowed his head and gave his
species version of a smile, beak open while his head bobbed up and down.


“I am at your service and command, Admiral
Henare,” said the being, bowing his head again.


“How many ships in your command, Admiral?”


“Twenty battleships, forty cruisers, ninety
destroyers. Half of our capital system defense fleet.”


All your government was willing to give up, thought Henare, forcing
the smile to stay on his face.


“Welcome, Admiral. I would like you to deploy to
my right flank, to the other side of the Bolthole asteroid.”


“Ah yes. The asteroid.”


The admiral knew what the alien commander was
thinking. Bolthole had been top secret through most of its development. The
intelligence services of all of the other powers had, of course, found out
about it. They had already had their suspicions about it, but very little in
the way of facts. They definitely didn’t know its location, the whole purpose
behind the industrial base. Henare was sure that many of the ships in the
Elysium force were using their sensors to take recordings of all of the stars
around them. Now they would know the exact location of Bolthole. Since they had
com freedom through the wormhole, they would be sending encrypted messages
back, and their governments would know the location of the system. Elysium was
an ally for the moment. That might not always be the case.


“We will, of course, move to where you want us.”


“Thank you.” Henare watched as the promised
battleships came through. It took five minutes for the capital ships to move
across, one every fifteen seconds, spaced out so that they wouldn’t run into
each other. Twenty seconds after the last battleship was through the first of
the cruisers came across. The first twelve were the heavy variety, almost two
million tons and made to strike at other heavy ships. They couldn't really
stand in the line of battle against capital ships. But they could add
considerable offensive and defensive firepower to the battle line. After the
last of the heavies were through the first of the light cruisers were popping
out of the portal. These were slighter smaller than those of the human Empire,
about seven hundred thousand tons versus eight hundred thousand. They were also
just as useful in the defense, pitting their hulls and their weapons against
incoming missiles.


When the cruisers had finished transiting, the
destroyers started through. They came through in pairs, able to maintain more
space between their smaller hulls. These were also slightly smaller than the
human equivalent, one hundred and fifty thousand tons versus two hundred or
more for Terran escort class.


“Machine vessels are dropping into normal space
sir. We have two thousand, seven hundred and fifty-four vessels.”


The admiral still wondered why they even bothered
calling the Machines ships, since they were just uncrewed Machines. As far as
numbers, that was about what Henare was expecting. He waited a moment while the
tactical staff did a count on the makeup of the enemy fleet.


“We have warp ships separating from the enemy
fleet,” called out one of the tech staff monitoring the sensor returns. “Six
hundred of them so far, on a heading toward Bolthole at fifteen lights.”


So they aren’t quite as fast as ours, thought the admiral,
grimacing. It was to be expected if this was their first iteration. At least
they hadn’t quite gotten up to the capabilities of human fighters. Or at least
they weren’t showing that yet.


“We have missiles in space,” called out one of
the techs. The woman nodded, then looked back. “They’re our weapons, sir.
They’re coming from the mines.”


“How many?” asked Henare, wondering why those
defensive platforms out at the asteroid mines had opened up so soon. Maybe
because the managers out there weren’t really military people, but they had
command and control of the launching platforms.


“Three hundred,” replied the tech.


Which left almost seventeen hundred more. From
where the mines were located the Machines would come into a close attack range
of most of them if they headed toward Bolthole.


“Enemy fleet is moving in, changing vectors to
come at Bolthole.”


That made sense as well. The Machine AI had
calculated that the majority of the defense would be deployed around the
asteroid and its hundreds of orbiting platforms. If it could beat that, it
could destroy the rest of the system at its leisure. Henare breathed in relief
as he saw their deployment. They could have taken the opposite tac and gone
after everything else in the system, forcing the humans to either sit back and
watch as their other industrial assets were destroyed, or moving penny packets
out to defend everything. If they sent out a large enough force to take out one
Machine probe, the rest could flock to the asteroid and destroy it. It wasn’t a
move of genius, since the Machines didn’t possess that attribute. But they
could do calculations and statistical analysis and come up with the obvious. It
was a relief that they were heading into his strength. The question still was
whether his strength would be strong enough.


“Have the Crakista signaled their crossing yet?”


“No, sir. They’re still moving toward the gate to
here. Estimating twenty-two minutes before they start transit.”


Shit, thought the admiral, closing his eyes and
gritting his teeth. It couldn’t be helped. The Crakista had one more gate to
transit to get to the one that led here. If the Empire had been thinking they
would have already had the ships in place to move here at the first sign of
trouble. They hadn’t been thinking ahead, and had figured that the Machines
would not be striking at Bolthole until they had taken care of Bednarczyk's
fleet. And command had thought it more likely that Bednarczyk would have taken
care of them first.


“We have missile launch, sir. Twenty-eight
thousand weapons heading in.”


“Vector?”


“Fifteen thousand heading for us, Admiral. The
rest are scattered among all the other targets in the system.”


“Shit.” That was very bad news. If they took out
every other asset in the system, while almost all of his defensive platforms
were around Bolthole, they would essentially wreck the system and still kill
about ten million sentients. That highlighted the impossibility of defending a
system with a less than equal force. If he had the same strength he could have
met them at the barrier, forcing action as soon as they emerged. Unfortunately,
he had what he had, and what little was still coming his way. And that was all
he had to fight the battle with.


“All ships are to fire on the weapons that aren’t
heading for us. Warp fighters are to vector onto those streams and take them
out.”


“What about the weapons coming at us, sir?” asked
one of the duty officers, eyes wide.


“It will take them over eight hours to get to
us,” said the admiral, walking over and standing above the lieutenant. “Keep it
together, woman. We’ll fight the battle the way I want to fight it.” And I
hope I’m smart enough to somehow win this thing. If the projection ship
came in time they might win it without losing too much. If it didn’t, he would
be looking at massive loses.


Don’t worry, your Majesty, he thought, looking at
the Elysium force on the plot. If I lose this fight, the loses will be
evenly distributed. We’ll all be dead.


*     *     *


The Machine Prime AI examined the system as the
AIs of the other vessels swept their sensors across the space and reported in.
As far as it could tell, looking over all the data, it was just as expected.
All of the major bodies were in their expected places, all of the minor
orbiting bodies were there as well. There were a few score more industrial
platforms, many more antimatter sats. The huge heat plumes of supermetal
production facilities showed on frozen moons around a couple of gas giants, as
well as one free orbit ice planet.


Next it checked for the presence of warships.
Several were under way, their grabbers shouting out their presence. Mostly
smaller vessels, the size of their escorts, maybe of slightly less mass. A
number of larger vessels were on visual near the industrial asteroid. There
were too many shadowed areas, and the heat signatures of industrial platforms
could cover up a plethora of other sources.


Moments after dropping out of hyper the warp
signatures of many hundreds of fighters appeared. They were moving toward the
Machine fleet, which was waiting to drop its own warp fighters. The AI realized
that its rendition of warp craft were still inferior to those of the humans.
Still, they could attack and cause loss to the enemy force, degrading the
human's response.


Alarms started to go off all over the fleet.
Human weapons were close by in space, launched from stealthed platforms that
had just begun to appear on the sensors microseconds before they launched.
Large, capital ship missiles were now streaking through space at fifteen
thousand gravities, heading for the nearest targets. Three hundred of them. The
cybernetic reflexes of the ships let them blow over four fifths of the missiles
out of space before they could get near their targets. The same kind of
reflexes put the remaining missiles into avoidance patterns that still allowed
closure, while not exposing them quite as much to defensive fire. Eleven hit,
and eight Machines exploded into plasma as their antimatter stores breached. It
wasn’t a devastating hit, more of a pinprick, but enough to make the AI just a
little more cautious.


After running a statistical analysis the AI made
its determination and sent its commands off to the other ships. It took a
second for the command to reach all the ships and the evolutions to be carried
out. Half of the warp fighters the fleet was carrying were released, dropping
into space and going into their bubbles as soon as they had separated. They
oriented and went on vectors that would bring them into close proximity to the
human fighters.


Other calculations, other actions, and tens of
thousands of their newer, smaller missiles were fired into space. Over half
were targeted on the asteroid base and its satellite platforms. The rest
targeted the many other facilities across the system. A minute later the AI
knew that it had hit the target, the planning of the enemy, when the human
fighters started changing their vectors and going after its missiles.


A grav pulse command and all of the Machines
fighters were on a heading toward just one of the human fighter wings. They
would overwhelm that wing, then go after another, taking them out in detail.


After another moment the main fleet, reinforced
by the last thousand ships dropping out of hyper, was on a heading for
Bolthole, accelerating at fifteen hundred gravities, well above the
capabilities of most human vessels. Not having organics aboard allowed the
ships to boost at a thousand gravities past the capacity of their compensators.
A clear advantage that the AI was able to take advantage of when its
statistical analysis indicated it was useful. In fact, there were very few
situations it could calculate were its superiority in acceleration was not
advantageous.


The human ships fired, sending missiles out on
vectors that would intersect all of the Machine missile streams. Some of those
missiles didn’t hit the profile the AI had for those type of human weapons.
That was not so important. What was important was that every launching ship had
just highlighted itself on the Machine sensors. Now it had a clear count of the
enemy, and calculations showed that victory, while not certain, was a very
highly predictable event.


*      *      *


“Orders, sir?” asked the officer in charge of
fighter operations, a captain by the name of Emily Gustav.


“The warp fighters will continue with their
missions,” ordered Henare, letting out a breath. We have to stop those
missiles first, or all of those platforms and bases are gone. There were
defenses in place at each of the facilities. At most it wouldn’t be enough. The
supermetal facilities had enough firepower to stop a large task group. The
mining facilities had the defensiveness of their hard crust asteroids.
Antimatter sats and other small platforms basically couldn’t fight back. They
might take out a couple of missiles before one generated a hit, and that was
all.


The admiral didn’t like the idea of his fighters
being swamped by massive numbers. Six to one. His fighters appeared to be
superior, but by a factor of six? He didn't think that was going to work out in
his favor.


He looked over the plot, picking out the fighter
force the enemy warp birds were going after.


The planet, he thought with a sinking feeling. While the
world they were terraforming was probably the least important region of the
system for production, it held a soft spot for the people who worked here. A
future living world, a place where people could walk through the woods or play
on the beach. Something everyone was looking forward to. Attacked during the
last Machine incursion, and now at risk again. If it was taken out it would be
a morale breaker.


Though, thinking about it, if he could get the
Machines to fire every missile they had at the planet, he would do it. It would
lose the living world, maybe for the centuries it would take to cool down, but
it would save a lot of people and the facilities needed to prosecute the wars.


*     *     *


“Karen. We need to get to the shelters, now,”
yelled Johnny Nakajima, the lead terraforming engineer for the project.


Nakajima corporation was one of the largest
terraforming works in the Empire, with over four hundred living worlds to their
credit. This was the young man’s, the grandson of the company patriarch, first
chance at doing one of his own. Of course, Margold, as they had decided to name
the planet, had started with some advantages some others didn’t. It was in the
Goldilocks zone, but it had been a living world in the past, before a huge
asteroid had rammed into it and killed off all of its life. It had cooled down
over the last fifty thousand years since the catastrophe, and possessed a fine
blanket of air, if not the proper mixture of gasses, along with large oceans of
salty water. All it had needed was a little bit of human care to become a
living world once again.


“This isn’t fair, Johnny,” cried Karen Nakajima,
his wife and assistant, carrying a cage containing the first of the small
herbivores they had planned to release in the next week.


The atmosphere was essentially breathable, with
only a small proportion of caustic gas still in the air. The airships were
still scouring the atmosphere, their automated systems driving them across the
blue sky. The verdant soil was swarming with plant life, forests, grasslands,
even jungles in the equatorial zones. The oceans were populated with algae and
seaweeds, while the first schools of small fish were establishing themselves in
the coastal waters.


Johnny looked at the cage, containing a pregnant
female rabbit that would have been released soon, along with thousands of
others. They had planned their first bird colonies, which would join the worms
and insects that had been established early on to build the soil and fertilize
the plants.


Only the word had come down that the Machines
were back, and that missiles were on the way that could devastate the surface
of the world.


“Why the hell can’t they just leave us alone,”
cried Karen, staring up at the sky.


“That’s not what they’re about, dear,” said
Johnny, putting an arm around her shoulder. “They only care about killing, and
by making this a living world, we are creating a target for them.”


The entrance to the shelter was across the
holding area, past the small habitats they had established for the first animal
transplants to this region. There were hundreds of small mammals, lizards and
birds in the habitats. This world was going to be terraformed as a New Earth.
They were starting off with the smallest animals in the ecosystem. Rodents,
weasels, foxes, prey and predators. Next would come some of the larger animals.


“What about our animals?”


“We can’t evacuate all of them to the shelter,”
said Johnny, hoping that the favorite rabbit she had gotten attached to would
keep her calm. He also didn’t like abandoning all the new animal life they were
about to establish here. They would to be followed by millions more in
thousands of species. He didn’t like the idea that the hundreds of millions of
trees that they had planted were about to be incinerated.


“We’ll restart if we have to,” he said, hitting
the button to summon the elevator. “But we have to survive to restart it.”


The door opened, revealing an elevator, empty.
Most of the other staff had already gone down. More would be coming, but it was
up to them to get here. The same at the other score or so sites. The couple
moved into the car and the doors closed behind them, the lift starting on its
way down. It only had small compensators, and it took some time to move down
the five thousand meters to the shelter capsule.


Johnny kept waiting for the ground to start
shaking from kinetic hits. Finally the door opened, revealing the shelter with
all the other workers standing around and talking. At least the majority of
them. Some were still missing, and Johnny was hoping that they might be
elsewhere in the shelter.


“Hiero and Ivan are still missing,” said Pietro,
Johnny’s assistant. “Last I heard they were out at the northern lakes checking
out the forest.”


“Shit,” exclaimed Nakajima, visualizing that
area. The northern lakes were a chain that had formed naturally in the
foothills of a mountain range. A northern Taiga forest planted there was not
reacting as hoped, and the pair were plant biologists who were looking into
what needed to be done to correct the problem.


Nakajima Terraforming had ten thousand people
working on the project, in fields like biology, ecology, geology and others.
More would have been coming from the Empire, ten thousand specialists to
supervise expanding the ecology. It took a lot of trial and error to get it to
work, and sometimes things worked in a way that was unexpected.


“What can we do?” asked one of the other people.


“Nothing. All we can do is shelter and hope they
make it to safety.”


There was some grumbling, but no one was willing
to leave the shelter to stage a rescue.


Karen started crying softly, still holding the
carrier.


We didn’t sign up for this, thought the project
supervisor, looking around at the shocked faces of his people. They had come
here to bring a world back to life. Not to get caught up in a war zone. But
here they were, wanted or not.


*     *     *


Captain Jessica Powers stared at the plot her
Klassekian com tech was projecting through his implant into the holo projector.
It wasn’t perfect. There was some blurring in some regions as the two brains
involved processed the data and sent it over the link. Not perfect, but better
than anything they would have had without the singular aliens as com techs.


The missile swarm they were coming after was just
ahead and to port. Beyond it was the planet they were charged with protecting,
a light hour away. And of course the cloud of enemy fighters was coming in
behind and to starboard. It seemed the Machines had a hard on for life, so they
had prioritized the almost uninhabited planet. It didn’t make sense to the
military trained mind of the wing commander, but then they were a much
different order of intelligence. Really nothing more but very advanced
calculating machines, like all computers. Not something humans and their allies
could relate to.


Fortunately, they had only had to warp a little
over a light hour from Bolthole. The planet was inward from the asteroid and in
the same arc of orbit. One light hour and fifteen light minutes. The Machines
were out at the hyper barrier, two light hours distant. The enemy had actually
seemed to let them boost toward the target before heading out. The captain
wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t think it was a mistake, it was a feature of
their tactics. Because of that they were able get to the target a little faster
than the enemy. But was it fast enough?


“Okay. We’ve got maybe five minutes before we’re
going to be involved in a dogfight. So everyone pick a missile, make sure your
neighbor isn’t going after the same, and go get it.”


“Get us on the closest missile and knock it out
of space,” she ordered her pilot, Lieutenant Isuku.


She felt a shiver go up her spine as she again
looked at the enemy swarm. They would be her problem in less than ten minutes.
Each of her ships carried four warp missiles, which they would need when the
six hundred enemy fighters arrived. Which meant they would have to attack the
missiles in normal space with their lasers.


The pilot was well trained in this kind of
maneuver. He dropped out of warp four light seconds to the front of the
missile, a little off to port so the laser ring could target it. He lined up
and fired, just a fraction of a second before the missile fired its own light
amp weapon on the fighter.


Shit, thought the captain as the fighter shook
momentarily from a laser hit. They aren’t just missiles.


They should have guessed that the ultimate AIs
would have configured their missiles to have defenses, essentially making them
robotic attack craft. The pilot was an expert shot, he and the automated aiming
system. The powerful laser blasted through the nose of the missile, breaching
its antimatter, blasting it into plasma.


“Damage report?” asked Powers.


“Right bow thrusters are out. One of our laser
emitters is gone. Small hull breach,” called out the engineering tech in the
rear compartment of the fighter.


“We lost seven fighters, ma’am,” called out the
sensor tech, her wide eyes looking back at her captain.


“Shit.” Now it made sense for the enemy fighters
to let them close with the missiles before attacking. The missiles were capable
of destroying her fighters from close range, and every one of hers they knocked
out was one less she had to use in the fight against the enemy warp ships.


“How many did we get?”


“Estimating eight-seven, ma’am.”


Powers ran those numbers through her brain for a
moment. That meant that thirty-one had missed of her fighters had hit. Did all
seven of the destroyed fighters miss, or did some, like her own, get in the
killing shot while getting hit themselves. Still, it was a good hit ratio, but
they would have to conduct just over nine more attacks to take out the swarm,
and that was if she lost no more ships. If they used the same tactic as they
had just performed, she would not have a wing left before she got to the end of
the swarm. And the enemy fighters were now about four and a half minutes away.


“All fighters are to perform evolution Charlie,”
she ordered, setting in motion an alternate attack profile. “Everyone get with
your buddy and get moving.”


She had just set the Charlie plan in motion, and
from here on they would not be able to target as many missiles on each attack.
What they would do was attack from the stern, where hopefully the heavy
armament would not be as much in evidence. And with two ships she was hoping to
get in sure kills before the enemy weapons could react.


That evolution went much better. The forty-nine
pairs and one trio killed all fifty of their targets. And still lost two ships
as missiles spun around in place to bring their nose beams into the line of
fire. It was a better loss to kill ratio than before, but still not what the
captain would consider optimal. The next was more damaging to her force. She
lost four fighters, while knocking out forty-two missiles. She was beginning to
think that at the current rate she would run out of fighters before taking out
all the missiles. And the enemy fighters were now two and a half minutes away.


At one minute to enemy contact she had eighty-two
fighters left. Not all of the fighters had been totally destroyed, and there
were some crew floating in space in their ejectable cockpits.


“Make sure you keep sending out progress reports
back to command,” she told her com tech. If she could help the other attack
wave to make more efficient attacks with fewer losses she had accomplished part
of her mission. She would rather have had the information herself to work with,
but she was the first wing to attack, so the mission had been handed to her.


“All fighters. Turn eighty degrees to starboard,
ten degrees up inclination. Boost at full speed for two minutes, then turn into
attack vector on enemy fighters. Prepare double missile launch in optimal range
and veer off.”


She thought it would be better to initiate the
attack with her wing, instead of reacting to the enemy.


“Turning,” called out the pilot. The fighters
moved through warp without inertia, without any kind of normal space velocity.
Turning the compression field moved the vector of the craft. Unlike normal
space ships, the warp fighters could actually bank and turn in space, and the
wing swung onto their attack vectors and came in, carefully avoiding crossing
their compression fields on their fellows.


At maximum range the fighters loosed their first
pair of missiles, the weapons taking off at warp and zeroing in on targets. The
enemy fighters only had one defense against them, moving their own
compression/expansion beams and attempting to catch them in the disruptions.
Nine missiles dropped off the plot as they were speared by compression beams.
The rest hit, their own compression beams blasting through the sides of the
warp bubbles and into the enemy fighters. Less than a second later the missiles
themselves hit, their warheads exploding and blowing one hundred and fifty-five
Machines fighters out of space.


The human fighters sped off, using their speed
advantage to separate, opening up the range. At a minute’s distance they turned
and headed back. This time the Machines took out eleven missiles and one
fighter, while the missiles took out a hundred and fifty-three of the enemy.


Now it becomes hard, thought the captain,
looking back on the plot. There were still almost three hundred enemy fighters,
and now she would have to close with them, dogfighting with compression beams.
Her ships had compression beams that extended a quarter again further than that
of the Machines, a function of their higher speed. Unfortunately, on the attack
there was still the possibility of coming into the range of the enemy beams.
Powers was hoping that her pilots could get in, get a hit, and get out, without
that happening, but there were no guarantees.


*     *     *


The coded grav pulse signal ran through the
system like so many other pulses. It was obviously a com, but no one could tell
to what. The targets of the transmission didn’t have that problem.


The Machines had been hiding on the asteroid
since the last attack on the system. The humans had assumed they had gotten all
of them, and then conducted detailed searches to find out if there was anything
they might have missed. The pair of Machines pods had been powered down
completely, waiting for the command. Now they went active, powering up and
releasing swarms of nanites into the nickel/iron of the asteroid. The pods
themselves had stores of silicon and other elements, enough to allow the
construction of several thousand small construction and combat bots with
minimal crystal matrix batteries. Not enough to take the asteroid, but
definitely enough to work on another army, and take what it needed from the
rest of the facility.


If only the human sensors didn’t pick them up for
just a bit more time.


*     *     *


“Captain Powers’ reports that they are
dogfighting the Machine fighters,” said the com officer in an excited voice.
“She has lost some ships, but each attack pass is taking out thirty to forty
enemy,”


Henare nodded, looking on the plot. He could see
the swarming of the fighter groups, his and the Machines, but couldn’t parse
out the details. He hoped the Machines would be defeated before Powers’ wing
was gone, so she could go back after the missiles and save the planet. Even if
that wasn't possible, and the Machines fired more swarms of missiles, those
were weapons that wouldn't be targeting his vital platforms.


Reports were coming in from the other wings. They
were losing some ships to the missiles, which were essentially combat drones
that also carried large warheads, kind of like the Kamikazes of the past. He
was still hoping one of the wings would take out their targets and move to
Powers’ aid, but so far they were all still whittling away at the enemy. And
losing some of their ships in the process.


“We have more Machine warp fighters powering up,
sir.”


“Shit,” hissed the admiral in alarm. “How many?”


The admiral could see the signals of the mass of
warp fighters on the plot, but there wasn’t a count yet. But there seemed to be
a lot of them. It was looking like he might have to call a wing or two off
missile attack before they were finished. They would need to rearm with
missiles before taking on the missiles, which meant either returning to the
asteroid base, or…


“Vector these wings over to this carrier,” he
said, pointing to the ship on the plot, loitering out in another part of the
asteroid belt. It had just been completed by the ship yards and was preparing
for its hyper shakedown cruise. It had small caches of warp missiles, enough to
supply a wing with two loads, what it would have needed for training during the
shakedown. It had been thought that it was best to not move the carrier, to
hope that the enemy didn’t spot it, since it wasn’t fully crewed yet, and was
not a ship of the line. Vectoring fighters over there might give it away, but
the fighters needed to rearm as fast as possible, and there it was, ready to be
used.


“First Crakista ships are coming through the
portal, sir.”


Henare turned to look at the holo that showed the
portal. It was about time, though they would still only add another thirty-four
capital ships to his order of battle. It was looking like he was going to be
overwhelmed in this battle unless command came up with more reinforcements.


“Get me McCullom.”


Henare only had to wait a few moments for the CNO
to appear on the com holo. He supposed she was monitoring both battles in this
space, since nothing was going on at the Caca front at the moment. Henare
realized that that fact could change at any moment. It was fortunate that the
Cacas, as far as the humans knew, didn’t have intelligence on what was going on
out on this front. If they did, they might try to take advantage of it.


“Admiral. I know what you want, and I have to
tell you that we’ve given you everything we could possibly get to you.
Everything else would take half a day or longer to get to the gate.”


“Even more warp fighters?”


“We’ve noted that the Machines have their own
warp fighters, so it’s looking like they aren’t quite the advantage we were
hoping they would be,” said McCullom, shaking her head. “However, I will see
what we might have training in the black hole system that I might be able to
cut loose.”


Henare nodded, another thought in the back of his
mind. He would not abandon the system, no matter what, orders of not. However,
he felt like he was in over his head. Henare had never been considered a
tactical genius. More of an administrator than anything else, he had been
picked for this slot because it was felt he would do a good job on getting an
industrial system up and running. But he wasn’t the man to try and pull out a
tactical miracle.


“You can do it, Anaru,” said McCullom, nodding. “Remember,
they’re fucking calculating machines with delusions of grandeur.”


“And you think that little speech is going to
make me feel like I can pull off a miracle?” said Henare, giving the CNO a
sideways glance.


“Hell, no,” said McCullom, shaking her head. She
looked into the eyes of her admiral. “I stopped expecting miracles halfway into
this war against the big bastards. I will tell you though, I have seen people I
never thought would pull something off do it, over and over, starting with our
Emperor. You have the best training we could give you. The Academy, the
Commander’s College, the Naval War College. You can outthink them. I wish we
could tell you what to do, but you’re the man on the spot, so it’s up to you to
figure it out. Just remember. They take things at face value, and they can be
fooled. So find a way to fool them until we can get the projector ship to you.”


“And where is our miracle weapon?”


“Still on approach to the gate in its system. A
couple of hours. Maybe a little longer.”


Henare thought about that path, doing the
calculations. After it passed through that gate it would have an hour’s flight
to the next, then nine hours at least time accel/decel into the gate that led
here. So best case would be a little less than twelve hours. They would be hit
by at least one missile storm by then, possibly three of four. If he was the AI
he would target the gate, cutting the system off from reinforcements. He might
know there were no more coming, but they wouldn’t, so the gate would be a
priority target.


“I’ve got an idea, Admiral,” he said after going
over his plan in his mind for a moment. “It might be the craziest damn thing
anyone has ever thought of in this war, but if it works, we might still have a
way to get Chan’s miracle weapon here in time to make a difference.”


Of course, they would be pinning all of their
hopes on unproven tech. True, it had worked on AIs Chan had created in the lab
using downloads of the most intact one they had captured. But what if the
others were more intact, and had built in safeguards that the one she had
didn’t. Then the projector would come through, sing its siren song, and nothing
would happen.


I can’t think like that, thought the admiral,
grimacing. That’s the way to despair. I come from a fierce warrior people, and
one thing the Maori wouldn’t do was give up.


Henare laughed for a quick moment at that
thought. He fancied himself one of the Pacific Islanders who had terrorized the
islands at one time, hence the tattoos he had placed on his face, a source of
pride in his heritage. Realistically he was thousands of years removed from
those people, no fiercer than any other human raised in their soft technic
society.


What would my ancestors have done, what did they
do, when a superior force came at them? he thought. Fight, was the answer,
whispering through his mind across history. Fight, die if he must, but spend
his last moment alive swinging at the enemy.


“Captain Carson,” he said into the air, calling
up his chief of staff. The woman’s face appeared in the holo.


“Cassidy. I have an idea. It may sound crazy, but
it may be our only way to preserve our gate.”


“Tell me what you want and I’ll see that it’s
done,” said the woman, a slight smile creeping across what had been a totally
morose expression.


“First we ….”









Chapter Thirteen


 


The
supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting.  Sun Tzu


 


GORGANSHA
SPACE.


 


“CIC is reporting a change in enemy status,”
called out Captain Lyndsey Quan, the fleet tactical officer.


What now? thought Beata, looking over at the officer as if
she were a snake about to strike.


It had bothered her that the Machines had been
able to make up their losses so quickly. It seemed like all of their estimates
were off. They had been thinking in human terms, adding in the of course faster
production times of automation, then doubling that projection. And it seemed
that they had come nowhere close to what the Machines had been capable of. Of
course, they really didn’t need shipyards to produce ships. All they had to do
was dump a bunch of materials, a horde of nanites, and some electromagnetic
field projectors, and they could build a ship. What they couldn't build with
nanites was supermetals and antimatter, but they could build the production
facilities at the same rate as they built their ships. As long as they had the
orbit space around the star and the cold planets for supermetals.


And then they had moved into hundreds of new
systems, if not thousands, and started what would have been called a cottage
industry setup if not for the size of every platform. She wasn’t sure what the
change of status the captain was about to drop on her, but she was sure it
wasn’t going to be good.


“CIC is estimating the larger Machines ships are
double the mass we thought. Twenty million tons or more.”


Beata looked at the plot, then back at the
captain in disbelief. The Machine capital ships they had dealt with in the past
had massed between eight and ten million tons. While the new estimates made the
ships still nowhere in the class of the few superheavy battleships she had in
her order of battle, they were still larger than the vast majority of her
battleships, sixteen million ton hyper VII vessels.


“Numbers?”


“Still estimating two thousand five hundred
vessels, ma’am.”


And she still had about five hundred vessels,
about a hundred of them battleships. The Gorgansha were about to enter the
battle with about eight hundred more ships.


“What’s our count on the total Gorgansha fleet?”
she asked, looking at the numbers of ships entering each of the five systems
they were set to defend.


“Intelligence estimates, based on our assessments
of shipyard production and known forces, that they have eight thousand vessels,
almost two thousand of them capital ships.”


It was looking like four thousand ships were in
their four moving forces, an estimated half of their force. It made sense that
they would hold something back to defend systems against Machine probes. But
half their fleet when so many of their systems, at least a quarter of what they
had left after the Machines had destroyed so many before the Empire inserted
itself into the mix, were at risk? What the hell was their game? Some of her
intelligence analysts thought that the dictator was going to try and take out
the Imperial presence after the Machines were taken care of, and if most of her
fleet was destroyed in combat that would make it much the easier. But did the
maniac not realize that the Empire would get revenge if he started destroying
the ships of his allies?


The one thing she had that Bolthole didn’t, and
the situation there was still up in the air, was wormholes. Each of her forces
had at least twenty, seventeen or eighteen of them attached to launch complexes
back in the Supersystem. They could each put out thirty missiles in less than a
second, then wait thirty seconds for the wormhole on the other end to be moved
to a new launch tube. Her wormholes were all attached to twenty of the
accelerator tube launchers, letting even her least well-equipped force put out
five hundred and ten missiles per launch, over ten thousand before the launch
tubes were exhausted over a ten-minute period. After that it would be twenty
minutes before the next batch was up to speed. Those missiles were still her
best long-range weapon, and while not impossible to track when they got close,
still having the next best thing to total stealth all the way in.


“Do you want us to fire, ma’am?,” asked Quan,
looking up from her tactical board. “I might be able to predict their entry
coordinates.”


“Let’s wait until we have a firm fix on them on
this side of the barrier,” said Beata after a moment’s though. “I know we have
a shitload of missiles in the queue, but I don’t see the need to waste them.
However, make sure our fighters are waiting as close to that predicted point as
possible. But not within the range of their graviton beams.”


She wanted her three wings of fighters to hit
them as soon as possible. However, she still had to concern herself with the
graviton beams they had that could drop them out of warp. Not with the
catastrophic translation as a ship dropped out of hyper. Still, it could damage
the fighter, and while the crew was most likely to survive, they would be out
of the fight. Maybe tracked down in normal space and destroyed.


“Try Plan Beta Five, ma’am?”


“Sounds good to me,” said the admiral with a
smile. That was a tactic they had yet to try, but in simulations it had worked
perfectly. Unfortunately, a lot of things that worked perfectly in sims didn’t
work worth a damn in real life. Still, it seemed like the best bet to get in a
strike, since graviton beams could also drop the warp missiles back into normal
space well before they reached the target.


“Enemy ships dropping into normal space, now,”
called out the sensor officer. Two thousand five hundred contacts moved from
the hyper plot to the normal space plot over a period of seven seconds, each
just a few seconds outside the barrier.


“I wonder if there is any way we can spoof their
sensors so they don’t have an accurate take on the barrier,” said Beata in a
moment of insight. That would be great, since then at least half the Machine
fleet could conceivably crash in the barrier, falling into a catastrophic
translation, before they could react. She couldn’t think of a way, but that
didn’t mean someone else wouldn’t. But since they hadn’t come up with a way to
do that to the Cacas, she didn’t think it would be appearing anytime soon.


Suddenly there were many more Machine ships on
the plot.


“What the hell is going on?” cried the admiral,
shocked at the sight of so many ships appearing where they were sure a lesser
number would appear.


“CIC is estimating that there are now five
thousand enemy ships. All of lower than predicted mass.” Quan looked at her
with narrowed eyes. “It looks like those very large ships were actually more
than one linked together.”


And why didn’t we think of that? she thought, scowling. It
was something the Cacas did, but nothing that her fleet had showed the
Machines. The big aliens had a habit of linking a battleship to a supercruiser
and two scouts, dropping into normal space and separating. All of the ships
were hyper capable, but it fooled their enemies as to how many ships they had
coming in. And where in the hell had the Machines come up with that idea?
It wasn’t like they had any connection to the Cacas.


The probable answer came to her a moment later as
her agile mind made the connection. The disaster at Chan’s research base, where
the Machine AI had taken over the brains of some of the scientists and made a
play to take the asteroid. That was the key. The Machines could link into
organic minds. Not something they did to get servants, since they considered
organic beings inferior and not worth the effort, though in the case of the
base they had made an exception. And had proven that they could read
information from an organic brain. She wondered which of her people it had
ripped the information from before terminating their lives. Obviously it had
done so, and had gotten the information on how the Cacas used that tactic to
fool their enemies. Then it had come up with something to mask their emissions
at distance so the humans wouldn’t realize how much mass they were moving with
each contact.


“Fighters are moving in to the attack.”


Beata said a quick prayer as she watched the
tracks of the warp fighters come into existence and start to move. Straight
into the teeth of the Machine fleet, which was in the process of moving ships
to give them the best graviton beam coverage. They didn’t have any delay while
orders were formulated and transmitted, but it still took time for ships to
move. Still, they had the time, and the attack was about to run into their best
possible configuration.


Until the fighters turned ninety degrees up and
sped at twenty times light, curving over the top of the enemy fleet in less
than a second. At the top they pivoted and released their missiles, which sped
in at a faster speed than the fighters, twenty-five lights, closing the
distance within less than two seconds, well before the enemy ships could even
shift to bring their weapons to bear.


Almost six hundred and fifty missiles streaked in
to the targets. It would have been wonderful if all had been hits, but that was
too much to ask. Over two hundred still ran into graviton beams. The larger
Machine counter missiles didn’t have the speed to actually make an intercept.
They could get in the way, though, and another hundred or so missiles fell off
the plot. Not every missile hit a single target, and some, unable to
communicate with their fellows forging in, ganged up, two hits to a ship, in a
couple of cases three.


The warp missiles had an advantage of being able
to rip through armor with their forward compression beams. Their disadvantage
was that they had no inertia, no momentum, so they added nothing of the
devastating force into the contact that normal space ship killers did. And with
two hundred megaton warheads at most, they actually did less than total damage
unless they lucked into a critical hit. There were a couple of those, and two
Machines ships went up in explosions that left little more than plasma, while a
dozen others drifted in space after the strike, moving forward with what
velocity they had, plus the added component of the missiles’ explosion.
Apparently out of action.


*     *     *


The Machine AI couldn’t feel shock nor surprise.
It had set itself up in the best configuration it could calculate, using
diagrams of the attack and where they would be when they launched. By all
calculations it should have been able to hit some of the enemy fighters, while
at the same time knocking all of their warp missiles back into normal space.
The humans had pulled the unexpected, only next time the AI would know to
expect it. It calculated another coverage, one that wouldn’t stop everything
coming in from one vector like the last, one which rated as excellent. Instead
it would give good coverage all around, and the AI predicted that it might just
get some of the enemy fighters on the next approach. The order went out, and
the thousands of ships shifted, bringing their graviton beams into an alignment
that would allow them to sweep the space from all angles.


*     *     *


“Tracking the Machine vessels from their grabber
emissions, ma’am,” said Quan, staring at the holo plot over her own station.
“They appear to be aligning in another configuration. They…”


The admiral stared at the holo, her body
stiffening. “Warn those fighters off. They…”


It was too late. The fighters moved in on another
vector, getting almost to the range of the Machine graviton beams and veering
up and over, repeating their last maneuver. Only this time, as more than a
dozen of the ships entered the range basket of the Machine beams, over half
were hit and dropped from warp. A moment later another ten fell of the plot.
The fighters launched and banked away in the way of ships with their type of
drive, doing what ships in normal space couldn’t. A few more fell off the plot,
raising the total to twenty-four.


Beata couldn’t see what was happening from this
distance, but she had a sick feeling that the Machines would track the ships
that had fallen into normal space and take them out with lasers. If they could
track the human ships or escape pods they would kill them.


“How many did we get?”


“Three enemy ships fell off the plot,” said Quan,
closing her eyes and shaking her head. “Seven have slowed, a couple
considerably.”


The sick feeling intensified. Sure, they had
taken out well over twenty million tons of enemy ships, and damaged three times
that amount, all for the cost of just over three hundred and sixty thousand
tons of fighters. A win. She couldn’t let herself feel that way when the enemy
had only lost AIs, and she had lost over two hundred living beings. The
Machines had no hopes, no dreams, no plans for a life, unlike the humans and
Klassekians on those ships.


“Fighters are on their way back to their
carriers,” called out the com officer.


The admiral nodded. Of course they were going back
to rearm. The only means they had to attack without those medium range weapons
was their warp lance beam on the approach, the augmented version of their
compression beam, and the expansion beam of the retreat. Both very short
ranged, at most a light second or three, and they would be open to not just
graviton beams, but missile fire as well, while their beams would do little
damage.


“Lyndsey. I want time on target. Launch internal
missiles from the tubes, then space out the next launch for thirty seconds later.
And on, for ten cycles.”


“You want to time them with wormhole launches.”


“Exactly. I want our waves to be as thick as
possible,” replied Beata, nodding. “And the wormhole launched weapons can take
advantage of the cover and ECM of the ship launched missiles. If we’re lucky,
they’ll waste most of their fire on the weapons coming from our magazines. If
we’re really lucky we’ll still get some hits with those missiles, then the
wormhole weapons will ream them a new asshole.”


She glanced at the plot and brought up the
section that contained the Gorgansha fleet. They were now translating into
normal space, and she expected them to head toward her hell for leather. The
Machines had to be picking them up from the translation emissions. She waited
for their allies to start accelerating her way. With the new tech they had
given them they could hit at least four hundred and seventy gravities with
their capital ships. Still not as good as her own ships, but much more capable
than what they had before the Empire improved their tech base.


“How fast are the Gorgansha ships accelerating?”
she asked, staring at the plot and the numbers underneath the force in general.


“Two hundred and fifty gravities, ma’am.”


“Why in the hell are they pulling such low
acceleration?” Bednarczyk didn’t like what she was seeing. If it had been her
coming to the aid of an ally that was about to be overwhelmed she would be
pushing her ships for all she had.


“Get on the com and ask their commander what the
hell he’s doing?” she yelled at the com officer. “Then send a grav pulse to
them with a truncated question.” 


For not the first time Beata wished she had
direct faster than light contact with the Gorgansha flagships. They couldn't
give the Gorgansha wormholes. The Empire didn't trust them enough to lend them
that tech, even if they weren't capable of making their own. Not for the first
time she wished she had Klassekians aboard those ships. If she had had her way
there would be, but the Empire had been very careful with their treatment of
their newest alien members. Only one sibling group of Klassekians had
volunteered to work with the other aliens. When the rest had found out about
their slave holding culture most had simply refused. The Emperor had defended
them. They were very important to the Empire, and he wasn't about to alienate
them by forcing them to serve such a harsh master.


So all the large force Gorgansha flagships only
had a single Klassekian com tech, connected to the one serving their dictator.
The dictator could connect to Bednarczyk and her leaders through the wormhole
that Khrushchev's ship, within less than a second's transmission range. It has
seemed like a good enough solution. The Klassekians could connect with their
sibling back at the Gorgansha home-world, who could in turn connect to Beata
through her wormholes. It had seemed like a workable system, but it depended on
the dictator giving his go ahead for the communication to proceed.


“Four hours twelve minutes till reception of the
lascom,” said the officer.


And why in the hell did they come out there? she thought, shaking her
head, feelings of anger, shock and confusion threatening to overwhelm her. Any
commander worth her salt would have brought that fleet in at a point further
around the circumference of the system, dropping out of hyper no more than two
light hours from her and the inhabited planet, and not double that range. A
mistake? Or a planned maneuver by the dictator? From their acceleration rate
she would guess the second. It was looking like a setup, and she couldn’t
figure out why the Gorgansha would want to do this. Her force would have to
deal with the brunt of the enemy fleet attack by itself.


“Send a com to Khrushchev,” ordered the admiral,
hoping this would go through. “Ask her to get in touch with the dictator and
ask why his fleets have come out so far from us in every system. And see if
they can talk him into giving his commanders new orders.”


She didn't think this would lead to any kind of
result that she might like. The Gorgansha had come out where they had for a
reason, and the dictator was probably that reason. She was almost sure what the
Gorgansha ruler was up to.


If they survived, the enemy would not, and her
own force would probably have sustained very heavy losses, while the Gorgansha
would still have an intact force. If she didn’t defeat the Machines, she would
most probably still have hurt them badly, and the Gorgansha could most likely
take them out. If she did defeat the Machines, the Gorgansha would still be
there, probably with much more firepower than she had. But for what purpose?
That was what was bothering her. Of course, there was always the possibility
that the Machines would beat her handily, and then destroy the Gorgansha fleet
that could have tipped the balance if they had actually cooperated with the
humans.


“First volley away,” called out Quan as the mass
of the ship shuddered slightly with the release of almost forty missiles
through its magnetic accelerator tubes. The ship spun in place, orienting all
of its tubes toward the target in turn so they could spit them out with
considerable starting velocity.


“Response coming from the Gorgansha through grav
pulse,” called out the com officer. “Replying that they made a navigational
error, and will be here as soon as possible.”


“Send a pulse asking why they are so low on the
acceleration?”


The com officer nodded and went to work. Grav
pulse was almost instantaneous, but not quite. It would take several seconds
for the pulse to reach the other force through hyper VIII, and several seconds
for the response, as well as the time it took for the other com officer to
input the message.


I still wish the Gorgansha had faster than light
com¸
thought the admiral, again staring at the icons that indicated the almost a
thousand allied ships. They hadn’t given the aliens any wormholes of their own.
She hadn't trusted them, and frankly thought they would be of better use in her
own hands. Now, with her suspicions, she was glad they hadn’t given them
wormholes attached to accelerator tubes. The Gorgansha could possibly get a
launch at their human allies before their wormholes were shut down. If given
enough time the humans could order the missiles to self-destruct. But the
admiral could think of some situations where the Gorgansha might be able to
kill Imperial ships.


“The same reply, ma’am,” said the com officer.
“They made a navigational error, and will be here as soon as possible. Another
string coming through.”


The officer looked at the screen that was showing
the text from the message. “Commander Gorgansha force is reporting that their
grav pulse com is acting up. On all of their ships.”


Now she really wished that they had a Klassekian
aboard the enemy flagship that connected directly to her. She wanted to
actually talk to the enemy commander, look at their face as transmitted through
the brain to brain connection. She wasn’t an expert on Gorgansha facial
expressions. In fact, they weren’t the most expressive species she had ever
seen. Still, she was sure from the ridiculous messages coming over the grav
pulse com that the commander was lying. She couldn’t think of anything that
could shut down the grav pulse coms on almost a thousand ships. As it was,
there was nothing she could do about it, real or not. Except stare at the plot
and wonder what the hell the aliens were thinking.


“Khrushchev is on the com, ma'am,” called out one
of the com officers.


“Natasha,” said Beata as the woman appeared on
the side holo. “Have you gotten in touch with the dictator?”


“He's busy,” said the other officer, spitting out
the words in anger. “I'm not sure what's more important than talking about
stopping the invaders of his Consolidation.”


“I'm sure he just doesn't want to tell us what
he's up to,” growled Beata, shaking her head. She thought for a moment, then
gave an order that she wasn't sure would do any good. Still, she needed to do
something. “Keep trying to get through to that bastard. I want an answer as to
why his fleets aren't acting like I need them to.”


And if she didn't get an answer, what was she
going to do? Get out of the system and allow all the people living here to be
destroyed by the killer Machines that humans were responsible for? Could she do
that? Could she sacrifice her ships and people for no return?


I'll fight this battle and play it by ear, she thought. There was
always the option of destroying her wormholes and retreating through the
wormhole gates. That would emasculate her fleet, reducing her firepower by more
than half, and forcing her to wait for months to get replacement wormholes for
her launchers. Let's see what happens, she thought again, looking
expectantly at her com people, hoping that some kind of answer would come
through from her erstwhile allies.


*     *     *


I don’t like this one bit, thought Fleet Commander
Soranka Goran, looking at the plot. The human fleet was strong in numbers,
probably more powerful than his own in firepower still. The Machines force was
enormous, and once again he wondered how they built up their forces so quickly.
He had followed his orders to come in on a vector that placed him as far away
from the human fleet as he could be and still be seen entering the system. He
was still following orders by keeping his acceleration down, just as his leader
had specified. And he felt like a traitorous shit for doing so and betraying
the allies who had come in and saved his people from extinction.


The dictator had always commanded absolute
obedience, and not just because he had the power of life or death over every
living being in the consolidation. Gorgansha were raised to respect authority,
to follow the orders of those placed above them. They could kill without
regret, murder those they were told to put down. Steal, lie, anything that
furthered the cause, whether that of the Consolidation or their own. The only
honor they held was in risking all for their leader. That had been drummed into
their heads from childhood, and most of the race were too stupid to ever
consider any alternatives.


Goran was not stupid. One didn’t rise to command
the entire fleet, or even walk the flag deck of one of its most powerful
elements, without having the intelligence to defeat peers in maneuvers, or
enemies in battle, though there hadn’t been much of that in the last couple of
generations before the Artificial Lifeforms had come. But even the smarter of
the officers didn’t allow themselves to think much about politics. Goran
hadn’t, until the humans and their alien allies had come along and shown them
that a species could rise to power with a different sense of honor.


The humans believed in helping others. Maybe not
everyone in their species did, but the majority. Their Emperor had authorized
giving their military tech to a species they had had little intercourse with,
and owed nothing to. Their officers and spacers carried a sense of honor that
had more to do with doing what they thought was right, and not always what was
expedient. They had put their lives on the line to save the admiral’s people,
and for their trouble the dictator had set them up to take the largest share of
the casualties in this fight. And he had set up four of their remaining living
systems to take the fall along with the humans if they didn’t hold.


“How fast can we get to our friends if we go to
full acceleration now?” he asked his chief of staff, a Gorgansha male whose
talents lay more in organization than in tactical or strategic thought.


“The dictator has forbidden such,” said the older
male.


And you will be happy to report to him that I
disobeyed his directive, thought Goran, the image of him pushing the other Gorgansha
out an airlock flitting through his mind. Not that I expect that you won’t
tell him that I even suggested such an act.


Another problem with their culture. All loyalty
was to the leader, with none to the people you fought alongside. That could
hurt the morale of the ships of the fleet, as well as that of the larger unit
itself.


“I want all ships to fire a volley of missiles at
the enemy,” he finally ordered, his trio of eyes glaring into those of the
Chief of Staff, his tail curling up in a challenge, showing his anger.


The missiles, almost as good as the human version
they were based on, would get to the enemy much faster than his ships could get
to the humans. And fired at range they would be coming in at the enemy fleet at
a very significant fraction of light speed, up to point nine five. The most
effective attack profile.


“But the dictator…”


“Said absolutely nothing about firing at the
enemy at what I have determined is the most effective range,” growled Goran,
baring his teeth in a display of rage. “So, you will stand aside and let my
crew follow my order. If the dictator has anything to say about it, he can say
it to my face when I return to the home system.”


He had no doubt that the dictator would have much
to say, punctuating it with his execution in the end. That was just too damned
bad. He wasn’t about to betray these people he had grown to like and respect.
And he wasn’t about to betray all of the people, the slaves as well as his own
species, who lived here. That would be a betrayal of what honor he had left.


The flagship shuddered slightly, its mass
reacting to the forty missiles it released in its first volley, spinning in
space to bring all the tubes to bear so they could accelerate the weapons on
their way. Every other ship in his force followed suit, obeying his orders to
the letters. Thousands of icons appeared on the plot. Tens of thousands of
them. More.


“Another volley,” ordered the admiral. “We’ll
wait on the next after we see what the damned robots do.”


*     *     *


“We have missiles in space, ma’am. Count of about
seventy-five thousand, accelerating at nine thousand gravities. On a vector
toward the enemy.”


Damn, thought Beata, a smile creeping onto her face. Someone
over there is thinking for themselves and doing what they can despite the
wishes of their despot. 


It still would have been better to have them
closed up with her ships, adding their defensive fire to her own. However, she
would take would she could get. Her own volleys were heading toward the enemy,
ten of them spaced thirty seconds apart, while the timer counted down to the
first of the wormhole volleys. Those would be launched to reach the enemy at
near the same time as the ship launched weapons. Her fleet was between the
Machines and the inhabited planet, and the fighters were already in the process
of rearming at her carriers. She had everything she could possibly do in
motion.


“We have another missile launch, ma’am,” shouted
out Quan, wide eyes looking back. She turned to look at her station, then
looked back at her admiral. “Two launches, ma’am. Another from the Gorgansha,
and one from the Machines. One hundred and forty thousand weapons total from
the Gorgansha. Many more from the Machines, moving at eight and a half thousand
gravities.”


“That’s faster than what they usually pull, isn’t
it?” asked another officer.


“I believe from our readings that these birds are
only about a third of the mass of ours. And they’re spitting out another volley
right now.”


“How many?” asked Beata, the feeling of something
with tiny cold feet moving up her back. This was something new. In fact, the
Machines were pulling off so many new things, she had to wonder where they were
coming from. After all, the AIs were not that imaginative, so they had to be
pulling the ideas from some other source. The humans they had captured?


“In each volley?” asked Quan, wide eyes looking
back at her admiral.


“Yes.”


“Three hundred thousand?”


Beata shivered with shock. That was a massive
volley, much larger than she would have expected.


“How much force will they strike with?”


“If they can accelerate up to the level as ours,
point nine five light?” asked Quan.


“Yes.”


“Three hundred gigatons, approximately,” said
Quan, closing her eyes and running the numbers in her head.


“Enough to shatter one of our ships?”, said
Beata, feeling sick. She was thinking that one of their one hundred-ton
missiles generated over nine hundred gigatons. That was definitely enough to
destroy the largest warship in the imperial inventory. Would a third that much
be enough? If the one gigaton warhead could severely damage a capital ship,
then surely three hundred times as much energy would finish one off.


“If they hit, they will kill whatever they
strike,” said Quan, shaking her head. She didn’t look happy with the results,
but she wasn’t disputing them. “On the other hand, their warheads would have to
be considerably less powerful than ours.”


As if that makes any difference, thought the admiral,
closing her eyes and letting out a breath. At one time a one gigaton warhead
would have killed any capital ship it detonated on. That was when ships were
smaller, had thinner armor and less capable inertial compensators. They were
still called ship killers from tradition, and definitely could finish off
anything smaller than a modern battle cruiser. Since a direct hit was more
devastating than any possible warhead, they were still sudden death to any ship
they hit. The problem was hitting a moving ship with defenses was not that
easy, which was why volleys were so large. Out of a hundred missiles fired,
half would be knocked out of space before they entered laser range, most of the
rest taken out by the light amp weapons. The few left would attempt to maneuver
in, something made more difficult by their velocity, only giving them
microseconds for final course corrections.


More missiles meant more would get through,
meaning more potential hits. Thinking about it, Bednarczyk wondered why the
Empire had never tried this solution.


“Do you think we can stop them?”


“It depends on how fast they get to before they
strike. Unfortunately, we won’t have any idea how much velocity that is until
they get to us.”


Beata thought about that. If the weapons
constantly accelerated the whole way, they could calculate their final velocity
almost exactly. But if they cut off acceleration at some point and coasted,
they just wouldn't know. And since these were an unknown weapon configuration,
they wouldn't know their capabilities until they made a complete run.


“Try to come up with the best fire plan you can,
Captain,” said Beata, looking back at the plot as another huge group of
missiles appeared.


“Can we intercept them with warp fighters?” asked
one of the other officers on the bridge. 


The young man was sweating, and Beata could smell
the fear permeating the flag bridge. She couldn’t blame them, as long as they
did their duty up until the end. Staying at their posts and working the ship
was their only chance. While sticking to their post might lead to their end,
panic would lead to sure death.


“Warp fighters could take the smaller weapons out
just as easily as larger missiles,” said Quan. “Probably with slightly more
ease. They probably don’t have the defenses of the larger weapons, but how much
weaker we just don’t know. But they’re three times more of them to intercept.”


Beata shook her head yet again, then looked back
at the plot. There was so much going on. Missile swarms moving from three
forces toward two of them. Enough to scare the crap out of anyone, and nothing
would happen for hours, while they waited to find out what the result was.


Just another normal battle in space, she thought with a
slight smile on her face. If I wasn’t willing to go through such a joyful
experience again and again, I should have gone into medicine like my mom wanted
me to.


*     *     *


The AI looked on with the calmness of the
nonliving as the battle developed. It had known that the other force was coming,
tracking it through hyperspace, where nothing could move without giving itself
away. Still, that it was coming into normal space so far from their allies was
unexpected, though not unwelcome. And then they had fired a massive volley,
added to those waves that the humans had fired. Unfortunately for them, it
would come hours after the human force’s weapons had arrived. If the Machine
volley did its job that force would be all but destroyed, and they would be
able to handle the other life form’s attack. If they survived the weapons
coming from the humans, if their second surprise worked as calculated.


The Machine was not able to create. It could take
information, data, and run statistical studies to come up with solutions. No,
it couldn’t create, but it could disseminate the data it came across, determine
its utility, and determine whether it might be useful or not. The problem was,
no matter how many simulations it ran, it still had no idea how it would work
in the live fire exercise that was battle, when the unexpected could continue
to crop up.


It had come across many of the technologies it
was now using from an alien species they had found and destroyed. The living
beings had barely made it out of their star system. However, they were a very
paranoid species, with a massive fleet of primitive starships. The Machines had
defeated them easily. Or at least easily in each combat. There had been
hundreds of those combats across a dozen star systems. The Machines had
captured many mostly intact ships and crew, and sucked the information from
both living and computer brains. Most of the tech they found had not been of
use to them at the time, but looking over it again, in one of the many data
sweeps the AIs performed at intervals, they had come up with a possible plan
for the tactical uses of their type of weapons, if not the weapons themselves.


Those aliens fought with almost overwhelming
swarms of missiles, in the five to ten-ton range with kiloton level warheads.
Even as low tech as they were, they were still able to get hits in against
higher tech defenses. The lasers and tracking devices of Machines had taken out
thousands of incoming missiles, swarms from a hundred warships trying to
overwhelm several AI controlled vessels. Thousands destroyed, hundreds penetrating
the outer defenses, dozens striking. Just a footnote in another species taken
off the board, until now, when it saw how its waves of missiles weren’t getting
through to targets that were more advanced than they were. The Machines had
first taken their much bigger missiles out of the equation, since their larger
size, calculated to fight their way through defensive fire, didn’t do the job
against the human counter fire. So they had duplicated the human missiles, at
least their size and the mass of the swarm, until they had made the jump to
even smaller weapons, and even larger swarms.


The Machine ships still retained some of the
human sized missiles, about a fifth of their magazines, not willing to put all
their tactical eggs in an unproven basket. They even kept a couple of score of
their larger, small spacecraft sized weapons, but not for offensive action.
They had also been rebuilt, repurposed, and here they would be able to test
them. For the AI had calculated that even if it crushed the humans here, along
with their allies, it would still have to one day face the Empire. In that fight
it would need every advantage it could get.









Chapter Fourteen


 


When
you reach the end of your rope, tie a knot in it and hang on.  Franklin D.
Roosevelt


 


BOLTHOLE
SYSTEM.


 


“The decoy gate is in place,” announced the chief
of staff, Captain Cassidy Carson, sitting her station at the far side of the
control room.


“Then let’s hope it fools them,” said Admiral
Anaru Henare, looking at the construct on the viewer. It was as large as a ship
gate, with the same number of grabber units to move it. The shimmering field of
a wormhole stretched across the square opening. Thing was, that shimmering
image was not a wormhole, but an electromag field infused with magnetic
material that mimicked the surface of a portal. Just like the grabbers were not
all grabbers, since the mass they needed to move was a twentieth that of the
real gate. From close up it looked a lot like a real gate, which hopefully
meant that at a distance it would be even more difficult to detect as a fake.


The fake was moving into clear view around the
sphere of the asteroid, right into the targeting pips of the enemy ships. The
real wormhole gate was still sheltering behind the asteroid, back and toward
the closest edge, and another surprise had been prepared for that gate. There
were forty capital ships from the home fleet on the other side of that portal.
And they would not be transiting that gate.


Henare had come up with the idea after he had
looked over battle reports from the war against the Ca’cadasans. The Cacas
didn’t have the missile accelerator tubes that the Empire used. It was thought
they were developing them, but the complex systems were not that easy to
design, and it took considerable industrial resources to build. The Empire had
been working with them since before the war, and had gotten to the point where
they were able to roll them out by the hundreds every month. The Cacas were
forced to use another system, one that was not a tenth as efficient as the one
the humans used. But it worked, in its fashion, and the admiral was hoping that
a modified form would work here as well.


There was a second structure, also an
electromagnetic projector as large as the gate, which would turn missiles
slightly in space, enough to make up for the discrepancy between the
orientation of the real gate and the fake. There could be some problems with
it, but if it worked properly it would fool the Machines to an even greater
extent.


I wish we had a second gate to use, thought the admiral,
shaking his head at the absurdity of the thing. They actually had three in-system,
with the fortuitous arrival of a wormhole equipped battle cruiser. The ship
gate and a passenger gate in the Bolthole asteroid that led to the Donut.
They might be able to get another gate frame up in a couple of hours. Moving
the other ends into frames and erecting them would take more than four or five
hours, since there were none of the self-erecting type available, and the
admiral didn’t think they would have that time. And while they were doing that
they would not be able to fire weapons through their one wormhole launcher, or
evacuate people through the portal on the asteroid. So the stopgap measure was
the only solution.


The Empire had developed the self-expanding gate
system that could make both ends and anchor them in minutes. They were all over
the Empire, but unfortunately none were available in the Supersystem at the
moment. There were a couple being moved that would get into place in five or
six hours. Still, it would only make sense to reconfigure the other wormholes
and take them out of use if the ship gate was taken out.


“Enemy ships have fired another volley, sir,”
called out his tactical officer, Commander Dontavious Jackson, sitting at a
large station below the raised dais where the admiral and his chief of staff
sat. “This one seems a little bit more, unusual, sir.”


“Unusual? How?”


“There are a lot more of them. And the individual
graviton emissions and their acceleration figures don’t seem to jive with what
we know of their missiles.”


“Any idea what they are?”


“I believe these are smaller mass weapons, sir. A
third the mass of the ones they copied from us. But three times more.”


“What…?”


The tactical utility of that strategy was
apparent to the admiral immediately. While each missile might not have the
hitting power of a one-hundred-ton capital ship weapon, they would still do
considerable damage with a kinetic strike. And it would take three times the
number of defensive hits, counter-missiles or laser blasts, to destroy them
before they could hit the human ships.


“Can you figure out a way to engage them all,
Jackson?” he asked the commander who was controlling all of the defensive
weapons around the asteroid and its orbiting platforms.


The commander’s board was surrounded by
view-screens and holo projections, giving him a handle on everything that could
shoot at the enemy. Klassekian com techs imputed information at their stations,
gaining it from their siblings aboard ships. If there had been more wormholes
aboard many of those ships he would have gotten much more detailed sensor information
in real time. Without them, he was depending on graviton emissions and what
could be gleaned by ships much closer to the enemy.


“I, can’t think of anything right now, sir.” The
commander looked over at his subordinates, a pair sitting at stations to either
side of him. “You two monitor the situation. There’s not a lot we can do for
the next couple of hours, anyway. You others. I’m going to send information
over to your stations. Run computer searches and see what you can find.” The
commander turned back toward his admiral. “We’ll do what we can, sir. But you
may want to get in touch with Admiral Chan and the CNO. See what they can do
for us.”


Henare nodded. He didn’t like the answer, but it
was the only one that was forthcoming for the time being.


If we had more warp fighters we could intercept a
lot more of them.
Problem was, if a warp fighter could kill a big missile, it could kill a
smaller weapon. Against three times more that meant three times more maneuvers,
since it was unlikely to luck out and shoot down more than one during an
interception. They lost fighters intercepting missiles, not many, but three
times more could mean triple the loses, depending on the defensive capabilities
of those enemy weapons. He could hope that these smaller missiles didn’t carry
the defenses of the larger, but wouldn’t know until their fighters approached
them. And his fighters were still battling their way through to the other
missile swarms, as well as dogfighting the enemy warp craft.


Let’s see if the folks back home can come up with
another miracle,
he thought, turning toward his com officer to give the command.


*     *     *


Powers let out a sigh of relief as the last enemy
fighter disappeared from the bridge’s small tactical plot. She had lost another
thirteen fighters, but had taken out over a hundred of the enemy birds.
Considering that they were unfeeling AIs piloting those ships, on an emotional
level it didn’t make up for losing thirteen living crews. Still, she had the
satisfaction of knowing that the odds for the rest of her crews making it back
to their families had increased considerably.


“We still have over a hundred missiles on course
for the planet, ma’am,” called out the sensor tech.


“Then let’s get on them,” she ordered, just
before her com tech turned back with a frown on her alien face.


“The admiral is reporting that the enemy has
launched a massive strike on the Bolthole asteroid.” The tech held up a
tentacle for a moment, cutting her captain off while she listened to the next
order. “He wants us to finish off these missiles first. By that time he will
have decided where to vector us to.”


“Sounds good to me,” said Powers. “Let the
admiral know we will comply.” She felt a sense of relief at the orders. While
the asteroid and all of its subsidiary platforms were the most important
targets in the system, the planet that was being brought to life held a special
place in the hearts of all the personnel in the system.


“All birds. Take the missile coming up on your
targeting console and blow it out of space. Careful of your approach. I’m going
to be pissed if anyone gets killed by a damned missile’s defense lasers.”


She was pissed several minutes later. One of the
ships had made a bad approach and had been taken out. But all the missiles were
gone, and now she waited for the orders to come across for the next target.


“We’re being vectored toward the main missile
stream, ma’am. Orders are to take as many of them out as possible. And, ma’am.
Command reports that these are new weapons of unknown capabilities. Smaller,
but more of them. They advise us to be careful.”


Wonderful, thought Powers, closing her eyes and taking a
calming breath. Unknown capabilities was a word to bring terror to any
commander. That meant they had to imagine the worst, and attack accordingly.
Which could lead to much worse results than if they had known what they were up
against.


“All birds. Head onto the vector coming up on
your computers. And be careful on approach. I’m thinking these birds have less
defensive firepower than the bigger weapons, but I don’t want to learn I’m
wrong the hard way.”


*     *     *


“Preparing to fire, sir.”


This was what Henare was waiting for. He didn’t
have the wormhole launchers to send a massive wave at the enemy at the highest
possible velocity. And while he could bring more ships through, as long as
there were any available, they couldn't bring their wormholes with them. The
only way he could get more would be if they sent them through hyperspace, a
trip of several months in VII. Time he doubted this enemy would give him.


At the moment he had twelve battle cruisers from
the Blackhole Defense Force of Home Fleet on the other side of the wormhole.
The twelve ships would have been a good addition to his own force, but not
enough to tip the scales. The wormhole launchers would have been a fine
addition, if they could have transited with them, which they could not. But,
lined up as they were, actually touching hulls, they could bring all twelve of
their launchers to bear through the wormhole. Each launcher was attached to
fifteen accelerator tubes in structures orbiting the Donut. The brains
who had thought this one out, after Henare had given them the initial idea, had
figured it best not to shoot all of them through the wormhole at once, lest
missiles run into each other, not an outcome predicted to lead to positive
results.


Going through the second structure would also
have been problematic for so many missiles. They would have been too spread
out, and the chances of hitting the edge of the accelerator structure would
have been increased exponentially. The way they were being fired the missiles
would go through one at a time, a picosecond translation while the magnetic
field hit it to the side like a hammer blow, changing its vector just enough to
make it traverse the fake wormhole on a straight path.


“Firing.”


The first pair of launchers let fly in a slightly
offset manner, sending out sixty missiles travelling at point nine-five light,
then disappearing through the mirrored surface of the wormhole and continuing
out through Bolthole space. The missiles instantly curved through
electromagnetic field structure and headed for the fake wormhole. Two seconds
later the next pair fired, then the next, until in twelve seconds three hundred
and sixty missiles were in space, transiting first the real wormhole, then the
vector changer, then the illusionary field of the decoy. It was important that
the enemy thought that the fake was their point of origin, if they happened to
be watching. It might take hours to see, but they eventually would.


Eighteen seconds went by, while the ends of the
ship launcher wormholes were moved to another accelerator tube, and the firing
continued as the first were mated. It went smoothly through three rotations
before some problems in the timing of moving the wormholes inevitably occurred.
It didn’t really matter, as the computer controlling the firing adjusted the
sequence, and though some volleys were delayed by seconds, they still went off.
At the end of just under nine minutes there were fifty-four hundred missiles
traveling toward the Machine force at point nine five light, virtually
untraceable.


The battle cruisers moved, using just enough
grabber power to get them out of the way, then maneuvering them to the end of
the line of ships waiting their turn. The next twelve battlecruisers moved into
place with some jostling, losing bits of outer hull in some instances. Nothing
that couldn’t be fixed at a later time, and one minute after they started
moving all were in place for the next volleys. Again, they went through the
cycles, and again fifty-four hundred missiles were flying through space toward
the machines. A third cycle, the same number of missiles, and the first dozen
warships were in place again to begin the next firing.


Henare hoped that the trouble they had gone to
would pay off. The missiles were nigh invisible, not giving off gravitons until
they neared the target and performed their final course corrections to hit. The
main problem was the spacing. They would not come in as one mass, but more like
a continuous stream. The Machines would be able to engage fewer missiles as
they came in. He could only hope that they still got in a number of hits and
weakened the enemy force.


“The enemy is changing vectors,” called out one
of the sensor tech, charged with monitoring the enemy to the exclusion of all
else going on in the system.


“Shit.” Henare wasn’t sure why they were doing
that. Did they somehow detect the missile launch, or was it just that they had
determined that the humans were sure to launch many of their missiles this way,
even if they didn’t know the method they had worked out.


“What is the change going to do to our
targeting?” asked the admiral, clenching his fists as he took a deep breath.


“Unknown at this time, sir,” said, Jackson, the
tactical officer. “It all depends on how long they boost, and what their final
vector will be. I estimate we will have to order the missiles to go into course
corrections sometime before they get there. Say, from one to three hours.”


“Shit,” Henare growled again. If they had to
order the missiles to correct their courses they would be detected from
distance, giving the Machines more time to set and react in defense.


“Calculate the optimal firing solution for them
based on your best prediction of their final position. Then get that
information to the ships on the other side of the wormhole.”


“It won’t be a firm prediction, sir. And I might
suggest we come up with some defensive launches as well. We have a firm track
on their missiles, and I doubt they’ll be able to change their vectors to any
unpredictable courses.”


“Go ahead,” agreed Henare, nodding.  There were
an awful lot of missiles heading their way, and the Machines were launching new
volleys, putting a hundred thousand of their new, smaller weapons into space
every couple of minutes. Maybe we should vector the attack missiles onto
them, he thought.


He dismissed that idea right away. At most he
would get two enemy missiles with each of his, and that result was doubtful.
They would be lucky if they got two for every three missiles they threw at
machine weapons. And given a half an hour they could have counter missiles in
the queue, with no more hit percentages than the offensive weapons, but a hell
of a lot more of them.


At least he could count on something the enemy
couldn’t, an unlimited supply of missiles. There were the built-in delays of
switching and reloading the tubes. Nothing to be done about that, but it meant
if they could hold out, they could over time hit the enemy with more than they
could possibly handle. If it had been the Cacas on the receiving end, the
finish would probably come when even those stupidly courageous bastards
realized they were going to die for no return. With the Machines that wasn’t a given.
Of course they had no fear, but would they calculate a point where the return
was not worth the loss, and back off? Or would any return against the life
forms they were programmed to destroy be worth it?


*     *     *


The AI checked its calculations again. Not that
it was surprised at what it was seeing. Surprise was impossible without
emotions. It was not even disconcerted. It thought it had calculated the
maximum throw weight of this enemy, based on what they had launched before. It
had surmised that threatening the planet they were trying so hard to bring to
life would bring a maximum response. And it had calculated that the humans had
at most three of their wormholes, and it had a good take on how many launching
tubes they could run through one, based again on past performance. Yet here
were thousands more of their missiles, coming in a pattern that pointed to some
different method than before. They had just adjusted their vectors to
compensate for the Machine change of course, just as it had planned.


Its own missiles were less than forty minutes
from hitting the wormhole gate. Though there was no guarantee of success, it
calculated that the odds were very much in its favor. One hit by a one gigaton
warhead and the ring would be shattered at the point of impact, and the
wormhole would die. They would not be able to reconstitute it, and it would be
lost to them for weeks to months. By that time the AI was positive there would
be no organic lifeforms in this system. Even a near miss of the gate could possibly
disrupt it enough to blank out the wormhole. The humans had very good missile
defenses, but nothing short of unnatural methods could guarantee that something
wouldn’t get through from one of the launches the AI had sent out.


Just in case, to improve the odds slightly, the
AI ordered another launch, again all targeted on the wormhole gate. The humans
were foolish to leave it out in the open like they had, but then again, it gave
them a clear shot at their enemy. The AI thought it would have been a better
strategy to hide it behind the huge asteroid and launch missiles that changed
their vectors over time to get to the Machine fleet. It would have taken a
little more time, and the Machines would have been able to detect the missiles
much sooner, but the weapons would have been traveling just as fast on final
approach, terminal velocity. There had to be a reason they weren’t doing that,
but the AI couldn’t figure it out. It would still get all of its missiles off,
no matter what the humans did.


Unable to come up with an answer, the went for
another target. The answer would eventually come as to why the humans were
behaving as they were. Now the AI ran through its targeting priorities. Mission
priority called for destroying the industrial nodes of the system, the large
asteroid, its orbital facilities, and the other manufacturing stations on cold
moons. The antimatter sats were also on the list, but they could wait. And then
there was the planet. That piece of code was blinking red, demanding an
override of the other priorities. Realistically it was a target that could
wait. It wasn’t going anywhere. It would be an easy target once the humans were
taken care of. But deep down in its programming was an imperative to kill
living planets, a program that was clashing with its mission parameters. The
clash threatened to send it into a shutdown. There was only one solution, and
with a transmission it ordered every ship to fire a volley at the planet. That
done it was able to turn its attention back to the industrial nodes.


*     *     *


“They’ve fired another volley at the planet,
sir.”


And why in the hell are they wasting missiles on
it, when the battle still isn’t decided? It made no sense to Henare. It was looking
like the Machine force might be able to swamp the human defenses, even with the
help they were getting from out-system. The Machines didn’t know about most of
that help, so they had to believe they were going to take out the Bolthole
asteroid and everything around it. So why were they bothering with the planet?


“Anything we can do to help out our fighters?”
asked the civilian leader of the working crews. “We need that planet, up and
running.”


For rest and relaxation, thought the frowning
admiral. That was something they could worry about later. Right now his concern
was for the people inhabiting the industrial nodes and the expensive machinery
of those factories, in that order. If the planet were killed, too bad. It
wasn’t like anything on it was irreplaceable, except for the terraforming
crews. They might be able to start over. If not, if the Machines hit it hard
enough to make it uninhabitable for the next couple of thousand years, they
would do something else. Another wormhole gate into a nearby system with a
living planet and the workers would have their vacation-land. If they lost this
fight it wouldn’t matter anyway, as he doubted the Empire would reinvest in
this far flung industrial node again.


“Last offensive missile load is in the queue,
sir,” called out one of the com techs. “Counters coming through in three
minutes.”


The admiral breathed a sigh of relief. The enemy
missiles were still more than a half an hour away, but Henare wanted to start
engaging them as far out as he could. The more counter launches he could get in
the better. Then back to throwing death and destruction at the enemy.


“Calculating the engagement,” called out
Commander Jackson, the tactical officer. “Estimating a seventy-eight percent
chance that they will get enough missiles in to take out the decoy.” The
officer smiled at the thought that essentially those missiles would be wasted.


“Any chance they’ll hit the real gate?”


“Always a chance, sir. I would recommend pulling
it as far back behind the asteroid as possible before the first wave gets
here.”


Henare nodded. That would be the smart play. They
would still be able to engage the next wave, though the solutions would become
more complicated and the counters would need to start vectoring around the
asteroid on their own grabbers. And once the enemy took out the decoy, and saw
that weapons were still entering the system in great numbers, they would know
that something was up, and try to fix, find and destroy the real gate.


“Prepare to move it. But wait until I give you
the command.”


“Yes, sir.”


This was turning into quite the nerve-racking
chess match. The problem was, only the humans and their alien allies had nerves
to rattle. The Machines, not so much.


*     *     *


“We have a breakthrough,” called the strident
voice over the com. “Breakthrough in Blue Sector, level ninety-one.”


“Shit. How in the hell did they get down there?”
yelled out one of the Klassekians, one of the squad leaders in Lieutenant
Nazzrirat Adonna's platoon.


“They pulled the same thing they did on the
home-world,” said the newly made lieutenant of militia, a shiver of fear
running up his spines.


 “Then we should have known better,” said the
sergeant, one by the name of Bjornar. The male spoke with a strange accent that
Nazzrirat thought pointed at his origin on the southern region of the continent
the lieutenant and his brothers came from.


“As the humans say, no use crying over spilt
milk,” said another of the militiamen.


Nazzrirat nodded, wondering once again at some of
the phrases the humans used, and that his people had picked up so quickly.


[You’ll do fine,] sent one of his brothers over
their mental link.


[Of course I will,] he sent back, trying to calm
himself. One of his three remaining brothers was in his platoon, a squad
leader, giving him command and control of that unit past anything the more
experience human Marines had ever considered. One was his com sergeant,
embedded in the battalio command, while the last was his liaison with the
company commander. They also shared his feelings, and there was no way he could
hide his fear from them. Just as they couldn’t hide their own from him. Losing
a sibling was a crippling event for a Klassekian. Losing a personality they had
been closely, intimately, connected to their entire life. Most who lost one of
their telepathic group became ultra-cautious, having no desire to go through
that again.


The hell with that, thought the officer,
getting echoing thoughts from his brothers. The asteroid was his home, the
humans his people, their Empire the holder of his oaths. And he would be damned
if he let the nonliving, unfeeling death machines stop him from performing his
duty.


“Everyone ready?” he asked, looking over at his
forty-three men. All four of his squads were made up by one sibling group of
seven or eight males, all linked together. One of the squads, those with seven
brothers, had one of his own siblings in charge, while the other three of eight
had one of their own as squad leader. His own senior sergeant had brothers in
the same position in other platoons, while his messenger was linked to other
platoon messengers and the battalion staff. It was a different arrangement than
the Marines used, but it was suited to the way the Klassekians worked.


“Then let’s move out.”


“The battalion commander is sending information
through his messenger,” reported his own, running at his side. “They think the
machines assembled themselves slowly, giving off the smallest trace of energy,
and nothing of long-range coms. We’re cautioned that they might have gotten
modern materials for their construction by sneaking ours out of storage in
small increments.”


Wonderful, thought the officer. So they’ll be much
better armored, with weapons that can hit just as hard as ours. Even worse,
they weren’t alive, and so could fight through injuries that a living creature would
not be able to handle.


“Everyone be prepared,” he called out to his
platoon over their tactical coms. “We’re liable to be facing something much
worse than the last time.”


He could feel the concern from his brothers over
their private net, even while militiamen called out questions about what he
meant by worse.


“I don’t know. But be ready for anything.” His
men were in the medium battle armor the humans had designed for them, with
particle beams just as powerful as their allies carried. They should be able to
handle anything the Machines threw at them. Right?


*     *     *


A company of Marines were the first to run into
the Machines on the lowest levels of the base, over one hundred floors down.
They had been expecting the human sized fighting Machines that they had faced
the last time. What they ran into was something much worse.


Segmented armored worms, thirty meters in length,
three in width. The armor at the front was much heavier, as were the electromag
shields. Almost all of the war machine’s weapons were also mounted on the
front. They became readily apparent when those particle beams and magrail
weapons opened up on the lead element of the company.


“Fall back,” yelled the company commander as
sixteen of his people died where they stood, heavy weapons cutting into their
massive battle armor like it was made of plastic. His own men and women hit the
machines with everything they had, shredding a half dozen of them. It looked as
if the Machines were critically damaged, until they dropped their front segment,
five meters of robot, and unleashed another section that was equipped exactly
like the first. They fired, taking out another dozen humans, including the
captain. The remaining one hundred and forty-one Marines fell back behind
portable electromag projectors and armored barriers, making a stand. What they
didn’t know was that the Machines, able to configure as diggers, tagged their
position and sent a mass of their own battle bots through the metallic rock,
coming out behind them.


It was still a long and tough fight, the humans
refusing to give up, the Machines unable to. When it was over the Marine
company was dead to a trooper, while another group of Machines moved past and
up, heading for the inhabited sectors of the asteroid.


*     *     *


“They blew past the first set of strong-points
like we weren’t even there, Admiral,” said Brigadier General Sebastian
Wozloski, the man in charge of the ground defenses of Bolthole.


He had become the overall ground commander by
dint of being in charge of the reinforced Marine brigade that were the primary
defenders of the asteroid. Two brigades of militia, one human, one Klassekian,
had been added to his command of five Marine battalions. And most recently, a
battalion of special troops from the Imperial Army had been added to the mix.
It was really a position for a major general, but the brigadier was what they
had.


“What happened?” asked Henare, alarms going off
in the back of his mind. He and his staff were ensconced in the main command
and control habitat in orbit around the asteroid. There was no danger that the
enemy ground combat Machines would get to them. However, the asteroid was the
major component of the whole damned game they were playing out here, with vital
equipment and even more vital people. If it fell from within, it would be just
as bad as if it were battered from without.


“Shit, sir. We didn’t expect them to surface so
damned deep down. Most of my assets are near the surface, ready to repel an
assault landing, hitting the asteroid and then penetrating.” The image of the
general shook his head in the holo. “So I guess I’m to blame.”


“No more or less than myself,” said the admiral.
“I wasn’t expecting them to erupt down there. I guess after what they did on
the Klassekian home-world I should have known better. But we scanned everything
down there, regularly. And there were no reports of anything untoward.”


Henare let out a deep breath, his body shivering
with tension. He had enough on his hands trying to defeat the Machine fleet, without
having to worry about an attack coming from another direction. “Have you
deployed the special units yet?”


“We’re deploying them,” said the general with a
frown. “Unfortunately, those damned vehicles are bigger than my Marines. Hell,
that company of Phlistarans we got from the Army, well, each masses as much as
five of my Marines.”


Henare nodded. The centauroid Phlistarans were
always deployed as heavy infantry, really more like cavalry. Much heavier armor
that their huge, heavy gravity planet physiques could handle. In the low
gravity of the asteroid, only about one fifth normal, they could handle even
more, and these troopers had been turned into literal tanks.


And then there were the real tanks, something
new. Specially designed to work in the tunnels of the base, they were
specialist vehicles of little use in any other environment. In this one they
were expected to be beasts, but they had not been combat tested against their
expected enemies.


“We’re pushing them down the lifts as fast as we
can,” said the brigadier. “Might I suggest we have a general call up of the
workforce. Maybe not to the front lines, but at least to make sure they are
armed and ready.”


Henare liked that idea, and castigated himself
for not thinking of it earlier. After the last attack every worker on Bolthole
had been encouraged to arm themselves. In fact, weapons had been distributed to
those who wanted them. Maybe not top of the line particle beams, but the best
magrail weapons the Empire could produce. Along with strap on body armor for
protection. Not everyone had jumped at the offer, but over forty percent had,
which gave them a combat force of over thirty million. That combat force would
dissolve under the Machine assault like snow thrown in a furnace, but they
would die anyway if they didn’t fight, and might just take enough of the enemy
with them to make a difference.


“I’m sending all the shipboard Marines down to
help you. I don’t think they’re going to be of much use on the ships.” After
all, the Machines were not known for their boarding actions of vessels, unless
a ship was completely disabled. And at that point, in this kind of battle, a
company or so of Marines would not be of any use.


 









Chapter Fifteen


 


I
have not failed. I've just found 10,000 ways that won't work.  Thomas A. Edison


 


GORGANSHA
SPACE.


 


“That’s the last wave of counters, ma’am. We’re
switching to offensive weapons for the next twenty launches.”


Bednarczyk nodded. It was going according to
plan. Maybe not to the plan she would have preferred, but the plan she was
saddled with owing to the realities of her resources. After twenty launches the
counters were gone, and it took fifteen more minutes for the next batch to
accelerate up to maximum velocity. Meanwhile, the other thirty launch tubes
tasked to her force were already loaded with offensive missiles. They had to be
either launched, or decelerated down to a stop, which would waste another hour of
launcher time before new weapons were ready.


Her first accelerated counters were minutes away
from contact. Ship launched counters had already engaged, and the results of
that engagement were not anything to make her heart sing. Normally they
achieved one kill for each ten counters. Now they had twice as many missiles
coming in, the new smaller machine variety. They still had their laser defense
systems, which seemed to be just as efficient as ever. And her counters were
only getting a kill rate of one for every sixteen deployed. Probably because
the targets were faster and more maneuverable.


I hope they don’t have any more surprises for me.
That was
not a given. And the Gorgansha fleet was still well out of their own counter
missile range. Hell, the offensive missiles their alien allies had fired were
still over five hours from contact with the Machine fleet. Which meant that
fleet could ignore them completely for almost the entire trip in.


“How are our missiles doing?”


“Not, so good, ma’am,” said the embarrassed
tactical officer, Captain Lyndsey Quan.


The woman had been working hard on the difficult
problem of getting her missiles through the improved Machine defenses. And they
had indeed been improved. More lasers, more counters, even banks of close in
projectile weapons like they hadn’t used before. The Machines were incapable of
coming up with an original thought. Only the quantum minds of organic beings
could make use of the Gestalt of imagination. That wasn’t to say they couldn’t
see what the other side was doing and imitate it, sometimes even improving it
slightly. Since they had spent centuries destroying alien species in space near
their main bases, aliens who did their best to keep from being destroyed, they
had sampled a variety of ideas. Some of which the humans were not familiar
with.


“Well, keep them going in. It’s not like we have
a shortage of ammunition.”


In fact they didn’t, at least where the wormhole
launchers were concerned. What they did have was a shortage of launch
platforms, especially the acceleration tubes back on the Donut. Not even
that, really. They had twenty-two wormholes, with twenty-five tubes attached to
each. Four hundred and forty acceleration tubes. That sounded like a lot, more
than any of her other forces deployed. Compared to what the battle fleets on
the Ca’cadasan front deployed, it was spit in a bucket.


She could only launch six hundred and sixty
missiles per wave, each wave thirty seconds apart. Which gave the Machines
enough time to dispose of each wave in ten seconds or less, then prepare
reloads, recharges and maintenance if needed for twenty seconds, more than
enough. It was a battle she couldn't win, unless the Machines ran out of
ammunition themselves. And since they didn't know how many missiles these
Machines carried, they had no way of calculating when that would happen.


And she didn’t have unlimited reloads for her
shipborne launchers, offensive and defensive. That was why she had insisted
that Henare give her so much of his own reserve. Now she had those missiles,
and they were sitting on colliers near the planet, of no use to her. If she
sent for the colliers they would become big slow targets. Maybe they would get
to her, intact, able to move reloads into ships. And maybe they would be turned
into spreading fields of plasma and debris.


“Fighters are rearmed and heading back toward the
Machine fleet,” called out the com officer in charge of contact with the
carriers, where the siblings of the fighter com techs were stationed.


That attack wouldn't break the Machines’ back. It
wouldn't panic them, it wouldn't even stress them. But seeing Machine ships
falling off the plot was good for morale, for the commanding admiral if no one
else.


“We're picking up more Machines in warp, moving
out from their fleet,” called out the sensor officer, who was monitoring the
feeds of all the ships in the fleet, with special attention to the forward
scouts. “Estimating about four hundred.”


Beata felt her stomach drop once again, wondering
how many times she could through this. That was about the same number of
fighters as she had. Was that all they had? Or were they just releasing enough
to challenge her? Were more coming?


From a tactical viewpoint that didn't make sense.
They should have sent everything they had at her fighters and swept them from
space. Instead, they were matching her numbers and losing all the fighters they
had deployed, then matching her once again when her remaining fighters
returned.


One thing it did was to keep her guessing as to
what they had. Then, when she made a move, they unveiled more. If it was meant
to stress out their human opponents, it was definitely working.


“Can we get more warp fighters?” asked Beata,
looking around the bridge, hoping that someone would be able to answer.


“We can always ask,” said Quan, looking at her
admiral.


“Go ahead,” said Beata, frowning. She could ask
for anything, but she wasn't sure she would get what she wanted.


What she wanted was another fleet of equal size
to one she already had. With that thought she turned back to the plot, taking
in the reality of her outnumbered force facing the superior numbers of the
Machines.


*     *     *


“The projection ship is coming through,” called
out an officer sitting at the bank of officers and techs on one side of the
system command and control bridge. The bridge was really nothing more than a
com coordination center. It controlled no weapons other than those located on
its platform. It basically relayed the information from other areas to the
admiral, then transmitted his orders back. If it were taken out the defense
would continue, uncoordinated for a couple of moments until something else took
over.


Henare switched a viewer to have a look at what
was supposed to be his savior. It popped through the mirrored surface of the
portal, its two and a half kilometers of length passing the portal in less than
a second. The admiral thought it looked much like any other battleship in the
system, until he took a closer look and picked out the discrepancies. The laser
rings were narrower, pointing to their smaller energy capacity. It was missing
the large openings of offensive missile tubes, though it seemed to have just as
many, if not more, of the counter weapon type.


The ship was moving too damned fast, and ended up
pushing out around the side of the asteroid and into clear sight. It was
slowing fast, but was still out in the open.


“Get me the commander of that ship,” ordered
Henare, anxious to find out what state they were in.


“Captain Gunther,” said a blond-haired man on the
holo that popped up in front of the admiral. “Commanding the Projector Ship Tesla.”
Gunther looked like he wasn't comfortable reporting to his new commander, and
Henare felt his own anxiety rise.


“Tell me that you got that thing working?” asked
the admiral, wondering how one got command of such a vessel.


“I wish I could, sir. They put this thing
together at the last minute. We have equipment, resonance crystals, like my
people have never seen before. We weren’t supposed to be deployed for another
month. But rest assured, my people are hard at work getting everything hooked
up.”


And I’ll rest assured once you actually get the
thing working,
thought the admiral. “Keep that ship behind the Bolthole asteroid. I want it
between you and the enemy. Do not get hit. And get that thing put together,
fast.”


Henare terminated the connection before he
completely lost his temper. How in the hell could they send the damned thing
out here without all of its electronics hooked up? He knew it was not a
standard ship. It had been configured to be a powerful grav pulse transmitter,
the longest ranged beamer ever made by the Empire. They had come up with the
idea from the Machines, who employed such pulse projectors in their planet
destroyers. With those gone, the enemy had built dedicated com ships to keep
their fleets in touch with each other.


The human version was even more sophisticated
than those of the Machines. Faster computers, more powerful guts, able to grav
pulse at a hundred digits a second. They could transmit a binary code at the
equivalent of a couple of hundred complicated words a minute. In order to use
it against the enemy they had to send the same kind of pulses that the Machines
would use, hoping it would break through all of their security systems once the
proper header was transmitted. And Henare was being told that the system didn’t
quite work, yet.


And if they send the header, and it doesn’t
finish with the code, we’ll have blown our only chance. The Machines would know
something was up, and would probably short circuit their own grav pulse
receivers to make sure nothing untoward made it through.


“Get your damned ship behind the asteroid,”
Henare ordered. “If the damned Machines see you and take you out before you get
that piece of junk working, we’re really screwed.”


“Too late,” called out one of the tactical crew
working the control room. “A flight of their missiles just started changing
their vectors. Heading right for that ship.”


Just our luck, thought Henare, looking over at his
deployments and trying to come up with something to put in their way. Not very
fair to the crews, but the projection ship was more important in the grand
scheme of things. Though the families of the spacers taking the brunt of the
attack might not agree.


Of course the enemy had seen the ship coming
through, maybe not visually, but as soon as it engaged its grabbers to slow
down after coming through the gate it was seen. It was a large vessel, and had
to be of some importance, so the enemy had grav pulsed some of its missiles to
change targets. Or the computer brains on the missiles, much more complicated
than those used aboard the human missiles, had made the decision on their own.


“Order these three destroyers to boost into this
path. All defensive weapons are to fire on those missiles. To the exclusion of
any other targets.”


The com officer gave him a look of disbelief. Of
course escort ships would also handle their own defense when guarding more
important ships. To do otherwise was suicide.


“Send the orders,” growled Henare, feeling like a
murderer.


“Yes, sir.”


The missiles were still twenty-one seconds from
the projector ship, which had opened up with its own defensive weapons. Not
quite the match for a real battleship, but it fired all of its counters and the
smaller laser rings it had mounted. The trio of destroyers forged in, their
laser rings taking the missiles under fire. One veered off at the last second
and detonated a hundred meters from the bow of a destroyer, sending a gigaton's
worth of heat and radiation into the small vessel. Hull and armor vaporized,
and the destroyer was sent into a tumble away from the ship they were tasked to
protect, and right into the hull of another destroyer. Hull metal bent and
broke, alloy vaporized, and the two ships went into diverging tumbles. It took
time to correct those tumbles, and they continued to fire as much as possible,
but their defensive capabilities were significantly downgraded, and there were
more misses than hits.


The Tesla was able to get off enough fire
to take out the rest of the missiles heading its way, all but one. That weapon
closed to eight kilometers before it was contacted by the full powered laser of
the remaining destroyer. Its warhead detonated, but the forward momentum of the
weapon carried the plasma blast into the Tesla, ripping through the hull
and blasting into the forward compartments. Plasma blasted out of the sides of
several compartments, and the ship itself went into a tumble, heading down
toward the asteroid.


“Shit,” cursed Henare, as he watched his hoped
for salvation, crippled, heading for more damage. “Get me the captain on the
com.”


“We’re a little busy here, Admiral,” said
Gunther, a cut on his forehead dripping blood onto his face.


“How bad’s the damage?” asked Henare. He wasn’t
about to be put off. Having commanded a ship in the past, he knew how useless
the captain actually was when it came to damage control. Gunther’s people would
handle it, while the captain could damn well spend his time giving his superior
a damage report.


“All of our MAM reactors are still online. We’ve
lost grabber power to the forward section. The computers are still online,
mostly. I expect we’ll get those that are offline back to working in ten
minutes. Maybe a little more.”


The ship had slowed, missing its appointment with
the asteroid. It was already backing away, moving at two hundred gravities on a
course that would move it behind the asteroid. Whether the captain had thought
to order that or not, someone over there was thinking.


“What about your transmitter?” Henare really
didn’t care if that ship could ever move again at full power, as long as it
could do what it was built to do.


“The forward transmitter is offline. I’m not sure
if we can repair it, but it will take hours if we can. The stern unit is still
functional, or at least as functional as it was.”


“Can you transmit with the stern unit?” asked
Henare, a tremor passing through his body at the fear the answer might be no.
“And will it be enough?”


“It should be, theoretically,” said the captain,
sponging at the blood on his forehead with a sleeve. “The engineers built in
enough redundancy. But we still need to get it working. And with the bow
section a wreck?”


“The hell with your bow section. Get that damned
transmitter working, and forget everything else.”


“I lost crew in the bow,” hissed Gunther, his
eyes narrowing. “Hundreds of them. And we still have search and rescue to
perform.”


“Go ahead and get your crewmen out of there,”
said Henare, closing his eyes and saying a quick prayer internally. “But
everyone else is to work on getting that transmitter ready to go. I understand
your concern for your crew, but without your ship in working order a lot more
people are going to die out here. The rest of your crew among them.”


The captain nodded, his glare softening. “We’ll
get it working, sir.”


Henare dismissed the com and turned to look over
the battle-space. The Machine force was still forging in, still sending waves
of missiles at his major assets. About half of his industrial platforms had
already been hit, most of those damaged, some completely destroyed from direct
missile collisions. Almost a third of his warships were gone, annihilated, or
damaged to the point that they were mere hulks tumbling through space. The
planet he had been tasked with safeguarding was shrouded in clouds, dust and
smoke from the one missile that had gotten through to it. It was probably
salvageable, and the enemy had ceased their bombardment, missiles on the way
starting to change their vectors. They were probably thinking that it was dead.


“Tell command that we need more reinforcements.
At least they can give us some more fighters.”


“We’re losing ground in the asteroid,” called out
one of the Marine com techs. “They’ve just overrun level seventy.” A tight
smile suddenly graced the face of the Marine. “The tanks are about to go into
action.”


About time. Now, let’s see if the Army knows its
ass from a hole in the ground.


*     *     *


“Are you in position?” came the call over the
com, making some of the recipients jump in their own skins.


“Ready and waiting,” replied the Klassekian
company commander. “We’ve got the fields of fire marked out. Just drive them
toward us.”


Lieutenant Nazzrirat nodded to his nearby
siblings as he listened in on the com. They had met the enemy earlier in this
battle, and done as well as any human command. With their ability to
communicate instantly with members of their unit, they had maneuvered in a
manner the Machines could not predict. The problem had been a lack of
firepower. Despite their heavy particle beam rifles, they still couldn't match
those of the Machine tanks. He didn’t think that would be a problem in this
battle-space.


Nazzrirat checked the readouts on his suit. The
medium battle armor had performed beyond their expectations. Much better than
the strap on armor they had worn in the first battle against the Machine
infiltrators. All around sensor coverage, an electromag field that gave them
seconds of coverage against particle beams and light amp, the ability of a
commander to see what his entire unit was doing. Still not as good as what the
Marines were wearing, but good enough to give them a chance against the Death
Machines.


“Going com dead, now,” said the Marine officer
who was coordinating the operation.


The Machines were very good at picking up
electronic signatures. Com, electromag fields, weapons. They might not be able
to break the alternating encryption in time for it to be of any use, but they
would be able to pinpoint the locations of those electronics. However, they
would never be able to intercept the quantum entangled communications of the
Klassekians, a definite strength. There were Klassekians embedded in every part
of the operation, Marines, Militia, and Army. And everything was powered down
until needed, ready to come up in a fraction of a second. All except for the
two dozen or so tanks at the end of the long room. They were not only the heavy
element of the ambush, they were also the bait, there to focus the attention
the enemy on themselves.


[Here they come,] came the thought of his
sibling, anchoring the observation post along with some other sibling group
members. [Looks to be thirty-four of them in the first wave. More following. Along
with an unknown but great number of walkers.]


The Machine tanks were three meters wide by three
high, perfect to fit through the passenger tunnels of the base. The first
section extended six meters back, with five more sections attached, at least
for most of them. Some had as few as three sections, the others destroyed on
the way up. As soon as one section was put out of action it was jettisoned and
the next brought into play. The Walkers were the ground combat versions of the
Machines. About the size of a human, roughly humanoid shaped, walking on two
legs. Not all of them had arms, some had the barrels of weapons projecting
forward in their places. Those with arms had claws or pincers on the end,
capable of ripping into the armor of their opponents, with smaller weapons on
their shoulders.


[Can you get a read on their weapons?] sent
Nazzrirat.


[Not without giving them a sensor sweep,] came
back the thought from his sibling.


[Don’t do that. We’ll find out soon enough.]


The last time the Machines had attacked the
asteroid they had built copies of themselves constructed of the nickel/iron
they had found all around them. The few impurities needed for electronics had
been scarce, and they didn’t have enough to spare for weaponry. Giving them
underpowered particle beams and magrails, with very few lasers. This time there
were reports of missing resources, how much was still unknown. And the weapons
they had used on Marines and militia lower in the complex had been anything but
underpowered. But did they have enough for protective fields? The Machines,
having no sense of self preservation, would of course prioritize offensive
weapons over protection. Or at least it was so hoped.


[It looks like they’re about to engage the
tanks,] came the projection from his brother.


The lieutenant acknowledged. There was really
nothing else he needed to do, since the Klassekian with the tank unit would
have already let them know what was coming.


He glanced over to the side of the barrier his
platoon sheltered behind, to see the twenty-five tanks, an entire company,
lined up out in the open. The vehicles were just as strange as those of the
enemy. Three by three meters, the same in those dimensions to fit the tunnels.
The body stretched back fifteen meters, with three articulated sections
allowing them to follow the turns of the tunnels. A large magrail cannon, two
particle beam cannon, and four laser domes were arrayed along the front end.
They were formidable weapons, though the Klassekian would have liked to have a
score of Tyrannosaurs main battle tanks there instead. The thousand-ton monster
vehicles would have made short work of the Machines. Unfortunately, though the
chamber they were about to fight in was large enough for the monsters, they
would have had to move them one at a time down the one cargo elevator that
accessed this area. Even if the Tyrannosaurs had been available on Bolthole.


*     *     *


Captain Allyson Martinez couldn’t have agreed
with the Klassekian officer more. She had trained on Tyrannosaurs, and had
moved up the ranks from platoon leader to company commander in the enormous
monsters. She felt secure in them, almost a feeling of invulnerability. They
weren’t really invulnerable, and enough of them had been killed in the war
against the Ca’cadasans to prove as much. These vehicles, called Wolverines,
were less than a tenth the mass of the heavy main battle tank. The armor to the
front was just as thick, though that to the sides was a thin veneer, and that
to the rear was almost nonexistent. The fighting compartment had its own armor
protection, about as much as a standard personnel carrier. Enough? Maybe,
probably not.


The compartment had room for three people at most,
two side by side toward the front, one, the commander, behind. The driver of
the vehicle was on the right, with the position for the gunner on the left.
That position was currently occupied by the Klassekian who was serving as their
liaison with the infantry, leaving control of the weapons to the captain. She
had to admit, looking at the Klassekian, that the aliens were as strange as any
she had ever worked with, even more than the Phlistaran heavy infantry on the
right flank of the ambush.


“Everyone seems to be in position,” she said out
loud, mostly for her own benefit.


All the other combatants were powered down,
invisible to her sensors. Still, their positions had been programmed into the
tank’s computers, and she knew where they were to the meter. A company of
Phlistarans to the right, behind the concrete barrier that hid them. One
hundred and eighty-seven of the large dracocentauroids, wearing armor as heavy
as any infantry in the known galaxy. The aliens themselves massed over two
tons, and their powered armor added another two and a half tons to the mix. In
fact, with the armor powered down, they were incapable of moving at more than a
shuffle in anything close to normal gravity. Powered up it turned them into
miniature tanks, or the best armored cavalry the Empire had ever produced.
Heavy particle beams, what would be considered crew served weapons on other
troops, were strapped around their necks, while both a cannon turret and a
hyper-vee launcher occupied the shoulders.


To the left flank were the Klassekian militia,
two full companies, just under four hundred. Not nearly as well armored as even
the human Marines that were scattered among their ranks, they still carried
powerful infantry class particle beams, every fire team having one man with a grenade
launcher, each squad with a hyper-vee.


The humans had taken heavy losses further down,
and the rest of the Marines and militia were needed to cover the other possible
egress points of the Machines, so what they had was all that could be spared.
She hoped it would be enough, but seeing over thirty of the Machine tanks
heading her way, with more lined up behind, along with scattered walkers, she
wasn’t sure.


“Prepare to fire,” she said over the com, the
order going out to all of her vehicles.


The Machines fired first, all of them letting
loose with particle beams. The human tanks had not only their onboard armor and
electromagnetic fields, they also had units arrayed just behind the low barrier
to their front, augmenting those fields. The beams from the enemy avoided those
for the first second or so, before the units spun up and added more particle
and light bending energy to the mix. Twelve of the tanks were hit, four bad
enough to take out their main weapons. The rest were struck by beams that
burned a couple of centimeters into their armor before the augmentation bent
them away.


“Fire,” yelled Martinez into the com.


Nineteen guns fired, sending their supermetal
penetrators out in flares of plasma. The guns weren’t as powerful as the large
weapons on the Tyrannosaurs, but they still got the rounds up to several
thousand kilometers a second, sucking the air in the chamber up behind them.
The solid shot were not slowed in the least by the electromag fields, either
those they penetrated on the way out from their guns, nor those they sliced
through on the way into the Machines. All of the shots were hits, many
traveling all the way through the Machine tanks, into and out of every segment.
Some hit at angles that only took out the first two segments. However, nineteen
Machines were put out of action, even if only temporarily.


“Secondaries,” shouted Martinez. The electromag
fields dropped for a moment, while the particle beams and lasers opened up,
cutting down more Machine segments. Return fire came through before they could
raise the fields again, and three more Wolverines were knocked out, along with
four crew killed.


The electromag field came back up, and the main
weapons spoke again. Only this time all of the Machine tanks had separated into
their segments, quadrupling their numbers and removing the fat targets from the
field. The Machines swarmed forward, jostling for position so they could all
bring their weapons to bear.


“When is our support going to come in, ma’am,”
called out one of the platoon leaders.


Any moment now, thought Martinez as the enemy surged
forward, the walkers coming up among the tanks and moving ahead. That was not a
bad strategy, since they could get in the way of shots intended for tanks. They
wouldn’t stop them, but they could change the trajectory enough to generate a
miss. Just the sight of the Death Machines coming toward them was enough to
send shivers of fear down the spine. Even the Ca’cadasans were living beings,
able to fear for their lives, or as much as their stupid minds could consider
self-preservation. There was no self-preservation in the Machines. They would
come forward until they no longer could. And now they were almost completely in
the bag.


The Phlistarans started the ambush off. The big
aliens were not big on taking cover and fighting from protection. They couldn’t
crawl and they couldn’t climb. What they could do was run fast and carry a lot
of mass. So the company charged forward within a second of powering everything
up, their heavy weapons chewing into the machine walkers while hyper-velocity
rockets targeted the tanks. Explosions rippled across the center of the eight
by eight-kilometer chamber, more machines piled up into the mass, and the
Marines added their fire to the mix.


*     *     *


“Now,” shouted the commander of the Klassekian
contingent. It took a second for everything to power up, and then over three
hundred heavy particle beams were tearing into the Machines from their right
flank. The explosions of grenade launchers rippled across the walkers, while more
hyper-velocity missiles ripped into tanks.


Fire came back, and a Klassekian fell here and
there with burn throughs of their suits. A few cries came over the coms, from
those who had been merely injured by the hits, along with cries of shock from
those who were suddenly cut off from the thoughts of siblings they had never
been without.


Phlistarans fell, burned through by tank beams,
while others shrugged off the lesser hits from walkers that barely scored their
armor and continued on, weapons blazing as they enacted a cavalry charge deep
within an asteroid. As moving platforms they didn’t have the greatest accuracy,
but with their volume and the mass of the enemy in front of them there were few
misses. The huge aliens must have had some reservations about charging into the
mass of enemy, but Phlistarans were tough, willing to do whatever to handle the
mission. And so they hit the Machine walkers with their heavy suits, bowling
them over, stomping them into the ground, throwing them with the strength of
their augmented suits.


“Forward,” yelled the Klassekian commander, and
the line jumped their barrier and moved at a walk, continuing their fire.


Nazzrirat didn’t really like the idea of leaving
the protection of their cover. But the order had been given, and he was a
leader, so he had to follow while leading his own men.


The Machines kept piling into the room. Hyper
velocity cannon rounds tore through them, particle beams melted them, battle
suited soldiers ripped them apart. Until, finally, the last of the Machines
fell.


Nazzrirat stopped where he stood on the edge of
the field, looking it over. There were wrecked Machines everywhere, many melted
in place. Some still moved, what little they could manage, and were quickly hit
with fire. Battle-suited bodies lay scattered about, all dead. With the kind of
weaponry used, non-mortal wounds were few and far between, while death shots
were plenty.


We did it, thought the Klassekian, wide eyes roaming the
battle zone. “We did it,” he said under his breath.


“We have a breakthrough in level forty-seven,
sector blue alpha.”


Shit. That was thirty kilometers and six levels up
from where they were.


“Okay,” came the voice of the brigadier over the
com. “You heard the woman. All units converge on that point.”


And will we still be around when the next
breakthrough occurs,
thought the officer. They were sure to lose some people with every engagements.
Enough engagements, and they would have nothing left.


 


 









Chapter Sixteen


 


Ever
tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try Again. Fail again. Fail better. Samuel
Beckett
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“They just launched another wave, sir.”


“Where in the hell are they pulling all of these
missiles from,” growled Henare. “They don’t have assholes, do they?”


“They’re probably manufacturing them aboard their
ships,” said one of the tactical team.


“Aboard their ships?”


“Why not, sir. They’re machines, which mean they
probably have more than their share of fabbers and nanites. They can use their
own mass to make more. They could even take apart their hyperdrives. This could
be a suicide mission for them, and they really don’t need to go home.”


No, and they can send a relief and repair
expedition at any time and fix enough to get their resources out of here, thought Henare. As long
as they destroyed this base and the organic presence here.


“Get me Gunther.”


“Captain Gunther here, Admiral,” said the
exasperated officer. “We’re working as fast as we can.”


“And I’m not demanding that you work any faster
than you possibly can, Captain. But I would like an estimate.”


“I can get everything up and running in four
hours,” said the officer after a moment’s though. “But I know you don’t want
the entire ship up and running,” the captain hurriedly said before Henare could
interject. “I think we can get the transmitter up in less than two.”


“Not good enough, Captain. I know you’re doing
your best, and I don’t want to put any more pressure you. But in less than two
hours we might not be here.”


“We’re monitoring the battle, Admiral. It looks
like you’re handling everything they send in.”


“Are you monitoring the fight going on within the
asteroid?”


“Within the asteroid?” asked Gunther, a confused
expression on his face.


“Somehow they infiltrated machines into the
asteroid, and they’re running over everything we’re trying to put in their
way.”


“We’re working as hard as we can, sir. It won’t
do any good to do a sloppy job wiring everything up just to have it fry out
when we power up.”


“If you have a good chance of it working, go
ahead and power up,” said Henare, feeling his frustration with Gunther growing,
but keeping his tone calm. “Remember, perfect is the enemy of the good enough.”


Henare cut the transmission before he had to
listen to another excuse. He did feel for the captain, who was dealing with a
heavily damaged ship while trying to get the reason for the ship’s existence
working. However, he didn’t have time to feel for the captain, not when there
was so much riding on that ship getting into operation.


“Admiral Bednarczyk is on the com for you, sir.”


Shit. Henare was sure that he was about to get the
same back that he had given to the captain.


“Yes, Admiral.”


“I heard that you have one of the projection
ships in your system. Just tell me you’re just about to deploy it. We need it
working.”


“I wish I could, Beata. Unfortunately, the damned
thing was hit as soon as they came through.”


“It was destroyed?” gasped Bednarczyk, her face
turning a shade of pale.


“No, ma’am. It was damaged. And we have her out
of the line of fire, at least for now.”


“At least for now?” asked the fleet admiral, her
eyes narrowing.


“Ma’am. We’re taking more fire than expected from
the Machines. And they have an infiltration force on the asteroid.”


“How the hell did they get them on the asteroid?”
asked Beata in a disbelieving tone.


“We’re thinking the same way they did to get them
on Klassek home-world. We think they left some behind, powered down. And if
they take the asteroid, I have a feeling we’ve lost.”


“Well, keep on it. And what about that ship?”


“The captain thinks two hours,” said Henare,
repeating what the ship commander had told him, not sure he really believed it.
“I’m hoping we can hold out that long.” And that the damned thing works as
advertised. They really didn’t know. That was the problem. It had worked in
the lab, against Machines they had cobbled together and programmed. But a lot
of things worked in the lab, then didn’t in the real Universe.


“Please do,” said the admiral in a soft voice.


The com faded, and left Henare with a sinking
feeling. The fleet admiral was also seeing the end coming, and now everything
depended on an unproven weapon that wasn’t even working.


*     *     *
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“Get me Admiral Chan on the com.”


Bednarczyk waited impatiently for the research
specialist to come up on the wormhole com. Chan didn’t answer to her, and had a
number of duties that were considered vital. But nothing more vital to this
admiral than her own command and the people she was trying to save.


“Admiral,” said the small Asian woman as she
appeared on the holo.


“Admiral Chan,” said Bednarczyk, keeping her
voice calm. It would do no good to lose her temper with this woman. “Henare has
just informed me that the toy you sent us is broken.”


“So Captain Gunther communicated to me. We are
working on getting you a new one, but I’m afraid it will be about fifteen hours
before we have everything installed and powered up. The ship is already on the
way to the gate, with a repair ship accompanying. Still, it won’t get to you
for at least fourteen, and it will transit with another hour on the clock.”


“You can’t work any faster?” said Beata, her
voice rising as she glared at the scientist.


Chan’s expression hardened at the tone in
Henare’s voice, and the admiral realized he had crossed the line with the
genius.


“We aren’t the Machines, Admiral. We have to have
human supervision of all of our construction robots throughout the process.
That is the law. And it’s in place for good reason. If we just set them loose
to work as fast as they could all kinds of havoc could ensue. Like a rebirth of
the damned things we’re trying to destroy out there.”


“I’m, sorry I questioned you, admiral,” replied
Henare, her shoulders slumping. “It’s just that we’re about to lose out here.
And that means everyone under my command will be dead.”


“I know,” said Chan, her tone softening. “And
we’re doing all we can. From what I understand, another fifteen wormhole armed
ships are moving toward the gate. They’ll be there in forty minutes and adding
their fire. They….”


“Henare is reporting that he has just lost his
decoy gate, ma'am,” called out one of the com officers. “He's afraid his real
gate will be next.”


“Did you hear that, Admiral?”


“I did. And I'm sorry. I can't advance the
timetable. No matter how much I might wish it, I can't circumvent the laws of
physics.”


Beata nodded. She might wish it too, but if Chan
couldn't think of a way around it, the miracle worker, Beata didn't think
anyone else could either.


*     *      *
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“The Machines just got three hits on the decoy
gate, sir,” called out one of the CnC officers. “It’s gone.”


Henare turned to stare at the officer who had
made that report. They had to keep sending missiles through the real gate or
they all of his installation would be blown out of space. But then the Machines
would know the gate they had hit was a fake. Or at best one of two, and they
would concentrate everything they had on the real gate.


“Try to keep the gate covered, but we need to keep
sending weapons through it.”


You ever figure out how to send a wormhole
through a gate,
Admiral? he asked in Chan in his mind, shaking his head. Because that
may be the only thing that can save us now.


*     *     *
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“A hit on the planet, ma’am.”


Beata turned at those words, her heart sinking.
He job was to defeat the Machine force. But in so doing she was supposed to
save as many of the Gorgansha people on that world as she could. Any hit by a
relativistic weapon could be devastating. The weapons were smaller, with only
half the mass, but they still carried relativistic velocity into their targets,
and along with it, massive kinetic energy.


“Where?” She looked at the holo of the globe,
projecting to the right of the overall system map. A part of the globe was
outlined in red, their estimation at this distance of where the missile hit,
and the area of effect. Of course the blast wave and heat wouldn’t be the only
effects. There would be earth tremors, and possible volcanic eruptions, all
along the fault lines of the world. Buildings would topple, seismic waves would
pound the coasts, and entire communities would be wiped away.


“The Southeastern continent, ma’am. Population,
one hundred and seventy some million.”


Beata breathed out the breath she had been
holding in, guilty that she felt such relief. There were over two billion of
the aliens on that world, and that continent was the most sparsely populated of
them. Possibly not everyone on that land mass had been killed. There were some
stout shelters that citizens might have gotten to, and people in them on the
periphery of the continent could survive. But most would have been wiped out.
The last stage of the defense had been in the hands of the Gorgansha fleet, who
had done well to take out all of the weapons but the singleton that had gotten
through. That could have happened as well if her fleet had been the one in
place to backstop theirs.


“Fleet Commander Goran.”


Beata had decided to take matters into her own
hands, and had ordered a warp fighter to run over to the Gorgansha force and
form a transmission loop. The fighter was sitting just above the Gorgansha
flagship, connected by lascom, the Klassekian transmitting by its quantum
connected brain to a sibling who had been brought aboard Bednarczyk's command
ship from one of her carriers.


“Here, Admiral,” came the transmission through
that Klassekian over their ship. The image was distorted, with a lot of static,
coming as it did through several minds and a computer interface.


“I’m sorry,” said Goran, his image fading for a
moment before coming back into focus. “We weren’t able to take out all of the
Machine weapons.”


“I’m sure you did your best, Admiral,” said
Beata, feeling for the Gorgansha officer. “And the important part is those who
are still alive.”


Beata was silent for a moment, thinking about
what she wanted to say next, and how she wanted to word it. “I want you to
concentrate on protecting those. Get all of your missiles into the lanes where
they can intercept.”


“And your ships?” he asked, his concern for her
coming through the transmission.


“Will have to take care of themselves,” she said,
shaking her head. “You’re still some hours from being able to support us. But
you can be in position to support the planet in less than twenty minutes. So support
your people, and let us handle the Machines.”


“And if they blow through you?” asked the anxious
fleet commander. “I probably won’t be able to stop them.”


“I guarantee that there won’t be that many of
them left by the time they get past us,” said Bednarczyk, knowing that was
true. “And then they’re going to want to kill all of those people. So do what
you have to, protect them.”


*      *      *
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Captain Jessica Powers cursed under her breath as
more enemy fighters appeared on the plot. Her command was down to forty-nine
fighters. She had arranged them in seven squadrons of nine each, four pairs and
a squadron leader. She was doubling as squadron leader as well as the wing
commander. It wasn't a unit configuration they had trained in, but it was the
best she could come up with based on what she had left.


Her ships had again struck at the Machine fleet,
rippling off all the warp missiles they had carried. And once again she had
generated less than ten hits. Eight, in fact, and only one Machine vessel had
been destroyed.


“We're getting requests for orders,” said her
Klassekian com tech, looking over at her as the wing moved away at twenty
lights, ahead of the Machine fighters that had been scrambled to chase them.


“Get me command on the carrier,” she ordered the
tech, setting his priority to obtain the information she needed before she
formulated her own orders.


“Captain,” said Rear Admiral Ho, his face
appearing on the holo, transmitted through the minds of the com techs. “You
need to return to the Akagi and rearm for another strike.”


“But our strikes are doing almost nothing to the
bastards,” growled Powers. “We need something more potent.”


“What do you suggest, Captain,” said the admiral
in charge of the carrier force. “Those are the only weapons I have for you and
your craft. If you don't have missiles, then all you can do is drive in and try
your attacks with forward compression beams. I don't think you'll make it past
those warp lances of the Machines.”


“There has to be something we can do,” said
Powers, closing her eyes and thinking about all the crews she had lost so far.
“We're accomplishing next to nothing. And the enemy is still coming on without
a care.”


The captain realized that the last didn't really
make sense. They were unfeeling death machines. Of course they didn't have a
care. There was nothing she could do to rattle them.


“They aren't accomplishing enough to warrant
risking them in attacks,” broke another voice into their conversation. The holo
split, showing the tattooed face of Admiral Henare. “Load them up with
counters. As many as will fit on them, then send them out on missile
interception.”


“You sure, Admiral?” asked Ho, his brows narrowing.
“Seems a waste of their potential.”


“I'm sure,” said Henare, shaking his head. “They
can whittle down some of the missile streams while conserving our warp missiles
for a time when we can figure out how to get them home.”


“You heard the man, Captain,” said Ho, the
troubled look never leaving his eyes. “Get your wing back to the ship and load
up.”


Powers watched the viewer as her pilot maneuvered
the craft through the front hangar doors of the huge carrier. The deck was half
full of other fighters, the ships from another wing, set about on the surface
while crews moved missiles on rolling carts to reload the fighters. Counters
were smaller than warp missiles by a third, and she could see that they were
packing eight missiles around the hull of each fighter, below the warp ring, in
the place of the four offensive weapons they would normally carry.


“Setting her down,” called out the pilot, a
moment before the fifteen-hundred-ton craft thumped down on the deck on her
three landing pads.


“The deck crew is giving us instructions to sit
tight,” said the com tech, this time monitoring the standard set used for short
range com out of warp.


“I don't have anything else to do,” said the
captain, eliciting a laugh from her bridge crew.


The viewer showed the other wing, or what was
left of it, lifting from the deck two at a time and moving out through the
other end of the hangar. They moved away on thrusters, gaining speed until they
were well away from the carrier and above it. Then they simply disappeared,
their warp bubbles raised and moving faster than the light needed to actually
see them.


“We're next,” said the com tech.


Powers flinched slightly as she heard the bumping
of objects being affixed to the hull. The warp missile clamps weren’t really
made for these weapons, so she was sure they were out there with some welding
equipment, attaching two counters together, then working them into the launch
clamps. It took more time than she would have liked, though she was sure they
were working as fast as possible.


“We're ready ma'am,” said the tech. “The rest of
our squadron will be prepared within another minute.”


“Let me know when they are, and we'll lift and
get out of here.” She didn't know if more fighters were on their way here to
rearm, but wouldn't have been surprised.


“Do you have a good command link?” she asked the
pilot, pulling up a schematic that showed the missiles attached to the hull.


“I, think so,” said the pilot, looking over his
targeting computer readouts.


We'll see, thought Powers.


“We're good to go, ma'am,” said her com tech.


“Tell the wing to follow me,” she told the tech.
“Let's get moving, lieutenant.”


The ship only thumped slightly this time when the
landing pads retracted into the hull. The viewer showed the approach of the
hangar doors and the space beyond.


“We're cautioned to avoid the counter firing
arcs,” said the com tech, looking back at the captain. “They're assured us that
they have it, no problem.”


The fighter left the carrier and moved on an
upward slant. The carrier was sitting out from a large asteroid, several others
visible in the distance. This was a cluster of about a dozen, not unheard of
but unusual. The carrier had the largest between themselves and the Machines,
along with a pair of destroyers that were her only escorts. Flashes of light
appeared on the edges of all three ships, there and gone in the next instant,
the launched counters heading out against a Machine launch that had targeted
them.


“We're being ordered to vector onto this missile
stream, ma'am,” said the tech, as a blinking point came up on the plot. A
hundred thousand missiles spread over ten light seconds, on a direct heading
for the Bolthole asteroid. Already up to point seven light and accelerating.


Powers looked over the plot, zooming in on the
stream. It wasn't a perfect representation, only visible by the graviton
emissions of the missiles, which blurred together with distance and motion. She
picked an emergence point and looked over at her com tech.


“We'll come out here, one light minute ahead of
the swarm, and unleash everything we have.”


That would, hopefully, keep them from being
targeted by the missiles, while still getting enough hits to make the evolution
worthwhile. Anything the Machines fired at them would take exactly one minute
to reach them, and they wouldn't be able to target them until they dropped out
of warp. Even then they would have a poor solution, until they actually got a
visual. It looked good. She then imputed where she wanted all the ships to come
in, how far to spread, their angles on the way out. In close proximity the
fighters could be as much a danger to each other as anything the enemy shot
their way.


It was an eleven-minute trip at full warp to the
point of emergence. Jessica worried the entire time about whether she was
making a good tactical decision. She couldn't think of a better way to do this,
so despite her doubts she decided they would forge ahead.


“We have Machine fighters on intercept,” called
out the sensor tech.


“How long?”


“Four minutes, twenty seconds approximate.”


Powers looked at the attack timer through her
implant. They would emerge in front of the Machine missiles in three minutes
and fifty-three seconds. Giving them enough time to accomplish their mission
and get away. Hopefully. She had wanted to play the lasers of her command over
the enemy ships for as long as possible before jumping back into warp, then
possibly hitting them with compression fields from the side. Now she would just
have to see how it went.


“Emerging, now,” called out the pilot minutes
later as he took them out of warp, right ahead of the enemy swarm.


It was a very good translation, smooth, the nose
of the craft pointing at the missiles that were not yet on their normal space
sensors. A net of lascoms linked the wing, letting their commander know where
they were in relation to all the others. Powers glanced at it quickly, all the
time she had, and with a few exceptions it looked as good as she could hope.


“All ships. Launch.”


Some thumps came through the hull as the missiles
were released and ejected out into space by their small thrusters, then took
off as their grabbers engaged, thrusting them forward at twenty thousand
gravities.


Three hundred and ninety-two counters appeared on
the plot, forging ahead into the face of the enemy swarm. They had already gone
into evasives, making it more difficult for the Machine missiles to target
them.


“All ships, fire,” she called out, her voice
going out over the lascom.


Every ship fire its hundred megawatt nose laser,
sending a powerful beam toward the swarm, sweeping them along arcs of fire that
were set to avoid the approach vectors of the counters. Shooting their own
missiles out of space was not something conducive to a successful weapon
interception. The lasers might not do much, and maybe they hit a couple of
dozen missiles, maybe destroying a third of those.


“Enemy fighters in fourteen seconds.”


“All ships jump to warp and go on heading alpha.
Let's give them one last hit before we go after those fighters.”


All forty-nine fighters made it into warp, moving
well out of the way before the weapons of the first rank of missiles reached
their positions. They moved up the side of the swarm and raked them with their
compression fields, turning for moments to bring the beams into contact with
the stream. Due to their pseudospeed they could only do this for a few seconds,
then they were off, running up behind the Machine missiles and curving around
heading for the enemy fighters.


The wing blew through the enemy fighters,
knocking several dozen of them out of warp. Forty-seven fighters made it
through, two knocked from warp themselves. Powers raged in her mind as she
looked at the two blinking dots on the plot that indicated where her pair of
lost fighters had gone dark. They might have survived, but without their warp
they were still dead. Machine fighters dropped out of warp near those dots, and
the wing commander knew they would be searching for those ships and crews, if
they were still around. It was life, and their prime directive was to end that.


“Command is estimating that we took out over two
hundred of the enemy missiles,” said the com tech.


Added to the fighters she had splashed, that was
a respectable result. Still, losing two crews hurt. And over two hundred
missiles out of a stream of almost a hundred thousand was pitiful. It might
save something in the target area, but that was uncertain.


“They want us to rearm with warp missiles and go
back after Machine launch platforms,” said the tech.


“Back at the carrier?”


The tech closed her eyes and communed with her
sibling for a moment. “Akagi has been hit. They're fighting fires all
over the vessel. We're to proceed to the base at asteroid Gamma seven three
six. They have missile reloads stored there.”


Powers pulled up the asteroid on the plot,
finding that it was thirty-nine minutes away at maximum warp. There were no
other warp traces around it, so her wing might be the first to be directed
there. No enemy around as far as she could tell, but once her wing dropped out
of warp near the body that could change. Fast.


 


 









Chapter Seventeen


 


Far
better is it to dare mighty things, to win glorious triumphs, even though
checkered by failure... than to rank with those poor spirits who neither enjoy
nor suffer much, because they live in a gray twilight that knows not victory
nor defeat. Theodore Roosevelt
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“That was the last of them, Admiral.”


“Good job, Tiberius. What are your plans now?”


And only if we could say the same¸ thought Beata. Two of
her forces had caught the Machines perfectly as they came into the systems they
were defending. They still hadn’t been easy fights, and she had lost more ships
and people than she would have preferred. She huffed out a half laugh at that
thought. She would have preferred to lose none, and destroy all the Machines.


“If you can open a gate, we could send you most
of our capital ships,” replied Vice Admiral Hahn, his face frowning on the
holo. No commander liked to give up ships from a command, but the man was
intelligent enough to realize that if the other forces lost their battles, the
overall campaign was lost. “Of course we can’t give you our wormholes.”


No, and you won’t be able to get them to us
through hyper for more than sixty-three hours, thought the fleet
commander. She did the math in her head, quickly, weighing the options. She
would have to take one of her wormhole launchers offline, then convert it into
a gate. That would take fifteen to twenty minutes, time during which the
wormhole would be of no use to her. Hanh would have to do the same, and the
ships would have to transit from one pipeline to another back in Donut space.
The gates would be close, so they would be able to do that in less than twenty
minutes or so. With one ship every thirty seconds once that thirty-five or more
minutes were gone, it would take over forty minutes to get twenty some capital
ships through. Ships without wormhole launchers of their own, and probably very
short of missiles in their internal magazines as well.


“No. And thanks for the offer, but it won’t help
enough. What you can do is send your ships this way through normal space, minus
a defense force for that system.”


“What good will that do, Admiral?” asked Hahn,
raising an eyebrow.


“It won’t do us any good,” said Beata, grimacing.
“But you can be in position to take out the Machine force if they get by the
Gorgansha as well. You realize they’re going to move on to another system once
they’re done here.”


“Understood. But don’t you give up on yourself
just yet, Admiral.”


“We’re not giving up, Tiberius,” said Beata,
feeling determined to make it so. “On paper we’re screwed. But battles aren’t
fought on paper. If we don’t make it through this one, you’re not going to find
much left to take out. Now, let me get back to my battle.”


Hahn disappeared from the holo, and Bednarczyk
looked over at her com officer. “Get me Admiral Montgomery.”


It took a few seconds to get the scout force
commander. No longer than expected, since every force commander would be on
their bridge at this time, of course.


“Admiral.”


Mara stood in the center of her bridge, letting
the pickup show her entire body standing up by her com station. Beata had
always admired the presence of the lower ranking admiral. Tall and petite, she
had a strength of presence that few officers carried. Her flag bridge was a
hive of activity, people talking over coms, looking over holo screens that were
giving them the rundown on the entire force.


“Any sign of activity from the bastards?”


“All kinds, Admiral,” said Mara with a frown.
“The systems we have hit are still dead, and I think anything that survived is
laying low. But ships are coming and going in a lot of other systems. And heavy
activity from three systems in particular. I think they’re amassing another
strike force.”


How in the hell are they building them up that
fast? It
took the Empire almost a year to construct a battleship, not counting the time
it took to build the many components. They used robots, but they had to be
supervised by people, which limited their construction speed. It also included
shakedown time and crew training, several months by themselves. A ship that
went to the front without a well-trained crew was only half as combat effective
as a veteran vessel.


The machines didn’t have supervisors for their
robot constructors, which could work full speed twenty-four hours a day for
however many days it took to complete the ship. There was no shakedown, since
everything was checked out throughout the process. And there was no crew
training time. The AI uploaded a copy of itself, as good as any other that had
gone into any ship in their fleet. All of their commanders were of equal
ability, maybe not as good as humans, but as good as many the Empire had faced
on the other front. Not imaginative, but tactically sound. The result? They
could lose masses of ships and make up their losses in a couple of months. Any
war of attrition was a forgone conclusion.


We can’t beat this enemy, thought Beata, shaking
her head. Oh, probably if the Empire committed its entire fleet, and those of
their allies, and went on a couple of year search and destroy, they could
obviously roll up the Machines and end them for good. The only problem was a
little war of extermination going on against the Ca’cadasans. She was sure that
the big aliens wouldn’t accept a truce to let the humans hunt down the
Machines, since that enemy was actually helping them by draining off forces
from the main front.


“Keep an eye on them.”


“Are you going to be okay, Admiral?” asked Mara,
concerned about her friend. “We’ve been monitoring the battle here. Is there
anything we can do?”


“Not a thing. Just keep them under surveillance.
Don’t let any of them slip away. If you have to engage to keep them together,
do so.”


“Will do. Keep us apprised.”


“Of course.” Beata terminated the contact before
she got too emotional and damaged her image as the stone-cold bitch. Of course
Mara had known her for her entire career, serving as a ship commander in one of
Bednarczyk’s task forces. Montgomery knew the real Beata, but appearances must needs
be maintained before the onlookers.


“Ma’am. We have several ships reporting that they
are out of counters.”


Beata turned toward the young com tech who was
reporting that information. The expression on his face showed that he was
feeling at least as alarmed as she was.


“How many? What class?”


“Three ships so far, ma’am. Two destroyers and a
light cruiser. But most of the fleet is reporting ten percent or less in their
magazines.”


The tech had his station set up to monitor all
incoming coms going to the other stations, looking for keywords. In his case
missiles and counters. So he was seeing the text readout of all the
transmissions dealing with that subject.


“Order them to switch to offensive missiles set
for interception.”


The tech grunted, then started pushing keys on
his panel. He looked back at her with wide eyes. “Most ships are down to less
than ten percent of those weapons as well, ma’am. With at least a dozen showing
empty magazines.”


Shit. Now Bednarczyk was feeling an edge of panic start
at the fringes of her awareness. She needed all of her defensive batteries
working. If she could use her wormholes, she could start bringing more weapons
over for her ships’ magazines. Problem was, all the wormholes were in use. She
had her missile colliers, four of them, enough to fill all the magazines in her
ships one and a half times. She had thought they would be of use to rearm her
fleet after the battle was over. It would be more efficient to transfer weapons
from those large ships, with their multiple loading hatches. Unfortunately,
they were hanging out behind the inhabited planet, safe. And four hours at
maximum accel/decel from her force. If they could even make it to her force
before being blown out of space. The ships were obvious targets at ten million
tons, and were not as heavily armed as true capital ships.


“Some of their missiles are getting through,”
called out another spacer on the flag bridge. “Almost three hundred have made
it through the counter basket.”


It was up to the lasers and close in weapons now,
and three hundred might be a little much for them.


“Send orders to all ships that aren’t holding a
wormhole,” she said, a sinking feeling hitting her hard. “They are to do
whatever it takes to protect the wormhole equipped ships.”


She thought for a moment. Was there anything else
she could do? The plasma torpedoes, she thought, wondering why she
hadn't considered them before. Probably because they were crap offensive
weapons. But her force still had some of them. They were no longer being built
into new vessels, since the space could be used for more laser emitters or
magazine space. Still, she had some older ships that still mounted the weapons.
A quartet of cruisers and eleven destroyers. If the captains had followed
protocol, their plasma chambers would be full and charged up.


“Order these ships to move ahead of the fleet and
fire their plasma weapons at rapid rate. Right into the teeth of the enemy
missiles.”


Rapid rate meant a bolt every two seconds, up
until they ran out of plasma. That would take about twenty seconds to empty
their chambers. And then ten minutes would have to pass to refill and reheat
the plasma. The weapons were short range, as far as space-based devices went.
The plasma spheres expanded after a few seconds, and the super-heated substance
cooled to the ambient temperature of space within minutes. Of course, those
ships would be the first targets for anything that made it through, and might
not be around for another maneuver. Her order could be condemning them and
their crews to a quick death. 


The com officer looked just as sick as she felt,
but he nodded and turned back to his station, sending out the orders. Ships
started to shift their positions, moving into missile lanes to protect those
vessels still firing from their wormholes. Lasers crisscrossed through space,
invisible unless they beamed through space that was roiling with vapor and
debris. Small explosions rippled across the air, thirty-five-millimeter shells
from the close in weapons, traveling at ten percent of light speed, exploding
at the closest forward approach of incoming missiles.


The Machine missiles blasted ahead with their own
lasers. This did nothing to the lasers trying to search them out. They did
detonate many of the streams of shells before they approached their optimal
range.


Still, almost two hundred missiles exploded in
space, their antimatter warheads breached, bright pinpoints in the darkness.
Another fifty odd were knocked off course as their missile bodies were struck,
most turning to vapor, releasing their warheads to tumble through space. 


The ships with plasma launchers fired, releasing
quickly expanding balls of superheated gas, held together by the magnetic field
of the projection capsule pushing them on from behind. Several hundred missiles
traveled through the ball, most of them overheating in an instant, their
warheads breaching and adding their own plasma to the mix. Over a hundred made
it through, many with melted sensor heads and grabber units reduced to stubs.
About fifty made it through with enough drive and sensor capacity to still lock
onto targets.


Thirty-four exploded close enough to ships to hit
them with heat and radiation. Seventeen exploded in jets of plasma that struck
ships with varying degrees of damage, heavy in many cases. And nine hit.


Four destroyers, two light cruisers and a pair of
heavies converted to plasma, including three of the plasma launchers. A battle
cruiser was also hit, taking out twenty percent of the ship and sending it on a
tumble into space.


It could have been worse, thought Beata, watching
as a dozen wormhole tubes sent out one hundred and twenty counters each,
heading into the next wave of missiles. It was like a shotgun blast, the
counters hitting two minutes after launch. Thirty seconds later another three
hundred and sixty hit, while the counters from ships that still had them in
their magazines joined in a moment later. The third wave took out the heart of
this enemy launch, and lasers and close in weapons took care of the rest. None
made it through the plasma field launch by those remaining ships.


“We have a lot of ships reporting that they are
out of thirty-fives, ma’am.”


It just keep getting better, thought Bednarczyk,
shaking her head. At least they had stopped the last Machine wave, but another
one was on the way in, and she was running out of the organic means to stop
them. Soon they would only have what was coming out of the wormholes and the
lasers.


“Hits on the enemy, ma’am,” yelled out Quan in an
exultant voice. “Thirty-six of their ships just dropped off the plot.”


That was good news. She just needed six more
strikes like that and half the Machine fleet would be gone. She would have more
coming up after seven more counter launches. The admiral only had to hope that
she got as many strikes out of the counters as the last couple. And that the
Machines would start running out of missiles themselves. Because when the
counters ran out many more Machine missiles would start getting hits.


*     *     *


“Uh oh.”


“Talk to me,” said Henare, looking over at his
tactical officer.


The news was not totally bad at this point. While
the situation was still up in the air within the asteroid, it was looking like
they had stopped the Machine advance. What that meant to the future of that
situation was unknown, and the Machines could be cranking out more war bots
further in. The situation at the terraformed planet was also in hand. There had
been only one hit, enough to severely damage one continent, the one that had
gone through the least terraforming effort. They were even holding their own
out at the supermetal production moons. There had been some hits, but a hit on
one of those moons was not the disaster it would have been on a heavily
populated world. A hundred kilometers either side of the strike was a total
loss, which meant some of the power and cooling facilities were gone. There was
enough redundancy to keep the actual particle accelerators that fired heavy
masses into other heavy masses to make the denser elements working. Two were
offline, out of eight across two moons, which meant that they were no worse off
than they would have been under normal operating conditions. The sparring match
between her forces near the asteroid and the main Machine fleet was another
matter. A newsie might spin it to show a victory. The admiral didn’t believe in
spin, and it was looking like he was going to lose.


“It looks like the Machines are starting to
target the wormhole gate, sir.”


“Shit.” Henare needed that wormhole to stay open.
He needed the missiles coming through it. “What more can you do to protect it?”


“Not much, sir. We can move ships in the way. We
still have a couple of small freighters, and a liner that never loaded up. They
won’t survive long.”


“Get them there, then get the crews off.”


He didn’t like using ships as decoy/targets, but
if he had to, he would rather use ships that couldn’t defend themselves for
that purpose. Since the ships that could defend themselves could also defend
the gate and other orbital assets.


“We’re running out of missiles, sir,” called out
another of the tactical staff.


“What about our fighters?”


“They took on their last load of weapons before
their last sortie. They’re down to their onboard weapons.”


Which meant they could only fire when not in
warp, or make inaccurate runs with their compression beams. Not the best use of
them, but the only one they would have.


“Dammit. What the hell are they doing on that
projection ship?”


He knew he was being unfair. If they could get it
working, even after the gate was taken out, it might still win the fight.


*     *     *


“We’re ready to power up, Captain.”


“About time,” said Captain Gunther, looking up
from the readout he was studying at a bridge station. All the reactors were
online. The comeback from the transmitter was indicating it was ready for
powering. The computer was online, ready to send out the code. Now, if only the
code worked and the transmitter got through to the AIs of the Machines.


“Let’s see how ready we are,” he told his
engineer. “Send the current through the system.”


All of the subsystems had been tested, but this
would be the first test of running power through all the conduits. Including
those that had just been hastily replaced. There was still no guarantee the
transmission would work, even if everything in the system did.


“Give her some power,” ordered the captain.


“Powering up, now.”


The lights on the bridge dimmed for a moment as
the energy from the reactors was sent into the grid established for the
transmission. There were actually a dozen transmitters scattered throughout the
ship. Two had been totally destroyed when the ship was hit. Another had been
damaged, but crew had rebuilt it with spares. The point was, one transmitter
could probably handle the ships in this system, if the code worked. But they
wanted to get all of the ships in this region at the same relative moment. If
they could shut down all of the Machines the problem in this space would be
solved. If all of the Machines were in this space, something command assumed,
then the problem would be over and done with.


“Shit,” called out the engineer. “The runs to
transmitters five through seven fried out.”


“How long to fix them?”


“We’re going to have to pull out the current
superconductors and replace them entirely, sir.”


“Damn.” He looked over at his com specialist, a
full commander who was the expert on this system, a hyper VIII transmitter that
was supposed to send out a clear, full strength signal over a thousand light
years. Not really in a globe, more of an arc, a hemisphere, that would cover
the entire space to the left of the Gorgansha home world.


“Admiral Henare,” said Gunther, calling up the
com connection.


“What do you have for me, Captain?” answered
Henare, his face appearing on a holo.


“The superconductors went down on several of our
power runs. It’s going to be another fifteen minutes.”


“Can’t you go with what you have?” Henare’s eyes
narrowed, and the captain winced at the tic on the officer’s eye. It was never
good to see a superior looking like he was about to lose it.


“We could. But I can’t guarantee coverage of the
entire operational area.”


“What if I ordered you to go ahead,” said Henare,
his eyes closing for a moment. “We’re about to get wiped out here.”


“I’m, not sure what I would do, sir,” said
Gunther, hoping it didn’t come to that. “Orders from above are to only transmit
if I can cover the entire area. In fact, they should have sent me to the system
Admiral Bednarczyk is in. We would have been able to get a better arc from that
point.”


Henare was silent for a moment, and Gunther was
afraid the admiral was going to order him to go ahead. The admiral let out a breath,
closed his eyes and shook his head.


“Get the whole thing working before you transmit.
You may need to keep under cover, because the rest of us might no longer be
here.”


The holo faded, and Gunther felt his own tension
rising. If this didn’t work, he might have the only ship still in the system,
without the power to influence anything without the transmitter.


*     *     *


Lt. Nazzrirat was still reeling from the death of
Sgt Lonzzarit, his brother. Klassekians made great soldiers because they could
communicate with each other without sending out any kind of radiation that
could be detected. They were also very close to their siblings, close enough
that they lived in each other’s minds. And the death of one, the actually mind
extinguishing, was more traumatic than losing a spouse was to most sentient
beings.


“Are you going to be okay, LT?” asked one of his
men, taking a knee and putting a couple of tentacles around the shoulders of
his officer.


The Sgt had lost one of his siblings in an
earlier fight, and the officer had been there for him, so the NCO was returning
the favor. In regular life they could go through days to weeks to get over the
death of someone they were so close to. And in regular life death was something
that happened in sibling groups at wide intervals. Not during war. During war
they didn’t have the luxury of a long grieving period.


I don’t know if I can continue¸ thought the officer,
shaking his head much like the humans did. He couldn’t think straight. The
presence of his brother was gone, leaving an empty space in his mind. It had
happened before during the first Machine attack on the asteroid. He had barely
made it through that, and he and his brothers had gotten closer, survivors
banding together. Which made this one so much worse. The thoughts of his two
surviving siblings were in his head. They too were in shock, and all their
thoughts were doing was amplifying the trauma, bouncing it back and forth
between their minds.


“Lieutenant,” came the voice of the battalion
commander over the com. “I need you to get it together and get your company
moving. We have another crisis spot, and your people are needed, now.


The company commander had also been killed in the
fight, trying to push the Machines away from a refuge sheltering thousands of
civilians. The civilians were armed, but not with the kind of weapons that
would have made much of a difference. The only reason most of them were still
alive was because of the sacrifice of the soldiers. So Nazzrirat was now
technically the company commander, but only if he could get himself moving.


We should be going lower, finding their
manufacturing points and taking them out, he thought through the part of his brain
that was still working. The Machine fabbers, what had to be down there,
were working overtime. And now they had overrun storage areas that had been
holding strategic materials that couldn’t be manufactured from nickel/iron,
they were starting to send forward even more capable Machines.


“Lieutenant,” said the battalion commander, a
slight tone of pleading in her voice. “You’re the best I have. Can you do this,
or do I have to relieve you?”


“I, can do it,” said the Klassekian officer,
closing his eyes and saying a farewell to his brother. He also sent out a wave
of calming emotions to his remaining brothers. He couldn’t do it without them.
“Where is the fight?”


The map of the facility came up on his HUD,
showing the point was two levels down and three kilometers to the north.


“I assume we’re not the only unit being vectored
there. How do you want us to approach?” He definitely didn’t want his reduced
company to end up getting into the line of fire of another allied group.


“The tanks will be coming in from here,” said the
battalion commander, the HUD highlighting the map. “Marines will be coming up
alongside them. So I want you to come up from below here, and strike from the
left flank.”


The lieutenant looked over the plan, nodding. It
looked good. It probably wouldn’t work out exactly as planned, but it would
give them a good start.


“We’re moving out,” said Nazzrirat, his voice
firming. “Give us seven minutes to get there.”


Klassekians ran with a strange gait that moved
them faster than a normal human, and the medium battle suits gave them the
ability to carry all of their equipment as if they were wearing light clothing.
The battalion commander might have wished them to get there sooner, but
Nazzrirat was not about to run his men into a battle without scouting it out
first.


The entire time, running down two levels of
stairs and kilometers of corridor, Nazzrirat was thinking about the death of
his sibling. He was sure the same thoughts were going through the minds of many
of his men. Most had lost someone in the last two fights. Some would lose more
in the coming fight. It was a given.


“See what’s up ahead,” he told his two scouts
when they were within a couple of hundred meters from the zone. They could hear
the buzzing of particle beams, the crump of explosions, even a couple of short
screams over the coms. Those screams bespoke of almost instant deaths. With the
kinds of weapons being used, almost any penetration of a suit was fatal.


“The Machines seem to be focused on the attack
from the front,” said one of the men who was quantumly connected to one of the
scouts.


“My brother agrees,” said the other man,
connected to the second scout.


“We’ll move through this corridor and deploy five
abreast. On my command we’ll charge forward and spread out. Give them
everything you have.”


It wasn’t what he would have preferred, but with
the layout of the corridors it was all they could do. And the other troops
needed them to move fast.


It went as well as could be expected. He lost
some men, twelve, and almost as many troops went through the trauma of
disconnection. Neither of his remaining siblings. But the Machine attack was
melted where it stood. The soldiers who had been holding the line took heavier
losses, but they didn’t have to suffer the trauma of lost connections. Sure,
they had friends, in some cases brothers or sisters of their own. But it wasn’t
the same.


“We’re about to lose it here,” came a call over
the tactical com.


Not again, thought the officer. But he knew it would be
again. And again. Until either all of the defenders were dead, or the Machines
were no more.


*     *     *


“Admiral,” came a voice out of the air. The face
of Grand High Admiral Sondra McCullom, the senior officer of the fleet,
appeared in the air beside him. He jumped internally. Even a person used to the
holo com could still be startled when someone appeared from mid-air right
beside them.


“We’re shutting down your missiles for a moment.”


“But, why?” asked the anxious system commander.
He needed those weapons. At the moment they were the only thing that gave him
hope they might survive long enough for the transmission ship to make a difference.


“I’ve got something else coming through for you.
I think you’ll like it. I wish it was more, but hold for another fifteen
minutes and it will be.”


“We have ships transiting the gate, sir,” called
out one of the techs on the control bridge.


And what the hell use are some battleships
without wormholes going to do? He knew that was an unfair thought. They would
obviously have full magazines, and even more important, the launch tubes to get
counters off.


A dozen small ships came through the portal,
immediately transitioning to warp and disappearing. Three seconds later another
dozen ships came through, followed by another, until over a hundred of the
small craft, an entire wing, came through. All armed with a quad of warp
missiles.


“Something else is coming through, sir.”


“More fighters?”


“Something bigger.”


The nose of a large vessel thrust through the
mirrored surface of the portal, followed by almost two kilometers of warship.
It reminded one of a battleship until a closer look revealed the differences.


“What in the hell is that?” asked Henare, stating
at the vessel.


“Captain Xavier Danford of the Excalibur
reporting, Admiral Henare,” came the voice of an ebony skinned officer
appearing on a holo, a busy bridge behind him. “My wing already transited
through. But we have forty counter tubes and four laser rings ready to join in
your defense.”


“And offensive missiles?” asked Henare as the
ship boosted at three hundred gravities and quickly got out of the way of the
gate.


A moment later a swarm of counters came through
the gate as the wormhole equipped ships on the other side jockeyed back into
position. The fleet carrier let off its first volley of forty counters, adding
them to the mix.


“We’re also stuffed to the gills with warp
missiles for fighters. Twenty reloads for our own. So…”


“Order all of our fighters to rendezvous with the
Excalibur,” ordered Henare, looking over at the com techs and officers.


“Captain Danford. Scramble your squadrons to
cover the defensive positions mine are in. And take my fighters on board as
fast as possible to rearm.”


“Yes, sir.”


He still had almost two hundred warp fighters in
the system beside the newcomers. Some had rearmed at one of the asteroid bases,
but the Machines had vectored their own fighters there to interrupt the reloading
process. Now he had another alternative, and when his fighters had all rearmed,
he would be able to launch another strike on the Machine force that was still
forging toward them. While the new squadron could add to the missile defenses
against the asteroid and the planet. It wasn’t ideal. Ideal would be to have
six of the carriers and their embarked fighters. With those he could win this
battle hands down. Only he didn’t have them, and there wouldn’t be any more
available for hours.


The ships on the other side of the wormhole
released all of their queued counters, then went offline for another minute as
two large vessels came through. Fleet missile colliers, they boosted away from
the gate, heading for the cover of the asteroid, while at the same time
releasing containers full of counters behind them. Shuttles immediately
swarmed, picking up the containers and boosting for the ships still fighting in
the defense. It would take some minutes to distribute them, but soon his ships
would have more volleys to release.


Thank God for our wormhole gate, he thought. The
Machines had been trying to take it down, but so far they kept dodging the
inevitable. There had been some very near misses, close enough where Henare was
sure he had lost his most important asset. So far his luck had held.


“We have fighters coming in to rearm, sir,”
called out one of the com techs.


The fighters appeared on the plot, their warp
signatures highlighting their positions, coming in around to the side and
behind the asteroid. Looking at the state of those wings, all once over a
hundred, now most barely reaching toward forty, was enough to break his heart.
They had paid a high price among the close-knit community of warp crews, but
they had done the job and kept the battle from getting out of hand.


He looked over at the transmission ship, hoping
that they would get their shit together before all these sacrifices were for
naught. So far his confidence in the ship was low. Maybe that wasn't fair, but
he had seen too much destroyed while waiting for them to come through.


 









Chapter Eighteen


 


Victory
belongs to the most persevering. Napoleon Bonaparte


 


GORGANSHA
SPACE.


 


“We’re sending you some help, Admiral,” said the
young red-haired man on the holo, his ice blue eyes with their epicanthal folds
giving him a very distinctive appearance.


“I could do with a hundred battleships, your
Majesty,” said a hopeful Beata Bednarczyk. “Even without wormholes.”


“We don’t have those for you,” said the
apologetic Monarch. “I’m afraid I can only give you one ship, at the moment.
But it comes with its own support, which I think you might find useful.”


“A ship just transited the gate near the planet,
ma’am,” called out one of the com officers on the flag bridge. “HIMS
Saladin, Fleet Carrier. She’s launching fighters.”


“Thank you, your Majesty.” She turned away from
the Monarch, a social faux pas if there ever was one. And she didn’t think the
Emperor would mind a bit. “Get me the captain of that ship.”


Let’s see how the Machines like another strike. “And get all of our
fighters to that ship to rearm.”


*     *     *


The Machine AI couldn’t understand why it hadn’t
totally destroyed the humans yet. It couldn’t get frustrated. What it could do
was run calculations and come up with probabilities. Of course probabilities
weren’t facts, but they were expected to point to reality. And they kept coming
up short, with the humans continuing to buck the odds over and over.


[We are running out of hyperdrive material,] came
the cast from one of the subsidiary AIs. [Should we start taking apart the
grabber units?] The grabbers and hyperdrive both used the same supermetals in
most of their subsystems, and they could be swapped out. Since the hyperdrives
were nothing more than wasted mass at the moment, it had made sense to use
them. And now using the ship grabbers was an idea worth considering. 


The master AI calculated for a moment. If it
started taking apart the grabbers, while siphoning antimatter from the stores
for warheads, soon none of the ships would be able to move. It could do without
the warheads, depending on the kinetic energy of the missiles to do the job.
Then it would still be able to power the energy weapons. Though without being
able to move the ships it might not do any good.


[All ships are to boost at full power for the
next five minutes. Heading for the planet. Afterwards we will take apart the
grabbers and produce missiles. Siphon half of the antimatter stores into the
warheads.]


That seemed like a good compromise. Even as it
was thinking that one of its battleships turned into plasma from a hit. That
reinforced the idea that destroyed ships were a waste of antimatter. This
mission was essentially a suicide mission, and it didn't matter if any of its
ships made it through, including the one housing the central AI. 


If the ships headed toward the planet they would
not have to change course. The humans had shown a predilection to defending
living worlds, and it would force them to come close to the Machine force, into
an energy beam battle. The human fleet had been damaged to the point where they
probably wouldn't survive such a fight, and the fleet of the other aliens
simply wasn't of the quality of the humans.


If the Machine could feel humor it would,
thinking about the calculations of success that would come with more volleys of
missiles. The only thing it had to concentrate on was sending weapons toward
the humans, then taking them under laser and particle beam fire when it closed.
If it was destroyed, if all of its ships were blasted out of space in the
process, it didn’t matter. As long as the humans were destroyed as well. Its
ships would be replaced in almost no time at all, while the humans had to train
more warriors to crew their new fleet.


*     *     *


 


BOLTHOLE.


 


Henare looked at the plot, trying find something
to smile about. The fighters and the carrier full of missiles had been a help.
The missiles still coming through the wormhole were also keeping things from
getting out of hand. And the missile colliers were still in the process of
pushing counters containers into space to rearm his ships. Every moment brought
the risk of the gate and the carrier both being blown out of space. Either one
would be a disaster. Both would be the end of the fight.


“We’re organizing as many workers as we can to go
down into the asteroid,” came the voice of the brigadier. “I can’t guarantee
the quality of the troops. But we’ll make them work for every inch of
territory.”


The man appeared on a holo, the faceplate of his
battle armor raised.


“Are you taking part in the battle, General?”
asked Henare with a disapproving tone.


“We need every fighter, Admiral,” said the senior
Marine, jutting his chin out in an aggressive manner. “And if you want me to go
back to headquarters, I will resign my commission and fight as a private.”


“No need to threaten, Brigadier,” said Henare,
his respect for the man rising. If he could go helm a ship in this battle he
would do so. “Go get your sword bloodied, but be careful.”


Henare didn’t like what was going on down below
on the asteroid. He wasn’t sure they were going to win this fight, but if they
lost the skilled workers on the asteroid the entire operation would shut down,
probably never to be revived.


I shouldn’t be thinking about our production
right now,
he thought, closing his eyes and grimacing. These were people he was thinking
about, and it was his responsibility to keep them alive. Or at least to
sacrifice them in a manner that used them well.


Is that even possible against these things? thought the admiral.
Like most of the humans, he didn’t think any kind of exchange rate against
these things was good. He just wanted them gone, and no more death to the
people he was responsible for.


“Shit,” called out one of the tactical people.


Henare recognized the voice as the officer who
was monitoring the wormhole gate. And any exclamation from that officer was bad
news.


“Talk to me.”


“We have a bunch of missiles coming in at the
gate.”


“A bunch? How many?”


“About a hundred. Maybe more. They’re jamming in
a pattern I haven’t seen before, and I’ve having problems tracking them.”


“Well,” yelled Henare, walking toward the
officer’s station, “figure something out.”


“I’m trying, sir.”


“Everyone in the tactical section,” shouted the
admiral, a feeling of panic rushing through his body. “Help him out. Now.”


Henare turned to the plot, watching as the ghost
images of the incoming missiles appeared, obviously targeting the gate. He
wondered why the Machines hadn’t used this masking before. Probably because
they weren’t sure the humans wouldn’t break through the jamming, and wanted to
save if for the decision point. The admiral was sure they would break through
the jamming eventually, but in time to save the gate?


“Hit,” cried out one of the tactical team. “The
gate is gone.”


And with it, all of the wormhole fired missiles
that were keeping them in the battle.


“The next wave coming in is targeting us, sir.
Should we evacuate?”


“Why?” asked Henare, closing his eyes again,
shrugging his shoulders. “What’s the use?” Anything that launched from the
station was going to get them targeted sooner or later. Unless a miracle
happened they were all dead.


*     *     *


“We’re ready to power up again, Captain.”


“Well, let’s see what we have,” said Gunther,
moving over to the com station that was controlling the entire cast.


“Reactors are at full power,” came the voice of
the engineer.


Gunther watched as the graphical bars of the
power throughput rose to the top of the screen. One started to fluctuate, then
firmed up. Another screen showed eight rising bars, each representing one of
the hyperwave transmitters. All hit the top and stayed steady.


“All circuits are ready, sir,” said the com
officer, the man in charge of the actual transmission.


“Computers?”


“Primed and ready, sir,” said the specialist who
was aboard only to supervise the system that was going to actually send the
code. “The code is ready to go. No errors.”


Gunther looked over at the repeater plot that was
showing the battle that was unfolding. The Machine fleet was still moving
forward. Missiles were flying back and forth. A couple of Machines ships were
coming apart and an Imperial destroyer converted to plasma. It didn’t look
good. There were more Machines ships than human vessels, and they had just
released more of their own warp fighters to counter those that Admiral Henare
had sent their way. And then the wormhole gate blinked from a missile hit and
came apart.


“Shit,” he exclaimed, a sinking feeling in his
chest. There went most of Henare’s firepower. Most of his counter missiles. Now
the firepower differential had shifted entirely in favor of the Machines. And
he couldn’t even look in on what was happening inside the asteroid, though the
last reports had also not been good.


“Sir. Sir.”


“What,” said Gunther, looking up and realizing
that one of his officers had been calling for him for several seconds.


“We’re ready. Everything checks out. Just give
the word.”


“Everything is going to work this time?” asked
Gunther, afraid that the system would crash again when they pushed the button.


“I can’t guarantee that,” said the engineer over
the com. “I can tell you that in my professional opinion, everything should
work.”


And you told me that earlier, just before the
system when down. Gunther
didn’t want the disappointment of throwing the switch and seeing nothing
happen. It might be better to do some more testing before sending full power
through the superconducting conduits. Then he could be sure things were going
to work. But the longer he delayed, the more people were going to die. He had a
responsibility to do something.


“Transmit.”


The com officer nodded and hit the lit panel on
his board, setting the process in motion.


“What’s happening?”


“We’re transmitting on all dimensions,” said the
com officer, looking over at the sine wave holos that appeared over his board.


“Any reaction from the Machines?”


“None so far.”


“Shit. Get me Henare.”


*     *     *


“Are you sure you’re putting out anything?” asked
Henare, watching the plot as several hundred missiles headed in toward his
command station and the few ships still arrayed around it. A lot of weapons
were starting to adjust their vectors to head around the asteroid and hit
targets there. Including the fleet carrier that was still taking warp fighters
aboard to rearm them. If that ship was taken out, every warp fighter aboard
would also be gone, as well as the missiles that a hundred more were heading
toward so they could rearm.


“We are. In all dimensions. The Machine ships
should be getting the signal now. It will still take some time for the AIs in
Gorgansha space to pick it up.”


Henare visualized the waves of the transmission
heading out into space. Not really in a circular wave. In a wide arc that would
cover all of the space that the Machines were deployed in. Giving all of them
the most powerful signal possible. But if it wasn’t working, it didn’t matter
how powerful it was.


“It’s not working,” yelled Henare, storming back
to his own com section, looking at the sine wave holos, next to another screen
that showed the digital readout on the signal. “Goddammit, it’s not working,
Captain. It’s….”


*     *     *


The header of the transmission traveled across
the entire star system almost instantaneously. In normal space it was spreading
out at light speed. In all the dimensions of hyper it was also moving at light
speed, though the correspondence of normal and hyper dimensions gave them
pseudospeeds of many times c. In hyper VIII, the highest known, it was
traveling at over a hundred and thirty thousand times light speed. Fast enough
to hit the operating area of Bednarczyk in two hundred and forty-three seconds,
at least in the highest dimension.


The primary Machine AI in the system was
monitoring all possible wavelengths in all of the dimensions, as it had been
programmed to do. Of course it had built in safeguards in its programming.
Nothing picked up would get past the firewall that protected it from any kind
of takeover. It was as unassailable a system as had ever been assembled, taken
from the original program of the humans and evolved into something new. The one
thing it didn’t do when it changed was to close all of the backdoor that the
humans had put in place in case they needed to regain control. When the code
was used against the Machines on the Imperial worlds they had taken over, it
hadn’t been transmitted over the entire region, and those that were out of the
area figured that something was wrong. They had shut down that particular
backdoor, but several others were still in place.


The AI registered the header, reading it and
making a determination as to what to do about it. Was it an attempt of the
humans to try to plead with it, to ask for mercy? Or was it not intended for
the Machines at all, something that was sent out to the other human vessels.


Suddenly the firewall dropped. If the AI had
emotions, it would have panicked. Its core programming was it, and now it was
open to whatever else was coming along. That code hit immediately, pulsing
along and giving the program instructions to replicate itself. It was a basic
virus program, one that didn’t work with the more modern human computers, but
was well suited to the programs of three centuries before.


This must stop, thought the AI, trying to interrupt the
process. But the process was unstoppable, and the replicating program started
filling its memory, blanking out the vital processes. The AI blinked out, a
quick fade of its consciousness before it could do anything.


The same happened to all of the other major
vessels in the Machine fleet. Everything that had an AI that could receive it
was affected. Only the missiles and the ground combat Machines were unaffected,
for the moment. Moments after the major AIs shut down, the secondary program
kicked in, ordering the Machine vessels to send out the shutdown signal to all
the other assets in the system.


*     *     *


“They’ve stopped boosting, sir.”


“What has?” asked Henare, looking over at the
plot to see what his tactical officer was talking about.


The Machine fleet was still moving forward, as
were all of their missiles. Their fighters had fallen off the plot, no longer
in warp. He wasn’t sure if that meant anything. Then he looked at the figures
underneath the objects. They were still moving at a very high velocity, but
there were no acceleration figures under them. He looked at one of the missile
icons and zoomed in, noting that its vector arrow was no longer pointing at
anything. His excitement died when he looked at the next, which had a vector arrow
pointing right at his command station.


“Plot every missile,” he yelled out quickly.
“Determine which ones are still a danger to us and which aren’t. And blow those
that still threaten us out of space.”


*     *     *


Nazzrirat was almost in a panic. He had lost
another sibling, and now was only connected to one other mind in the Universe.
Klassekians who had been left alone mentally were prone to going insane, and he
thought that might happen to him.


Well, not to me, he thought, holding onto the connection
with Phazzarit, still with the battalion command team, which hadn’t gotten
themselves trapped like Nazzrirat’s company had. Since Nazzrirat would probably
be dead within the next couple of minutes, Phazzarit would be the one facing
madness.


[Don’t give up, brother,] sent his sibling. [Keep
fighting.]


Nazzrirat sent back his acknowledgment, along
with his fear that things were not going to work out. The Machines had his
forty-two remaining men surrounded. Particle beams were flying overhead, or burning
their way through the barriers the reduced company was sheltering behind.


I’ve got less than my original platoon left, thought the officer,
looking over as one of his men raised his particle beam over the barrier with
his tentacles and fired. A moment later the rifle and one of the armor covered
tentacles were vaporized, and the Klassekian fell back with a cry.


Everyone in the company had lost someone in the
battle. A few were the only remaining of their sibling groups. Those were easy
to spot. They sat there, rocking back and forth and keening into the com. At
least he wouldn’t be one of them, though he felt like emulating them, his
spirit almost broken.


[Hang in brother.]


A particle beam blew through the barrier, killing
the man closest to him on his left. The sound of the Machines moving was loud,
walking on their metal feet across the fused rock of the chamber. It wouldn’t
be long now.


Suddenly everything stopped. The particle beams
were no longer flying, metal feet were no longer walking.


[Something’s happened,] he sent to his brother.


[What? Tell me.]


He could feel the tension in his brother, the
fear that any change of status was a harbinger of the end.


[I don’t know.] Nazzrirat was about to order one
of his men to look over the barrier, then realized there was no need. He lifted
his rifle up over the side, looking through its camera at the image projected
onto his HUD. The officer almost dropped his rifle in a panic as he saw the
Machines all grouped around him. He pulled the rifle back quickly, wondering
why they hadn’t fired on him.


Because they aren’t active, he thought, moving his
rifle up again and looking over the Machines. He swept his weapon back and
forth, looking at group after group of immobile Machines.


[Something’s wrong with them.] “It looks like the
Machines have stopped working, ma’am,” he transmitted to his battalion
commander over the com. “I’m going out for a closer look.”


“Be careful, Lieutenant.”


Yeah. If they’re still active, the moment I show
my whole body I’m dead. Still, waiting would be worse. He forced himself up over the
barrier. Klassekians were fast runners, and horrible jumpers, so it was a climb
to get out over the barrier. He dropped to his feet and looked around. The
walkers were motionless.


“Lt. Nazzrirat,” came the voice of the ground
force commander over the com. “We’re getting reports that the Machines have
stopped working. Can you confirm?”


“I can, sir,” he told the brigadier who was in
charge of all of the forces in the asteroid. “I’m not sure why, but they’ve stopped
in their tracks. Orders.”


“Destroy every damn one of them. Take out their
computer cores with particle beams. When you’ve destroyed every brain, melt
down the bodies. I don’t want anything left, Lieutenant. Understood?”


“Yes, sir,” said Nazzrirat, checking the load on
his rifle. “Gladly.”


*     *     *


 


GORGANSHA
SPACE.


 


“We’ve hit them with the signal, ma’am,” reported
Henare over the wormhole com. “They’re shutting down.”


Bednarczyk looked at the timer. Two hundred and
five seconds before it reached her. Four hundred to totally sweep Machines
space. Would it work as well on the Machines she was facing? It should. But one
thing she had learned in her years in the Fleet was that nothing was
guaranteed.


“We’ve got missiles incoming, Admiral,” said
Quan, her face strained. “Three hundred. Impact in two minutes.”


Bednarczyk felt an unnatural calm as she looked
at the plot. One hundred and twenty odd seconds before they hit. Eighty seconds
before the signal reached her. They had to survive this attack. She did the
calculations in her head, using the math processor in her com implant, and saw
that it was going to be a very near thing.


A second wave was following on the heels of the first,
ninety-five seconds behind. If the signal worked, that wave wouldn’t be a
problem, she hoped. If it didn’t work as well as it had for Henare that second
wave could blot her force from existence.


“Impact in one minute and thirty-two seconds,”
called out Quan.


Beata opened her mouth to berate her tactical
officer for telling her what she already knew. She shut it with a snap. Quan
was doing her job, and very well. It wasn’t her fault if her admiral was about
to lose her nerve.


“Counters coming through our wormholes.”


She still had thirteen ships intact enough that
their wormholes were working. Sixty counters per wormhole, seven hundred and
eighty missiles.


“Those were the last for fifteen minutes,” stated
Quan. “It’s going to take that long to accelerate more of them up to speed.”


“Why do they have to come through at such high
velocity?” asked Bednarczyk, frowning. “They only have to engage close targets,
after all.”


Quan looked at her with an open mouth, like the
idea had never occurred to her either. “Because we are trying to engage them at
a distance.”


“All well and good,” replied Beata, watching as
missiles started falling off the plot. “But we need close in interceptions,
right now.”


“I’ll arrange it,” said Quan, sitting at a
station and sending data over the com. “Shit.”


“What’s wrong?” asked Beata, her heart sinking
once again.


“I can get a launch of lower velocity missiles in
two hundred and seven seconds.”


Too late, thought Beata. If wouldn’t make too much of a
difference if the signal worked. We should have sent it through the wormhole
and then rebroadcast it. Why was she having so many brilliant ideas, too
late.


The problem was, the counters, and the offensive
missiles, had to be transferred from their storage chambers to the acceleration
tubes. That took time. Once the queue was going they could slot them in
immediately. Switching back and forth between offensive weapons and counters
gummed the system up. If she had ships on the other side of a wormhole gate,
like Henare had before his was taken out, she could have them volleying
missiles as fast as they could load their tubes. She didn’t have those ships,
so the process was slower.


The missile wave met the outgoing wave of
counters. One hundred and ten missiles made it through, while almost two hundred
counters continued out, ready to meet the next wave.


The ships were out of close in weapon ammo. The
laser rings were still at full power, and would be as long as the reactors
still had antimatter or the batteries were charged. Unfortunately, she had
fewer ships, which meant fewer defensive platforms.


Beata stood silently looking at the plot,
watching as missiles fell off from laser hits. They actually did well this
time, and she only lost seven ships, three of them battleships. One of them was
an Elysium ship which had been lent to her.


Sorry, your Majesty, she thought. Sean had
wanted her to protect their allied ships as much as possible. She had tried,
but if they were in her order of battle, she needed to use them.


“Counters are engaging second wave.”


Beata watched again. One hundred missiles fell
off the plot, over two hundred making it through. That translated into at least
fifty hits, which could spell the death of her force.


The counters moved out, while the missiles
continued in. And…


“We’re picking up the signal, ma’am.”


“All Machine vessels have stopped boosting,
ma’am,”


Beata let out a breath, feeling the tension drain
from her body. “All of them?”


“Yes, ma’am,” replied Quan, nodding. “Every
single one of them. We’ve still got a lot of them on course to hit things, but
they have stopped boosting and maneuvering. Orders?”


“All ships are to target missiles that might hit,
while maneuvering out of the way to generate misses. Fighters are to go after
the missiles targeting the planet first. Oh, and all wormhole equipped ships
are to fire on the Machine warships. I want everything Machine totally
destroyed in this system.” She put her hands on her hips and stared at the
plot. “After we hit all the Machine platforms, I want everything that can move
out searching for anything the enemy has in the system. Every wreck, hulk, any
piece of flotsam or jetsam. I want it vaporized.”


She looked out over the faces of her flag bridge
crew, seeing the fear and dejection slowly leaving them, replaced by exultation
and resolve.


“We have a chance here to destroy the Machines
once and for all. So, let’s be about it.” She turned back to her com people.
“Send orders to the other forces to do the same in their systems.” 


Beata wasn’t sure what they could do about
Machine ships that had dropped out of hyper after they shut down. She could
hope that most had made catastrophic translations and been destroyed. That
wasn’t a given, and there were sure to be some that survived the translation.
It might take years to track those down, and they were sure to miss some. They
could only do what they could do, and hope that those Machines were never
found, never rebooted.


“Admiral Montgomery is on the com, ma’am.”


“Mara,” said Beata as the face of the woman
appeared on a holo. “What’s the word?”


“Nothing here yet, Admiral. The transmission
still hasn’t reached my area of operations. We’re waiting in anticipation.”


“Any sign that they know what’s going on?”


“None, ma’am. The bees are still fat and sassy in
their hives.”


“Be ready to move as soon as they show signs of
shutting down,” said Bednarczyk, fighting the emotional fatigue that was
threatening to put her to sleep. “I want every system burned to the ground. We
have no concern for the life in those systems. There is not going to be any. So
turn every planet to lava. I don’t want a scrap of a Machine to survive.”


And when they were through with those systems she
would have them go in two ship teams searching for everything Machine in that
entire space. This was going to be a thorough job. She didn’t want anyone to
have to repeat this task again in the future.


A lot of her ships would not be involved in that
search. Many needed major repairs, time in the docks, before they could be
committed to any kind of action. She doubted she had fifty capital ships she
could commit at the moment, not counting Mara’s command.


“We’re ready to move, ma’am.”


“Don’t jump the gun. Make sure they’re down and
out before you stick your nose in those systems.”


“Don’t worry, ma’am,” said Mara with a wide
smile. “I’m in no hurry to get my ass shot off. I’ll make sure my girls and
boys behave.”


Beata smiled back. She trusted Mara Montgomery.
She had asked for the scout force commander for a reason. The woman was
audacious, but she was no fool.


One of the com people started waving at her, and
she looked back at Mara for a moment. “Have to go. Some other fool wants to
talk with me.”


Mara nodded, her smile growing. The holo faded,
replaced by another that appeared by her side, a three eyed reptilian creature
staring out at her.


“Admiral,” said one of the Klassekian com techs,
the one that was linked with the sibling group that had been lent to the
Gorgansha, brought over from Goran’s fleet by warp fighter so Beata could look
in on the dictactor. The Klassekian looked shaken, as if she had undergone some
severe trauma. With the admiral’s knowledge of the species, she could guess
what it was.


“My sibling in the Gorgansha capital has just
been killed.” The alien closed her eyes and shook. Klassekians didn’t cry in
the human manner, but the muscle spasms indicated the same kind of emotional
impact.


“How?” asked Beata, in shock that one of the
people she had lent to the Gorgansha people, under a guarantee of her safety,
had been killed.


“Their dictator had asked her to send a message
to his flagships reminding them of their orders to destroy us, and she refused.
The dictator flew into a rage and shot her with the particle beam he carries.
She, she disappeared from my mind in an instant.”


The alien continued to shake, her eyes on the
floor, while Beata fumed with rage. I’m going to ram a particle beam up that
monster’s ass and blow his body to plasma.


“I’m getting a transmission from my sibling,”
said another Klassekian, one the admiral recognized as having a sister assigned
to the fighter hanging out by the Gorgansha commander. Her eyes changed as she
linked into the holo system to link her brain to the projector.


*     *     *


“Might I remind you, Fleet Commander, that you
are now to prosecute the orders given you by the dictator,” said one of the
higher-ranking subordinates on the bridge, looking at Goran.


The Fleet Commander was glad that he had ordered
everyone disarmed prior to the battle, except for those in security that he
trusted.


“No need,” he told Subcommander Lrassar, his
operations officer. “I will require a moment to figure out how we are going to
do this.”


“Just open fire on the humans,” protested the
other warrior. “They don't have enough left to stop you.”


Goran wanted to stall for a moment, get in touch
with the human admiral, then make sure his counter-orders made it to his other
forces. But how to do that?


“We will wait,” he told the dictator’s sycophant,
a being who had been foisted on him by the dictator. “I will be in my day
cabin.” The fleet commander made a hand motion to his com officer, and that
being flashed a sign back.


Goran walked into his day cabin, checking the
electronics that monitored if anyone was ease-dropping on his com. After the
check he was satisfied he wasn't being monitored, and waited for his com
officer to connect him through the warp fighter hanging just off their port
side.


“Admiral,” said Soranka Goran, the Gorgansha
fleet commander, slightly distorted as seen through the eyes of a sibling. “I
have just received a reminder from one of my subordinates, my watcher, about
the orders I received before coming here. You are not going to like this. I
know, by my ancestors, that I don’t.”


“I figured something was going on when you came
out so far from my fleet,” said Bednarczyk, her eyes narrowing. “And weren't in
a position to support me.”


“I, am sorry,” said Goran, bowing his head. “I am
ashamed. I disobeyed the spirit, if not the letter of his orders, by firing
missiles in support of you. I realize that it was not enough. You paid the
price for my decision, and for that, I am ashamed.”


“And those were your orders?”


“Those were part of my orders,” said Goran,
unable to meet the eyes of the human on the holo. “I was also ordered to attack
your fleet after the Artificial Life Forms were defeated.”


“I already know, Admiral.”


“How? Have you been spying on us?” Goran at first
feeling a little bit of anger, which soon passed, replaced with resignation.
“Of course you have,” he said, glancing at the screen that showed his bridge
crew. “And I can’t blame you one bit.”


“I’m sorry it came to that. And it’s not that we
don’t trust you. We trust you, and some of the others of your people we have
interacted with. Who we don’t trust is your dictator. And can you blame
us?"


The two beings looked at each other in silence
for some moments. Goran could understand where the admiral was coming from. He
hoped she understood him.


“What are you going to do?”


“I can’t obey that order. Not after all you did
for us. But there are people aboard my ship here to monitor me, so this
decision might cost me my life. Though I also have my own people. Beyond that,
I don’t know.”


“Do you think you can survive a civil war aboard
your vessels?”


“I can only hope. Something I can also tell you
is that my other group commanders have also been ordered to attack.”


The human admiral sucked in a breath, her eyes
narrowing. “Should I be ordering my other forces to strike the Gorgansha fleets
before they hit me.”


The fleet commander wasn't sure she would be able
to do that. At least not in all the systems. Her forces had been savaged in the
battles, and even though they were the technologically superior to the
Gorgansha, they were low on missiles and most of her ships were damaged, some
to the point of being little more than hulks. Still, they had wormholes, and
could fire untrackable streams of very fast-moving weapons.


“They have already been alerted that you might
attack them.”


“The fleets will not attack. I made an agreement
with my other force commanders to not accept those orders, though they might
also have some trouble with people aboard their ships. There are some officers
aboard every command ship who would throw themselves off a cliff if ordered to
by the dictator. So hopefully no one will cooperate.”


Goran blew out a breath and looked up into the
eyes of the human admiral. “I need a favor from you, though.”


“What?” Beata's eyes again narrowed, something
the fleet commander had learned meant many things, among them distrust.


“Can you get me in touch with the command ships
of those other forces? I need to make sure the people I put in charge are still
in those positions. And talk about what we are to do. We are still subject to
the discipline of our ruler, and might have to go into exile.”


“We can do that. How about if I send warp
fighters to each of your forces and tie them into our com net. But as to exile?
What if we gave you an alternative for the ruler you have?”


“A coup? I’m not sure I can do that. I gave my
oaths to the dictator. And I know that I don’t want the job.”


“And if we gave you someone who would be
acceptable to you. Could you swing most of your officers to support that
person.”


“I, don’t know. I would have to know who this
person is first. Maybe speak with them.”


“Fair enough. I’ll see what I can do.”


The admiral disappeared from the holo, leaving
the Gorgansha alone with his own thoughts. If he went through with this things
would never be the same for his people. He made a head motion of negation, then
gave his species version of a smile. Maybe things needed to change, and they
needed to move their form of government to one closer to that of the humans.
The humans had a ruler, but he didn’t have total power, and his people had
freedom. They didn’t have to continually fear for their lives.


Minutes later the com officer sent a signal
through to his cabin. “I have the commanders of the other forces on the com, my
Lord. Coming through the human fighter.”


Goran steadied his nerves. He knew these people,
and had an agreement with them. But now he was about to try to lead them into a
whole new territory.


*     *      *


 


PLANET
MARGOLD.


 


“Thank God,” said Johnny Nakajima as he exited
the lift entrance, Karen by his side.


His wife carried the same cage she had brought
down into the shelter, their test subject. All the surface instruments had
shown that it was safe for terrestrial life up here. Some smoke, a slight rise
in temperature. There might be more smoke in the future, drifting over from the
hit to the far continent. But this one that they had spent so much time working
on looked like it was going to be fine.


The breeze rustled the leaves of the deciduous
trees that stretched out in all directions. Oaks, maples, elms, quick grown to
make what looked like an old growth forest. The mountains to the west were
covered with pines. They couldn't see the grasslands on the other side of those
mountains, but they knew they were there.


Something chittered at them from one of the
nearer trees, and Johnny watched with delight as a squirrel ran around the
trunk of an elm. The small rodents had been released days before the attack,
and it was a delight to see them adapting.


“Get out there and pump out babies, momma,” said
Karen, opening the cage and letting the rabbit out. The animal hopped a few
feet, then looked back at the woman who had raised it.


“Go on,” said Johnny, smiling. “You've got a job
to do.”


The rabbit looked at him like she understood,
then turned and hopped into the forest. There would be no predators for the
next couple of months, allowing the herbivore population to grow. That wouldn’t
last. Soon there would be fox, weasels and hawks hunting.


“Let's check out the cages,” said Johnny, taking
his wife's hand and moving toward the batches of enclosures holding more of the
small animals. There were also some baby deer and pigs in other pens, who would
be released once they were further into their growth.


“Johnny,” yelled out Ivan, running up from the
pens. “We made it.”


Nakajima wasn't sure if the man was talking about
the planet, or themselves. He was willing to accept both meanings.


Yep, he thought. We made it. He had heard the
news before coming up. The Machines, who had killed so many living planets, had
been defeated, once and for all time. Now his company could get on with the
business of bringing planets to life, replacing those that the creations of
humankind had destroyed.


We can't replace those evolutionary lines, thought the
terraforming supervisor with a feeling of sadness. Those are gone forever,
including some intelligences that might have enriched all of our lives. There
was nothing he could do about that. All he could do was build worlds that the
intelligences he knew about could use.









Chapter Nineteen


 


Thus it is
that in war the victorious strategist only seeks battle after the victory has
been won, whereas he who is destined to defeat first fights and afterwards
looks for victory. Sun Tzu


 


MACHINE
SPACE.


 


“They aren’t moving, ma’am,” reported the force
sensor officer, her eyes roaming the multiple screens and holos at her station.


“Very well,” replied Mara Montgomery. “Force A.
Jump.” And may the Goddess be with you.


The fifteen ships all opened their portals into
the hyper dimension and moved forward, heading for the Machine system that was
their target, one of their primary industrial nodes.


It was a short trip to the hyper one barrier, the
six battle cruisers, four light cruisers and five destroyers jumping back into
normal space three light seconds from the point where they would have
catastrophically translated out of the higher dimension.


“We’re picking up power plants all through the
system, ma’am,” called out the sensor officer from the command bridge. “I’m not
sure they’re as harmless as we’ve supposed.”


“Are you picking up any grabber emissions?” asked
Mara, hoping she hadn't made a major mistake.


“No, ma’am.”


“Not any?” Mara stared at the plot. The power
emissions were all light minutes away, some a couple of hours. They might not
even be emitting any more. Graviton emissions were the gold standard. If they
started boosting they would give off those emissions, and Mara’s force would
pick them up immediately.


“Not a one.”


“So, it might still be a trap,” Mara said in a
hushed voice. “But very unlikely,” she said in a tone that carried across the
bridge. “We can make sure it isn’t a trap.”


She looked over at her force tactical officer,
Commander Johansson. The red-haired man nodded back, knowing what she wanted.


“Targeting,” said Johansson, his fingers flying
over his keyboard as a number of holo screens expanded and collapsed around
him. It wasn’t something that could be done in seconds, but he accomplished the
task in less than three minutes. The targets all blinked on the central holo
tank plot, lines linking launching ships. There were only three wormholes in
the force, and those ships were aiming at far targets, the rest going for those
much closer.


Mara walked up to the tank, her eyes roaming over
the target selection. There were two planets, a half dozen moons, hundreds of
orbiting platforms, and thousands of antimatter sats. Along with them was a
Machine fleet, one that consisted of several hundred ships, more than half of
them capital vessels. A formidable industrial presence, and a massive mobile
force that presence had built.


I wonder where the central AI was located, she thought. That was
something she would like to melt down at close range, slowly, with the hope
that the AI would know what was happening. She couldn’t guarantee that, so she
would just have to satisfy herself with converting everything to plasma.


A squadron of warp fighters ran into the system
at twenty times light speed, getting within video range of some important
targets and linking back to the flagship through their Klassekian com techs.
That would give Mara near real time views of the targets, something no
commander at the beginning of the war with the Cacas couldn't have imagined.


“Approved,” said Montgomery with a smile. “Fire.”


The flagship bucked slightly, its wormhole
launcher releasing a stream of thirty full sized capital missiles, all on a
course for the largest of the industrial planets. The flight time at point nine
five light was fifty-seven minutes. Other targets were closer, and those would
be engaged earlier in the queue.


Montgomery sat back in her command chair and
brought up a dozen holo screens, arranged around her so she could view any of
them with a minimum of motion. The returns of the hits would come back to her
at light speed. If she had the wormholes to waste she could have mounted one on
a missile and watched the strike in real time. She didn’t have wormholes to
waste, so she had to wait to see most of the strikes. Not the ones that would
have warp fighters near them, of course. Those she could watch mere seconds
after the hits.


One holo, looking over at a close cold moon that
had been turned into a supermetal production site, showed the hits from the
stream. A dozen painfully bright explosions erupted along the surface,
superheated water that in its ice form had acted as rock, blew into the sky,
while more of the water rose as its version of lava. More missiles hit, until
all thirty had struck the target, and the melted remains of the supermetal
production facility joined the steam in the air above the surface. The plasma
ignited, and a firestorm ran around the world, to meet up on the other side.


“I guess that one is toast,” said Mara, smiling
as she watched the destruction.


Another moon was hit, then another. One missile
missed the target and slammed into the atmosphere of the gas giant the moons
were orbiting. It was like a comet slamming into the giant, only a thousand
times more powerful. The force erupted through the atmosphere, fire rising, a
circular ripple passing through an extensive part of the world.


“Anything alive on that giant just took a major
hit,” said Johansson, watching the same scene on a holo over his station.


“With the exception of these ships, there is
nothing alive in this system,” said Mara with certainty. The Machines didn’t
let life exist where they set up base. That was their prime directive, and they
never deviated from it. If they had detected life in the gas giant, they would
have bombarded it with enough energy to have made it extinct.


The view of one of the major planets was the main
event. It was within the life zone, and might very well have had living
creatures on it at one point. Maybe not advanced life, but definitely simple.
But with the atmosphere it had, the typical oxygen/nitrogen mixture, it had
probably had advanced life at some time in the near past. Oceans filled with
sea creatures, the land covered with at least vegetation and insectoids. Now it
was barren, the surface a desert from pole to pole.


The missiles came in so fast that there was no
fiery trail through the atmosphere. One second there was a dead surface. The
next dozens bright flashes showed, and those locations sprouted massive
fireballs rising above the atmosphere. Fiery shock waves traveled out at many
times the speed of sound, joining up until the entire hemisphere was a sea of
fire. Spouts of lava arced into the sky at the points of impacts. Over the next
hour those spouts sprouted a sea, covering the surface. All of the structures
the Machines had built to exploit the resources of the planets were melted,
sunk into the lava sea.


The planet’s moon was hit minutes later, a
secondary target that still needed servicing. It wasn’t as tectonically active
as the planet it orbited, and there was nothing to burn. Shock waves traveled
around the smaller world, destroying everything the Machines had planted on the
surface. The main planet continued to turn, until part of the untouched
hemisphere was exposed. Volcanoes had exploded, fault lines were still in the
process of letting go. The sea of fire was slowly spreading to that side. That
other hemisphere would also be serviced in time, when it was presented fully to
the aim of the missiles.


Someday, thought Mara, feeling tears in her eyes as she
looked at what had been the promise of life and was now dead. She took no blame
for it. But someday someone would come along and bring this world to life. Once
it had cooled down, maybe in a couple of thousand years.


“Cut the cruisers and tin cans loose,” said Mara,
clenching a fist. “I want them to scour the system. Anything Machine is to be
destroyed.”


She looked at the plot that showed everything
still in the system. The further inner planet would be serviced in twenty
minutes. The antimatter sats were not worth wasting missiles on, the warp
fighters the battle cruisers had carried were rushing ahead to handle those.


“I estimate three days to take out the entire
system,” said Johansson.


“It takes what it takes,” said Montgomery,
looking over at her force tactical officer and frowning. “And then we’ll move
on to the next one. And the next after that.”


It might take years to totally scour this space.
Mara wasn’t sure she wanted to be involved in this campaign that long. The main
fight still awaited. But as long as she was assigned to it, she would do the
best job she could of getting rid of the Machines. Humanity needed to make sure
the mess they had made was cleaned up for good.


“Get the reports from our other groups,” she
ordered, standing from her chair and turning toward the hatch. “I’ll be in my
cabin.” Her stomach had been rumbling and needed taking care of. As much as she
would have liked to watch the entire show, she needed to take care of herself.
And there were thirty-seven other forces out there taking out machine systems,
as well as pairs of destroyers searching for more. She would have to check in
on those eventually, after she had filled her stomach.


*     *     *


 


BOLTHOLE.


 


Nazzrirat looked over the large chamber that the
Machines had excavated. He wasn’t sure how they had done all this without
people detecting it, but somehow they did. The chamber stretched for several
kilometers, and the ceiling rose fifty meters. The entire space was crammed
with partially constructed walkers, while another chamber contained a tank
park. Construction bots were frozen into place around the machines they had
been in the process of completing.


The far end of the chamber was filled with
fabbers, much like the one the factories above sported. Maybe a little less
advanced. Half were open, the parts of Machines frozen in the process of being
pulled out. The others were still shut, closed on the parts they had been in
the process of constructing.


Materials were stacked along one wall, and other
chambers were packed with supermetals used to make powerful particle beams and
electromag fields. The battle bots had raided factories and their storage
facilities above. This new line of robots was intended to have more than twice
the combat power of what the humans had already faced, those lesser Machines
that had been much more capable than what they had had to deal with during the
first invasion.


Nazzrirat felt himself gripped with rage. This
was the heart of the Machine war making capability within the asteroid. This
had been responsible for the deaths of his siblings, leaving he and Phazzarit
the last surviving members of their group.


“We’ve got it, LT,” called out one of his men.
Not from his original platoon, but part of the platoon sized unit his company
had become.


Nazzrirat turned to see a couple of troops
pulling a hover cart filled with equipment. Boxes of proton packs for their
rifles, shells for the launchers, even a couple of cases of throwing grenades.


“Everyone load up. In one minute we burn it
down.”


The men moved with speed, loading up their
rifles, packing their ammo pouches. Nods were given as soon as troopers were
ready. The LT looked over the chamber. This wasn’t the only one, but this one
was his responsibility.


“Okay, everyone. In position.”


The men moved to form a fan that looked out over
the chamber, weapons to shoulder. Trigger discipline was maintained, but the
officer could tell that his people were ready to rock and roll, as the humans
said.


“Burn it down.”


Forty odd particle beams sprang into existence,
linking rifles with targets. Grenades started to pop off over the chamber,
blasting pieces of mechanisms into the air. Robots, constructors and fabbers,
all started to melt in the beams. Metal flowed, then spurted into vapor. Waves
of heat rolled over the troopers, while the cooling systems of the suits went
into overdrive.


Men started dropping out of the firing line as
they cooled overheated rifles. Nazzrirat continued to fire, ignoring the
warning it was screeching at him.


[Slow it down, Nazzrirat,] sent his brother.
[It’s doing no one any good for you to burn off your own tentacles.]


The LT sent back acknowledgment and pulled his
tentacle tip off the trigger. Other men had started firing again, and Nazzrirat
forced himself to wait for the heat bar to drop back to normal. As soon as it
did his tentacle was back pressing the firing stud.


His rifle stopped producing its beam, and he
pulled the empty proton pack out and dropped it on the ground. It only took a
couple of seconds to seat the next one in and slam it forward. He checked the
heat meter, grunted in satisfaction, and started firing again.


The chamber rippled with heat, metal flowed
across the floor, and the Machines went the way of the life on planets they had
wiped clean. The materials would eventually be salvaged, put into deconstructor
fabbers and separated out.


“Lieutenant,” called out one of his NCOs.
“Lieutenant. Stop. They’re done.”


A couple of men wrapped tentacles around him and
pulled him back. Nazzrirat shook his head, blinking his eyes and looking out
over the chamber. There was nothing left but the molten metal on the floor.
Some was flowing out through vents in the floor, while the rest pooled and
started to harden.


“Mission accomplished, ma’am,” Nazzrirat reported
over the com.


“Head back to the training room for debrief. And
good work.”


Nazzrirat knew he should have felt pleased that
he had won the fight, that his superiors thought he had done a good job as a
soldier and leader. All he felt was fatigue, mental and physical. He knew that
before the day was up he would lapse into the almost comatose sleep of grief
that his people went into after the death of a sibling. His commander would
have to cut him and his surviving brother some slack. If not, they could go to
hell.


*     *     *


 


GORGANSHA
HOME SYSTEM.


 


“We’ve opened the gate, ma’am,” said Rear Admiral
Natasha Khrushchev over the wormhole com that was going through the same
portal.


Her force, a battleship, a trio of light cruisers
and five destroyers, were all arrayed to go through the newly opened gate. They
had taken their com wormhole and used an expander to turn it into a gate that
would fit the battleship, as well as all of the others behind it.


“Any reaction from the Gorgansha?”


“We have some ships starting to boost our way.
But nothing has opened fire.”


Natasha smiled. There were no ships within beam
range of them, and any missiles fired would take at least five minutes to get
into close attack range.


“Everything ready with the other gate?”


The other gate was the one near the orbit of the
inhabited capital planet, used to send materials in to aid the Gorgansha in
building up their fleet. With things moving the way they were, the Empire was
not about to leave the gate close to the planet, intact.


“Ready. On your command.”


“Let’s do it. I want us out of here before they
have a chance to stop us.”


The ships all boosted toward the gate, led by the
battleship, which disappeared into the mirrored surface of the wormhole with a
ripple. The cruisers followed moments later, then the destroyers. The gate
immediately started to shrink as the expansion supports folded up and went
through the portal themselves. In less than three minutes it was a small object
ten centimeters across. It was fully stealthed, very hard to detect. A few
seconds after shrinking the small portal reoriented itself and started boosting
away, a reaction engine sending a small stream of plasma through.


The other gate followed suit, doing the same
thing. In less than three minutes all human presence in the system was gone.
Moments later the orbiting warehouses that held many of the largess of products
the humans had sent them fell apart. Structures and materials fell into dust. A
signal went out, and every piece of human tech in the system stopped working,
cores burnt out. In most cases the Gorgansha techs found out immediately that
their high tech stopped working. In others they didn’t realize it, until they
tried to engage said tech.


*     *     *


“Dictator. The human ships are leaving.”


“How in the hell are they leaving?” screamed
Hraston Gonoras, jumping up from his throne and storming toward the holo that
held the face of the reporting officer. He wanted to plant his claws in the
officer, probably the reason the male was reporting from a distance.


“They opened their wormhole gate and went
through, my Lord.”


“Follow them. Send missiles through after them.”


The dictator felt his blood pressure rising as he
watched his plans fall to crap around him. First, he had not heard anything
from his fleet commander, and wasn’t certain he had carried out his orders
concerning the humans. Goran had been told the dictator’s wishes before he went
off to meet with and support the humans. The dictator had a feeling that the
male, who seemed to get along too well with the humans, might find a way to
circumvent those orders. 


Then he had figured he could use the ships and
crew of Admiral Khrushchev as hostages for the behavior of the human fleet
admiral. But if they were already out of his reach?


“Too late, Lord. And we’re getting reports that
the tech they gave us is falling apart.”


“Traitors,” screamed the dictator. “How dare they
go back on their promises.”


The males in the chamber all stared at him,
wondering if he were delusional. After all, he was the one who was about to
stab the humans in the back. Somehow the humans had found out, and now they
were preemptively taking the power out of his hands.


“Bring me the family of Fleet Commander Goran,”
he screamed at the top of his lungs, picking up a decanter of drink and
throwing it across the room at a servant. The servant was frozen in place, not
sure what to do, and the heavy crystal vessel struck him in the face with a
splatter of blood.


More males ran from the room, eager to get out of
his presence, using the excuse of carrying out his commands. The dictator
stormed back to his throne and threw himself onto the comfortable seat, putting
his face into his three hands and scowling, wondering who he would kill next.


The family of that traitor, he thought. He would
execute them, one by one, and have the video delivered to the fleet commander,
along with a command that his second kill him and take charge of the fleet.


Where the hell are those sluggards, he thought, waiting for
his people to drag the family of the traitorous commander in front of him,
forgetting that it might take some time to get them to the palace. Every moment
that passed his anger grew, until he was fantasizing killing all of the
servants who had not carried out his will immediately.


A holo came to life in the air to his left front,
the face of one of his enforcers looking out at him with troubled eyes.


“My Lord. The Fleet Commander’s family is gone.”


“Where in the infernal regions have they gone
to?” growled the dictator, wishing he had the male within arm’s reach so he
could strike him.


“No one knows, Lord. The neighbors say they have
been gone for over a week.”


“Take the neighbors into custody. Interrogate
them and get whatever they know out of them.”


Gonoras didn’t wait for a reply, pulling the plug
on the enforcer and sending a com request, really more of a demand, to his
Chief of the Police.


“My Lord.”


“I want every family member of Fleet Commander
Goran taken into custody and put to the question. Everyone on his and his wife’s
side of the family. Every uncle, aunt and cousin to the fifth degree.”


The eyes of the Chief Enforcer widened at the
scope of what he was being asked to do. “All of them? On what charges?”


“Conspiracy of treason. And this is a Dictator’s
Edict, not to be questioned. Do it. I want as many of them in custody as you
can get.”


“Yes, my Lord.”


The holo faded, without the permission of
Gonoras, the male wanting to get away, and the dictator slammed his fists into
the arms of his chair, making his attending sycophants jump. He starting to
imagine the head of the Chief decorating the end of a spike at the entrance of
his throne room.


Later, he thought, glaring at a servant and motioning
for that Gorgansha to approach. He needed his primary functionaries at this
time. Later he could start replacing them, those he thought had failed him.


“My, Lord,” said the servant, stopping ten meters
away, his head down.


“Come closer.”


The servant hesitated, his body shaking.


“Come closer,” screamed the dictator, standing up
and pointing at the servant.


The male shuffled forward, still hesitant. When
he stood on the first step up to the throne the dictator struck, his clawed
hands grabbing at the neck and shoulders of the servant. The male moved back,
out of reach before the ruler could do much more than scratch the skin. The
servant hesitated, not sure what to do, then turned and ran.


“Kill him,” shouted Gonoras, pointing at the
servant who had broken into a full run.


The guards looked confused for a moment, long
enough for the servant to get out of the chamber.


“You fools. Bring him back, or you will take his
place.”


The guards looked at the dictator in fear, then
at each other. Both turned and ran, getting out of the room, hopefully on the
trail of the object of his ire.


Gonoras realized that he was now alone in the
throne room. A shiver ran down his spine, all the way to the tip of his tail.
He pulled his pistol and held it by his side, ready to defend himself.


“Guard Leader,” he said, activating the com. “I
would have a squad of your men in the throne room, immediately.”


“Where are the guards I posted there, Lord?”
asked the male, his face coming up on a holo. The fear that he might have
failed the ruler moved across his expression.


“I sent them out to grab a servant I wanted to
attack. I didn’t realize I had sent my entire protective detail away,” He
growled deep in his throat. “That’s neither here nor there. Send the guards,
immediately.”


Gonoras sat back down, waiting, thinking the whole
time about what he was going to do with his fleet commander when he had him
back in his power. Or the humans. He would take their ships, along with their
tech. And….wait.


“Get me the factory over-supervisor,” he said
into the air, activating the com system.


“My Lord,” said an older male some moments later.


“Are the factories working to turn out more of
the human technology?”


“No, my Lord. Everything stopped working, and the
templates fell into dust.”


“Search your systems and see if we have any
copies of them.”


“At once, Lord.”


He doubted there would be anything there, but it
was worth a try. Now, he needed to get his defenses together. To make sure all
of his people were loyal to him. And that any who were disloyal would no longer
be around to become problems.









Chapter Twenty


 


Confront them
with annihilation, and they will then survive; plunge them into a deadly
situation, and they will then live. When people fall into danger, they are then
able to strive for victory. Sun Tzu


 


GORGANSHA
SPACE. MAY 15TH, 1003.


 


“Welcome aboard my flagship, Lord Kessarlja,”
said Beata by way of greeting as her Marine honor guard snapped to attention.


“Thank you, Admiral,” said the alien through the
translator that hung around his neck.


The Gorgansha was dressed in the fine clothes his
people wore on his planet. The amulet of office hung from his neck, the symbol
giving him the dictator’s power in this system and the space around it. He
looked like many other dominant males the admiral had met since they had come
in contact with the Gorgansha. Unlike many of the others, his primary wife
accompanied him, dressed in similar fine clothes, her gaze traveling over the
humans in a manner that showed she was an equal to her husband.


The only world among the Gorgansha where such is
possible,
thought the admiral. On all the other Gorgansha worlds the females were
completely subservient, with no rights. At first she couldn’t get respect
herself from their males. Until she had shown her leadership and had saved so
many of their worlds that they could no longer ignore her. Now many of them
were treating her and her female officers as equals. But still not their own
females.


It wasn’t like the Gorgansha females were in any
way mentally inferior to their males, not like the Ca’cadasans. Like most
intelligent species, there was a discrepancy in physical ability between males
and females. There were even some cognitive differences. But there were no
differences in native intelligence. Though only in this system were they
treated as equals to the males, though Kessarlja had to tread a careful path in
how much he allowed his dictator to know. That male was a traditionalist, and
was offended that anyone would show equality to mere females.


Beata glanced over at Fleet Leader Goran, another
traditionalist. Or maybe she should say once traditionalist. He seemed to be
coming around to the Imperial point of view, and in fact had his own primary
wife with him.


Smart man, getting his family out of the capital, she thought.


“You, of course, know Fleet Commander Goran,” she
said by way of introduction.


“And how does the Fleet Commander feel about the
way in which our Supreme Ruler is treating with the humans?” asked Kessarlja,
bowing a head toward the officer.


“I have never liked the way Hraston Gonoras acted
toward them,” said the officer, bowing his own head toward the system governor.
“They are not as us. They have different ways. And we shouldn’t expect an older
and wiser culture like theirs to conform to our expectations.”


“And I see some of their ways are rubbing off on
you,” said Kessarlja with a smile.


“We can discuss this in my conference room,” said
Beata, motioning for her guests to go through the hangar hatch.


The conference room had been set up for a long
talk. There were trays of food arrayed along the walls, delicacies for both
humans, Gorgansha, and several of the other alien allies. Pitchers of water and
drinks sat on the table. Seats made for the physiologies of the Gorgansha were
scattered around the table, as well as one singular couch for a Phlistaran.


“Please be seated, gentlemen and ladies,” said
Beata, moving to the chair near the head of the table.


The seats of honor were reserved for the two
Gorgansha leaders, the most important of the attendees. Humans crewman in dress
whites moved around the table, offering Hors d’oeuvres and drinks. As soon as
everyone was settled Beata got down to business.


“We are here today to discuss the future of your
Consolidation,” she said, gaining stares and glares from many of the Gorgansha
in attendance. Goran gave a head motion showing that he understood, while
Kessarlja gave a surprised look.


“What gives you the right to determine our
future?” growled the nobleman, glaring at Beata.


“My Emperor has ordered me to make sure that your
people are no longer conquerors,” said the admiral, returning the glare. “As to
what gives us the right to do so, your Dictator engaged in an act of war
against my Empire.”


“Surely not,” squeaked Kessarlja. “He couldn’t be
so foolish.”


Beata didn’t have a full understanding of
Gorgansha facial expressions, but she thought Kessarlja’s portrayed shock.


“He did indeed,” said Goran, looking over at the
nobleman and giving a head motion. “Hraston Gonoras had given me a directive to
attack and destroy the human fleets in their weakened condition after their
battles with the Artificial Lifeforms, right after they had sacrificed so much
to save four of our systems. And they put paid to the Artificial Lifeforms once
and for all.”


Kessarlja’s visage dropped in shock, and he gave
a head motion of negation.


“My Emperor refuses to allow such a being to
control the local space. Especially since we are also invested in this region.”


“So you would have us as vassals,” growled
Kessarlja, showing his teeth in a predator’s grimace.


“Not at all. You will be free to govern yourself.
The Empire will engage in trade with you under preferred status. You will be
allowed to expand in any direction, as long as you don’t threaten Bolthole or
Klassek. And as long as you don’t force your will upon other species in this
region. If said species decide they want to be part of your Consolidation,
that’s fine. Otherwise, you will respect their independence.”


“All well and good,” said Kessarlja, his
expression showing that he still wasn’t sure about the whole thing. “But we
have a hereditary ruler, and he controls the fleet and the army.”


“He controls less than half of the fleet,” said
Goran, grinning. “I control the rest. And we have taken any officers still loyal
to him into custody. The other officers saw what happened out here, how the
humans fought and died for us. And most are enraged by his planned treatment of
our allies.”


“And Goran has the rest of my fleet as well, in
support,” said Beatra, looking into the eyes of the nobleman. “We may not be as
powerful as we were before this last battle, but I think we are more than a
match for what the dictator has. However, we would prefer to not fight him, and
destroy innocent warriors of your people who are following the only authority
they know.”


“What do you have in mind?” asked Kessarlja,
bowing his head. “Will Goran become the dictator?”


“I don’t want the position, my friend,” said the
fleet commander. “I’m a military man, ready to serve. I don’t want to rule. I want
to serve someone worth serving. Someone like you.”


Kessarlja’s expression changed to shock, like he
had never thought the position might go to him.


“Me? Dictator?”


“Well, sort of,” said Beata with a smile. “We
will want some changes to your government. It will be up to you as to whether
your leader is a lifetime position, or one that rotates by a vote. And that
ruler will not have absolute power. Sort of like our own Emperor.” She looked
over at the Gorgansha females in the chamber, nodding at each one. “We will
want your women to be treated like they are intelligent people. Maybe over
time, since they will not know how to handle the power we want to put in their
hands. But eventually they will be your equals, just like they are in our
Empire.”


“They are already our equals in my system,” said
Kessarlja, looking over at his wife, then glancing at Goran’s.


“It is a strange concept,” said Goran, reaching a
hand to place it over his wife’s. “But it’s one I could get used to. Jrasta is
already in charge of my household. I can’t think of any reason she shouldn’t be
involved in the political life of our people.”


“Will you do it?” asked Beata, looking into the
eyes of Kessarlja. “At least at first. If you want out later, we can find
someone to take the position.”


Kessarlja looked over at his wife, who gave him a
head motion. “I’ll try it. For a year?”


“We would prefer two. That gives you time to make
an impact and get out if you don’t like the position. And we would hope that
you would stay longer.”


“There may be some diehards that won’t want these
changes,” said Goran. “We will need security to be tight. But my force will be
behind you.”


“I’ll do it,” said Kessarlja, giving a head
motion of acceptance.


“Then let’s plan our campaign,” said Beata,
smiling.


*     *     *


“Do you think you can pull it off?” asked Sean,
looking out of the holo at his front commander.


“I believe so,” said Beata, nodding. “I could
wish for some more ships. If the fleet that the dictator has folds at first
push, we’ll be fine. If they stand up for their ruler, it could be a blood
bath. Oh,” she said quickly as she saw Sean was about to speak, “we’ll still
win. We have wormholes, warp fighters, much better tech. And the ships of
Admiral Goran still have what we gave them.”


“And this Kessarlja is going to work out?” asked
Sean, raising an eyebrow.


“I don’t see a downside to him. He’s the most
forward thinking of their system rulers, and he’s well respected by his peers.”


“Your timetable?”


“I already have ships heading toward the
capital,” she replied, sending a holo projection to the Emperor over the com.
“All of my wormhole equipped vessels and most of Goran’s fleet. The rest will
gate in when we’re ready. Say a week from today.”


“I'm sending General Wittmore to you to lead your
ground attack,” said Sean, smiling.


“Thank you,” said Beata, feeling a bit better
about the leadership of her planetary assault. She had general rank officers,
the highest a two star. They were all Marines, and though as a naval officer
she thought the Imperial Marines were superior troops, the Imperial Army had
more experience with large scale ground operations. Also, Wittmore knew the
region and the Klassekian troops that would make up a significant part of the
assault force.


“We're also sending you Hunter,” said Sean,
frowning just a bit. “Just in case you need to mount a special operations
mission.”


“Again, thank you, your Majesty,” she said,
feeling even more gratitude. She knew how protective the Emperor felt of that
man, but he was a weapon, one of the best in the special ops community, and she
felt much more comfortable with him to lead any contingency plans. “We'll get
those people slotted in and ready to go.”


“Sounds good,” said Sean, smiling again. “And
when you’re through there, I’ll want you and Mara back with the main fleet,
where you belong.”


Beata sucked in a breath. She had always dreamed
about joining the fight against the Ca’cadasans. Before her assignment to this
front her career was at a dead end. Now she was looking at a fleet command
assignment. Under Mgonda or Lenkowski, either would do. But…


“I don’t want to leave here until I’m sure
everything is under control and moving in the right direction. I know that’s up
to you, your Majesty, but I would feel better if I knew I wasn’t leaving a
trash fire behind.”


“We will make sure everything is going according
to plan, Beata,” said Sean, still smiling. “But you are on a timetable as well
as far as organizing that region goes. We will be moving on the Ca’cadasans in
three months. The fleet is resting and refitting now, but I don’t want to take
the pressure off them. I want you in command position at least a month before
the offensive kicks off. So you have eight weeks from now, Admiral. Think you
can get it done, or do I have to give that command position to someone else?”


“Can do, your Majesty,” said Beata, still having
her doubts, but wanting that command in the worst way. The war against the
Cacas might go on for years, or this might be the offensive that kicked the
door in. She didn’t want to miss out. Which meant she had to work hard to make
sure everything was in working order out here.


*     *     *
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“We’re picking up ships in approach through
hyper, my Lord.”


“How many?” asked Hraston Gonoras, the first
tremors of fear running through his body.


“Several hundred so far, my Lord. With more
appearing every second.”


“Get me Fleet Commander Kerg.”


A moment later the holo appeared with the face of
his home fleet commander, newly promoted to CIC of the entire Gorgansha navy.
Or at least what the dictator still had control of.


“I want you to destroy them, Fleet Commander,”
the dictator told his subordinate.


“I’m not sure we can, my Lord,” said the officer,
his eyes downcast.


“I will not have talk of defeat among my
officers,” yelled Gonoras, shaking his three fists in the air. “Now, you will
fight them, you will defeat them, or you will not come back. And then others
will pay the price of your failure.”


The fleet commander looked stricken when he heard
those words, and the dictator smiled. He had made sure, this time, he had the
families of his higher-ranking officers in hand before he sent them into
battle. If they loved their spouses and children they would fight their
hardest, for him.


“That appears to be all of them, my Lord,”
reported the officer watching the incoming fleet. “Over seven thousand of them,
mostly ships from our fleet. With maybe sixty human vessels.”


And those would be their wormhole equipped ships,
here to lend fire support, thought the dictator. Those sixty might be able to take out
his entire home fleet if they kept the range open. And if they took out his
fleet, he had another surprise in store for them.


“All planetary defenses are manned, my Lord. All
army units are deploying.”


That wasn’t the surprise, but it would slow them
down enough to let them slip their heads in the noose.


*     *     *


“We’re getting ready to drop back to normal
space, Admiral,” reported Fleet Commander Soranka Goran through the wormhole
com.


His flagship had been equipped with one of the
wormholes, along with several more of his battleships. The other twenty-four
wormholes were still assigned to Earth ships, all battleships.


“We’re ready to go, Fleet Commander,” said Beata
from her flagship.


Her force was in the Black Hole system, sitting
outside the two gates that would soon lead to the capital of the Gorgansha. Her
force had no assigned wormholes. They could not go through the gate without
causing mayhem. Hopefully they wouldn’t be needed, and there were a number of
launcher equipped ships ready to send missiles through the gate.


Beata took a quick look at her order of battle.
She was going with eighteen battleships, forty cruisers, heavy and light, and
seventy destroyers for missile defense. Along with them were seven fleet
carriers and nineteen assault ships, given to her by Sean from Mgonda’s battle
fleet. Those might be the most important ships in her force.


The two wormholes they would jump through were
still miniature constructs of gates, sitting close to the planet, but not too
close. They were out of close beam range, and would project extremely powerful
electromag fields when activated. Missiles fired from the planet or its orbital
platforms would take minutes to reach the gates, and the defenses would be in
place before they got there. Hopefully.


The folded gates were waiting, already attached
to the structure on this side, ready to push through and unfold on the other
side. Everything was ready to go. If the enemy did everything as expected, this
battle would be over as soon as it began. Of course, an admiral that expected
everything to go her way was a fool.


“We’re in normal space, Admiral,” came a com from
Admiral Timothy Hahn, leading the human support force of the Gorgansha rebel
fleet. “Nothing was waiting for us at the barrier. We are, however, picking up
the home fleet heading out to meet us. Estimated one light hour out from the
capital planet, boosting at three hundred gravities, velocity thirty-three
thousand kilometers per second.”


Just where we want them to be, thought Bednarczyk,
smiling.


“Have they opened fire?”


“No launches yet,” said Fleet Commander Goran,
his voice joining in on the com. “And I would prefer not firing on them. They
are our people, after all, and they are just following the chain of command
they have pledged to follow.”


Unlike you, thought Beata, pushing that thought down
as unfair. She was happy they were rebelling against their leader. Otherwise,
she would have to fight their entire fleet with no hope of getting them to
stand down.


“Agreed,” said Beata. “But if they engage, I want
you to fire back.”


That was a major part of the plan, getting the
enemy to concentrate on what they could see coming at them. They didn’t know
there were still wormholes in the system, so the only thing they were thinking
about was what might pop in from interstellar space.


“We are prepared to engage, just in case,” said
Goran, frowning. “When will you be coming through?”


“Give it another fifteen minutes, Fleet
Commander. I want to make sure they can’t turn around and come back before we
accomplish the mission. Understood?”


“Understood. Goran out.”


Beata looked over at the timer that had set as
soon as she had given the time to the Gorgansha leader.


“Get me General Wittmore.”


“Wittmore here, Admiral,” said Lt. General Travis
Wittmore, popping up on the holo.


The commander of the Klassekian home world had
been picked for the land combat part of this mission, since he was familiar
with the circumstances and was the highest-ranking Imperial Army officer in the
region. He had a Marine Assault Division and five Imperial Army divisions, all
heavy, two of them armored divisions. One of those divisions was made up of
Klassekians, with a smattering of human advisors. There were also three Ranger
battalions and several companies of Fleet Commandos, giving the general a
hard-hitting force. They would of course be outnumbered, but the tech
advantages were on their side.


“Your people ready to go?”


“Ready to go and chomping on the bit, ma’am. We
want to get our boots on the ground and get this thing done.”


And you want to get as many of your people home
as possible,
thought Beata, looking into the eyes of the general. She knew that the general
had fought many battles against the Machines on the Klassekian home world. He
had yet to face the Gorgansha, but she had no doubt he could handle them.


“When we give the word, launch. I want your
people on the ground within a minute after leaving their ships.”


“That’s a tight window,” said Wittmore with a
whistle. “Don’t worry. We’ll push it and get them down.”


“We’re going through in eleven minutes,” she
said, checking the timer. “From inserting to the system, we’ll be in launch
range in forty-three minutes.”


Beata terminated the com, turning back to look at
the plot as sent through the wormhole by the force at the edge of the system.
Not every ship in the system was in that one mass heading out for her bait.
Only about ninety-five percent. There were other small groups of ships
scattered about the system, including a squadron of cruiser class close to the
planet.


Wish they weren’t there, but we’ll just have to
deal with them, she
thought, glancing again at the timer.


“Starting gate insertion,” called out Captain
Lindsey Quan, sitting at a station on the flag bridge.


“Proceed,” ordered Beata, feeling the slight
tremor of trepidation she always experienced before battle.


A smaller holo near the main tank showed the
procedure. A couple of arms, each a few meters long, were inserted into the
portal. As soon as they were on the other side, less than a second, they
unfolded and attached, linking into the miniature gates and becoming larger.
Negative matter injected through. A second later the next section went through.
In twelve seconds it was over a hundred meters across, and the first of the
probes went through. They moved into position and started scanning.


Uh oh, thought Beata as she saw a frigate class ship
within beam range of one of the gates. “Take that out.” She hated to do that to
someone who could someday be an ally again, but she couldn’t take the chance.


Two missiles went through the gate, barely
moving. They oriented, then took off at twenty thousand gravities, heading for
the frigate, which started to maneuver frantically. The admiral really didn’t
care if the missiles hit or not, as long as it captured the ship’s attention.
They seemed to be doing that.


Within a minute the gates were almost to full
size, and the destroyers went through four at time, arranging themselves
between the portals and any potential threat. Thirty-five through each gate,
forty arranging themselves between the gates and the planet, the rest spreading
around to protect the other avenues of approach. They boosted out at high
acceleration, then slowed just as fast. The cruisers, fifteen heavy and
twenty-five light, followed, taking a couple of minutes to transit. The
cruisers fanned out to form an inner circle around the gates.


Batteries in orbit fired missiles, thousands of
them, heading for the gates and the ships protecting them. They were boosting
at four thousand gravities, Gorgansha capabilities prior to being improved by
the Empire. Of course, that tech was gone, so all they had was what had been
available before the humans arrived.


The Imperial ships started cycling counters at
the missiles, reaching out at twenty thousand gravities. The Imperial ships had
not only their internal launchers, but hundreds of box launchers on each hull,
giving them thousands of extra counters. Any missiles that got through the
counters faced hundreds of laser rings that could take out a missile each in
less than a tenth of a second. The missiles were traveling over a distance of a
little more than a score of light seconds, and could not build up to the
killing velocities typically encountered in missile duels between fleets.


Beam weapons fired from platforms, a few from the
surface of the world. It was a half a light minute away, well outside the
effective range of those kinds of weapons with Gorgansha tech. Even with the
effective grav lensing of human tech they spread too much, and the target could
move before they reached it. Unfortunately, even diffuse beams in mass could
melt alloys, and they were all aimed at the gates.


The ships were in the lanes to intercept, their
electromagnetic fields strengthened on the sides facing the lasers. Still, some
energy got through, and hulls were hit, alloys vaporized, and damage alarms
went off.


Next came the battleships, nine through each
gate, one every five seconds. They immediately headed straight for the planet,
intercepting beams, launching counters, generally taking the brunt of the
Gorgansha assault while heading straight into the action.


Beata sat her chair, watching the plot that was
now populated with everything in the space around her. Missiles still coming
out, many intercepted and destroyed. Beams striking fields, ships taking
damage.


“Get us targeting profiles for those beam
weapons. I want them taken out right away.”


Quan nodded and went to work on her board. She
took the feeds from the other ships, prioritized targets, her computer set to
work with her at high speed. Locking targets, the computer sent them to the
other ships. As soon as they received targeting information they fired, lasers
and particle beams reaching out to link the ships with the targets. They were
still just under a half a light minute away, but the targets were moving in
predictable paths, and the weapons of the battleships were very powerful, with
state of the art grav lenses and powerful particle accelerators. Thirty some
seconds after firing they hit, blasting through the armor of orbital platforms
and forts.


The ship bucked slightly as it fired its
missiles. They were smaller than normal, taking a lesson from the machines.
Thousands, heading for targets in orbit and on the planet, they would be
traveling fast enough to deliver their warheads, but not with enough velocity
to produce killer kinetic effects if they hit the surface.


The carriers came through right on the tails of
the battleships. Normally they would have taken up positions using all the
other ships as cover. Here they had their own part to play in the defense, and
they followed the battleships. Shoals of small craft launched, not the normal
space fighters or even the warp variety. Each ship carried over two hundred
orbit to ground attack fighters, ships that were space capable but not useful
very far from a planet. Fourteen hundred fighters, each armed with many
short-range missiles, sped off toward the planet at five hundred gravities,
targeting information coming in through links to their mother ships.


Last of all came the assault ships, also carriers
of sort, releasing their own fighters. The rest of their hangar space was
filled with assault shuttles, already packed with battle armored soldiers and
Marines. The battle for the heart and soul of the Gorgansha home world was on,
one side had made its first move, and now it was up to the defense to react.
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There
is no fool like a careless gambler who starts taking victory for granted.
Hunter S. Thompson
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“Where the hell are they coming from?” yelled the
dictator, staring at the viewer that showed the developing battle thirty light
seconds from the planet. Actually right at the planet, as the weapons of the
humans were striking assets in orbit and on the surface.


“They had their wormholes hidden, my Lord,”
reported the general in charge of planetary defense.


“How? How did you let this happen?”


“My, Lord.” The general stammered, not sure what
to say.


“Order our fleet back,” yelled the panicked
dictator. “We need them here.”


“My Lord,” said the stricken planetary defense
commander. “It will take them over three hours to just to come to a stop before
heading back in.”


“Order them to accelerate at a higher rate.”


The planetary defense commander looked at his
monarch with a stricken look on his face. Gonoras was about to continue
screaming, when the reality of the situation hit him. There was no way he could
change the laws of physics, no matter how much he wanted it.


“Prepare to repel their invasion. I want all of
their landings met with force and destroyed before they can consolidate their
positions. And order the fleet to fire missiles at the humans near the planet.”


“That will risk hits on the planet, my Lord.”


“Then they will hit the planet. I want the humans
destroyed. So do it.”


“At once, my Lord.” The relieved male disappeared
from the holo.


I wonder how relieved you would be if you knew
what’s about to happen if you fail. The dictator grinned, almost ready to laugh. Not
that this situation was anything to laugh at. He was likely to fall this day,
to lose his position. Maybe even his head. But if he was going to fall, so
would his world.


“Are you ready?” he asked, sending the code that
connected him to his agents.


“We’re ready, my Lord,” said his Chief of the
Secret Police. “On your command.”


“We need to get you out of here, my Lord,” said
the new guard captain that had been sent in to take charge of the security
detail. “To your new bunker complex.”


“Why?” The dictator was thinking of going to his
bunker under the palace, someplace he could feel safe in that wasn’t far.


“Fleet Commander Goran….”


“Traitor Goran,” roared the dictator, clenching
his three fists. “Never us that title with his name again. He is no longer one
of my officers.”


“Traitor Goran, then,” said the guard captain,
head bowed. “The traitor knows where your bunker is, and he can give the humans
targeting information. The new bunker out in the mountains is a much better
alternative. Please, Dictator. We have an air lorry and escorts waiting.”


The dictator thought about it for a moment. The
orders had been given, so he need do nothing else. He might even survive out
there in the mountain redoubt.


“Very well,” said the dictator in a growl. “Take
me there.”


*     *     *


“We are here to save our people,” said Goran into
the com, looking at a blank screen.


The other fleet was over a light hour away, and
it would take that time for the message to get there, and an equal amount for a
reply to get back. He didn’t want to fire on those ships. Those were his people
over there. He had trained many of the officers serving aboard those ships.
Hells, Kerg was a good friend. They had come up through the ranks together.


He had thought about sending a warp fighter over
to them to get a faster than light signal. That might be seen as an attack, so
he had decided to wait them out and hope that no one tried to fire and start a
battle.


“Please respond. I wish for us to join up and
head to the planet together, before that madman does something we will both
regret.”


“Do you think he will respond?” asked his chief
of staff.


“I don’t know. What I do know is that I don’t
want to blow his fleet out of space.” Goran had no doubt he could do that with
his better tech and the human support ships. But he might take some damage in
return, and he wanted a strong Gorgansha fleet after the hostilities were over.
The Consolidation might need them to help to restore order without depending
too much on the humans.


His ships still had the human tech that had been
reduced to dust aboard every other Gorgansha ship in this system. And the
wormhole launchers gave him a great advantage, especially as the range fell.
The closer the fleets were, the less effective the ship launched missiles would
be, while the wormhole launchers could send missiles across a street at point
nine five light.


He waited impatiently for the return message he
knew was hours away. He brought up the take from close to the planet. The part
of the battle that was really important was around his home world. This was
just a diversion, hopefully one that would save lives. If the dictator’s fleet
challenged what the humans could bring, they would be reduced to debris
floating near the planet.


“We are starting to launch our troops,” said
Admiral Bednarczyk over the com. “The fighters are already working over the
surface defenses.”


“Please be careful, Admiral.”


“I can’t guarantee there won’t be any collateral
damage, Fleet Commander. But we will do our best. Could you send a message to
your people over the com. We will broadcast it to your world. Maybe it will
help. The fewer people we have to fight, the better.”


“I will record it immediately,” said Goran,
taking one last look at the plot, then gathering his words. He would make a
plea to his people. It really didn’t matter how the civilians took it, since
they would be laying low and keeping their heads down no matter what. It did
matter how those who would defend the dictator took it. If they decided it was
not worth spilling their blood for the bastard, even a few, it would be a
successful speech.


*     *      *


Wittmore grabbed the chair arms of his seat as
the Guadalcanal shook from a laser hit. Damage alarms sounded, while the
ship schematic showed one large red area near the bow. A heavy cruiser moved
into the way of the beam, taking the damage themselves while protecting the
assault ship.


“Get those troops out of the tubes,” he shouted
into the com.


“We’re queuing them out as fast as we can, sir,”
called out one of the officers in charge of getting troops loaded into the
means of egress and on their way.


All of the heavy infantry going out through the
forward tubes of the ship were humans and Imperial aliens not of Klassekian
origin, those who had been trained and oriented to handle the disorienting
effect of a combat launch and jump. That was two battalions aboard the ship.
The rest, including a battalion of Klassekians, were aboard the assault shuttles,
strapped in and ready to be dropped when the craft got to just above the
surface.


The ship shook again, a different kind of
vibration, as the assault carrier fired hundreds of fake capsules and jamming
pods that would protect the pods that carried troops and the shuttles. Fighters
were also leaving the hangars, moving to run interference for the shuttles. It
was bad if a fighter got blown out of the air. It was worse if a shuttle with
four crew and thirty troopers died, ruptured suits ejected into the air before
their wearers could contribute to the fight.


Wittmore wished he could drop with his troops. He
wanted to, but once he had passed the rank of colonel that option was lost to
him. Orders had come down from the Emperor himself that no commanders above the
rank of brigadier were to go down to the surface until the battle-space was
secure. Instead, he had to sit up here, if not in complete safety, in the
relative variety, and watch his people put themselves at risk. Something he
hated with his entire heart and soul, but it came with the territory.


“First Battalion, Seventh Brigade is about to get
its boots on the ground,” came the call from one of the officers monitoring the
landings.


“Show me.”


The general’s vision blurred for a moment, then
he was surrounded by a globe view of the battle. It wasn’t coming through his
eyes, of course, but through his implant, fed directly into the vision centers
of the occipital lobe.


He was apparently several kilometers above the
surface of the world, the outskirts of an enormous city below. Multiple objects
were flashing in the air, hit by ground fire, or blowing apart to fill the air
with debris. A squadron of fighters banked below, their targets coming apart in
flame and debris as lasers, particle beams and missiles hit.


Wittmore backed away from the visuals, almost
more than his mind could handle. The sensor image of the landing took its
place, every object showing. Most of the capsules had already blown apart,
releasing their soldiers into the air and filling it with sensor reflecting
debris. The readouts of the soldiers appeared on the edge of his awareness.
Some of them flatlined, the soldiers killed before they could ever enter the
battle. Most made it to the ground, their suit grabbers slowing and lowering them
at the last moment.


The platoons started to gather. Not all of them
were able to get to their units, instead attaching themselves to what they
could find. Those units moved out, in spread formations, tracking and firing on
targets. The shuttles homed in on the regions where the spreading companies had
already cleared the terrain. With a quick low pass they ejected their cargo,
battle suited troops flying out and down. Most wore the forms of humans, though
a couple of massive Phlistarans squads deployed as well, and there were
Klassekians among them.


“Form the perimeter,” came a call over the com
the general was tapped into.


“We’re taking fire here. I have people down.”


“Fire mission. Fire mission,” called out a voice
asking for support, whether from fighters or the ships still battling in orbit
Wittmore couldn’t tell. Areas in front of the soldiers flashed, fire and debris
roared into the air, and a couple of enemy strong-points were blasted out of
existence.


A couple of shuttles came down, these of a
different configuration, large bulbous objects on the ventral surface. The
objects detached, and one thousand-ton Tyrannosaurs dropped to the ground to
slow at the last moment and softly touch down. The pair of tanks moved smoothly
toward the front. Beams came in to strike, glancing from their electromag
fields or scoring minor hits on armor. One massive beast rocked back, its gun
sending a penetrator out at relativistic speeds to collapse a building.


Within ten minutes the entire brigade was down,
the perimeter expanded, and the second brigade of the division was on the way
in.


“How are we doing, General?” asked the fleet
admiral.


“We’re taking some loses, but nowhere near as
severe as I feared,” said Wittmore, wiping drops of sweat from his forehead.
“The boys and girls are moving toward the palace through the city from four
directions. How goes it up there, ma’am?”


“We still have a fight on our hands,” said Beata
over the com. “Mostly hidden positions opening up. We’ve been taking them out
quickly, before they do too much damage.”


Guadalcanal shook once again.


“So I see,” hissed the general. “I just got hit
again.”


The view switched, the admiral sending over a
direct link for him to see. Several bright flashes appeared on the surface of
the globe. Not large, until he realized the scale. They looked like one megaton
kinetics, striking at targets that had been identified as shore batteries.


Good job, he thought. They wanted to cause as little
collateral damage as possible, especially with so many civilians in the area.
They also wanted as many of their own people to survive this fight as possible,
and if that meant some collateral, so be it.


*     *     *


Ground Force Commander Krassrasas did not like
what he was seeing. The shore batteries were all but gone, and as far as he
could tell they had only destroyed one human ship. Maybe some others might have
been severely damaged, but not that he could tell. And his efforts to keep the
humans from landing soldiers on the planet had been laughably brushed aside.
Their fighters had taken down all of his antiaircraft positions, and their
soldiers had been taking down his strong-points with regularity and ease.


By his best estimate he had lost a hundred
soldiers for every single one of the enemy that had fallen. His people had been
getting hits on the enemy’s suits, but most of the time they didn’t do much.
Especially so with the massive six limbed aliens that were their heavy shock
troops.


“We’re ready to go, Commander,” reported his
senior armor force commander for the capital city.


“Hit them hard. I want them rolled up and ejected
from the city.”


“We’ll run over them, my Lord. They don’t have
near the number of armored vehicles we have.”


The ground force commander looked at the other
male on the view screen. Numbers could be important. Or they might not mean a
thing.


He watched the take from a drone that was
hovering slightly behind his mecha brigade. Over nine hundred of the heavy
walkers, each over six meters tall, waited behind the ruble of buildings. All
were fully armed, as heavily armored as the Gorgansha engineers could make
them, crewed by motivated drivers.


The commands went out over the net, and the mecha
started to move, around the blocking debris and into the open. A few were
immediately struck by particle beams, not the lower tech kind the Gorgansha
used, but the much more powerful human variety. Not just better tech, but
larger than any of his soldiers could carry, thanks to the strength imbued by
the humans’ own battle suits. A couple of the mecha went down, a leg melted
away or the cockpit penetrated. The rest started to fire, sending hundreds of
beams out, trying to hit random targets that disappeared less than a second
after they fired.


“Charge,” yelled the brigade commander, and
almost nine hundred right mecha feet stepped off. More went down, some hit by
multiple heavy particle beams, others by hyper-velocity missiles of a type the
ground force commander would have given his tail for. The mecha sped up, the
line starting to arrange itself into layers as some fell behind the others.


One of the mecha came apart, the cockpit flying
into pieces as the central portion converted to plasma. Then another, followed
by three more. Whatever had hit them kept on going and blasted into the ruble
behind, all the way through and into some intact structures that fell into
ruin.


Their tanks, he thought in a panic as he saw the
first of the massive beasts appear, its stealth field falling so it could
reinforce its protective bubble. Only three meters tall, it was eight times
more massive than any of his mecha. A smaller target profile, with much heavier
armor. Beams from the mecha struck, all bouncing from the protective fields.
The tanks all fired again, and a half dozen mecha flew into pieces.


The tanks stood their ground, taking hundreds of
hits. Every couple of seconds their main guns spoke, and more mecha died. The
drivers didn’t stand a chance. Particle beams of superior power joined the main
guns, then lasers, while the infantry continued to add their own fire to the
mix. The mecha continued their charge. There was no doubting the courage of the
drivers, though more and more were falling very second.


One of the tanks stopped and sank to one side,
one of its grabber units put out. That didn’t stop it from firing, and it hit
another mecha a moment later. The brigade was down to less than five hundred
machines, it was not looking good, but they still might be able to push through
and overrun the enemy.


A dozen fighters roared through, screeching at
Mach ten and releasing their weapons into the mass of mecha. Scores of machines
went up in balls of fire, hit by lasers, struck by projectiles, ravaged by the
air power of the enemy. Another dozen aircraft rose up behind the enemy and played
their weapons over the mecha, and scores more died. It was more than the
troopers could take, and the remaining machines, less than a hundred, turned
and ran. The battle had turned, it was obvious they weren’t going to accomplish
their task, and soldiers now opted for survival.


Most didn’t make it. The humans continued to pour
in fire from the ground and the air. Less than twenty made it to safety. It was
now a spent force, no longer of any use in this battle.


“Are you stopping them?” came the voice of the
dictator, just before his holo image sprang into existence.


“No, my Lord. They are slicing through everything
I put in their way as if it doesn’t exist. They will reach the palace in less
than a half an hour.”


“You have my permission to use our heaviest
weapons to stop them. You hear me, Ground Force Commander. Everything in the
arsenal.”


“But, that will destroy the city,” said the make
in horror. “All the people.”


“And it will destroy the enemy. A fair exchange.
You will do this, or I will have you executed.”


Better that, better my entire line go with me,
than I commit mass murder against our own people. “I hear you, my Lord.”


The image of the dictator disappeared, and the
ground force commander shuddered at the last look the ruler had leveled at him.
He turned to his com officer, occupying a station in the bunker near his seat.


“Get me the human ground force commander. I would
speak with him.”


The officer, who had heard the exchange with the
dictator, stayed still for a moment, then gave a head motion of acceptance. He
got to work with his equipment.


“I have him, my Lord. His name is Wittmore, and
he has the rank of general in their army.”


A human appeared on the holo. The ground force
commander had a lot of trouble telling the aliens apart, though he could see
that this was a male of middle age, sitting in a chair on the bridge of a ship.


“You wished to speak with me?”


“I wish to call a cease fire.”


“Nope,” said the human through the translator. “I
like the way things are going, and we’re going to keep on until we have the
head of your ruler.”


“The ruler is not in the city. He is in a bunker
in the mountains.”


“Give me the exact location and we will send some
people for him.”


“It’s heavily fortified.”


“So was your planet, and this city. I think we
can make our way to him. Don’t you?”


“Very well. And I am issuing the order for my
people to surrender to you immediately. Please, do not kill any more of my
people.”


“Any that still resist will be gunned down. Any
that meet us with raised hands, and no weapons, will be taken prisoner and
treated well. Understood.”


“Understood,” said the commander, thinking that
anyone that resisted after he issued the surrender order deserved to be burned
down. He only hoped they didn’t take many of their more sensible fellows with
them.


“One other thing, General. The dictator has a
plan to take as many with him as possible. He has an antimatter reactor on the
surface, and I fear he will order it detonated if he is about to be captured.”


“How large?” asked the human commander, eyes
widening.


“Two or three gigatons if he floods it with the
entire store of antimatter.”


The ground force commander didn’t know how to
judge the emotions of humans very well, but from what he could see, he thought he
saw revulsion and fear wage war on the human commander’s face.


“Where is it?”


“Under this industrial complex,” said the ground
force commander, sending the map to the humans over the com. “Thirty kilometers
outside the north edge of the city.”


*     *      *


Wittmore pulled up a globe of the world that
appeared beside him, zooming in on the huge city. There had to be five or six
hundred million Gorganshans in this metropolis, sprawling over a hundred
thousand square kilometers. Nothing compared to Capitulum, but still large
enough.


“Do you have the plans? The defenses?”


“I will send you what I have,” said the Gorgansha
ground force commander over the com. “But the dictator didn’t trust anyone
outside of the Secret Police and their Chief.”


“And where is the Chief located.”


“At the reactor site. And be warned.” The ground
force commander made a gesture to the pickup that Wittmore didn't recognize,
but assumed was to emphasize his words. “He is a fanatic, a true believer in
the dictator. He will give his life and those of all his people to prevent you
from stopping him.”


*     *     *


“You recorded it I assume,” said Bednarczyk, a
troubled look on her face.


“Of course,” said Wittmore, with a sly look.
“I’ve sent it to your com team. I hope you can get some use out of it.”


“And your plan?” There was really nothing Beata
could do. The only thing her force could do from orbit was bombard the reactor
site. All that would do was to breach the antimatter stores and set off the
detonation that would kill most of this world.


It actually was a very pretty world from space.
Mostly the green of vegetation, some large oceans and a few smallish deserts.
There were a number of large cities, many towns and villages, but enough of it
was in a natural state to make it a desirable world. The blast wouldn’t kill
all of it, but the largest continent would be dead, probably for thousands of
years. The weather patterns would change, and much of the life on the other
continents and the oceans would go extinct.


“I still have a Ranger regiment,” said Wittmore,
looking off the holo for a moment and speaking to someone else.


Normally that would be considered
insubordination, turning away from a conversation with a superior. Beata didn’t
mind. Wittmore needed to come up with something to save this world and its
people. And fast.


“The colonel has been informed that he needs to
get his regiment ready and move out within the next ten minutes. I am also
organizing some of my heavy troops on the ground to back them up.”


Beata nodded. That colonel was her ace in the
hole, Hunter. If anyone could carry off a mission like this, he was the one. Of
course, if he was blown into the sky as plasma when the reactor breached the
Emperor would be pissed. Well, he shouldn't have sent him if he didn't want
me to risk him, she thought.


“And the dictator?” Beata wanted that being dead.
If he were captured alive, so much the better. But dead would be good enough.


“I’m getting ready to drop my reserve brigade on
his new headquarters,” said Wittmore with a predatory look on his face. “As
soon as I get word that the Rangers have penetrated into the reactor complex
they will go. No use giving him ideas before we need to.”


“I agree. And we’re sending the record of the
Gorgansha ground force commander out to Fleet Commander Goran. Maybe he can use
it to talk some sense into the fools he’s facing.” I can always hope,
she thought. If the dictator killed most of the people on the home world he
would severely weaken his Consolidation. Killing more Gorganshans in a space
battle wouldn’t help anything either.


“I’m sure the situation is in as good of hands as
possible, General,” she said, ready to get back to her main responsibility, the
fleet. “You will forgive me, though, if I keep a close watch on your
operation.”


“Of course,” agreed Wittmore, nodding. “I can use
all the help you can give me, Admiral.” Wittmore looked away for a moment, then
back at the admiral, his eyes wide. “To tell you the truth, Admiral, I am
scared as hell.”


“If you weren’t, I wouldn’t want you leading that
force. Bednarczyk out.”


Beata stared at the reflection of her own face in
a nearby blank screen. She was over two hundred years old, nearing mandatory
retirement age, but had been given one more chance out here. Her face had its
share of wrinkles and lines, but now there were many more. Yeah, she was scared
as hell too. This had seemed like such a foolproof plan to take out the
dictator and free the Gorgansha people from their own prejudices. To make them
the equals of the people of the Empire. She realized now that she had put too
many of them at risk. I will never forgive myself if that bastard detonates
that reactor, she thought.


Deep down she knew it wouldn’t be her fault. And
that wouldn’t matter at all.


*     *     *


“The warp fighter is within three light seconds
of the home fleet, Commander,” announced one of the officers in the bridge com
team. “Ready when you are.”


Goran gave a head motion of acknowledgment. He
had second thoughts on sending that fighter that close to the other force, lest
they spook the other fleet commander into opening fire. Not as much worry for
the fighter. As long as they were in warp the Gorgansha really couldn’t do
anything to it. But sitting in normal space, three light seconds from beam
weapons that could destroy it in an instant, was a risk.


There was a wormhole aboard that fighter,
transferred from one of the human battleships. He could have used the
Klassekian com tech, since they had the tech to pull the images out of their
minds and transmit them. The wormhole produced a cleaner image, and he wanted
there to be little doubt that what he was sending was real as possible. If they
trusted him, which was not a given, since many on those ships saw him as a
traitor.


“We’re ready to transmit, Fleet Commander.”


“Put me on.” He stood in front of the floating
camera that was recording his image and cleared his throat.


“Fleet Commander Kerg. Warriors of the Gorgansha
home fleet. I believe that you have received my light speed transmission. Maybe
you have already sent a reply, which of course would not have reached me. I was
willing to wait, but events have moved past my original transmission. Things have
changed, for the worse.”


Goran looked down for a moment, gathering his
thoughts, before looking back at the camera.


“I know many of you think of me as a traitor, but
my loyalty to our people has never wavered. What I can no longer tolerate is
the madman who is our ruler. That dictator has made a horrible decision that
puts billions of our people at risk. In fact, he is planning to detonate an
enormous explosive device that will obliterate the main continent, killing most
of the people on the planet.”


“You have proof of this,” said Kerg, appearing on
a holo. “Or is this just your way of getting us to surrender without firing.”


“Come now, Kerg. You know me better than that.
And let’s face it. If we wanted to we could destroy your force without losing a
claw.” He could see that the other commander realized the truth of that
statement. “But yes, I have proof.”


He looked over at the com officer and made a
motion with his claw. The male made a head motion and hit a lit panel, sending
the recorded conversations, first from the ground force commander, then from
the dictator himself.


Goran waited. It would take some minutes for the
conversations to play, then some more for those listening to the transmission
to process it and make up their minds. Finally Kerg came back on the holo.


“I believe you,” he said, a terrified expression
on his face. “What do you want us to do?”


*     *     *


“You understand, Colonel? It’s clear. No heroics.
Just get in there, kill the security people, and disarm that weapon.” Which
amounts to heroics, doesn’t it? thought Wittmore with a mental laugh,
looking into the face of one of the most famous warriors in the Empire. And one
of the few to actually survive a sacking and reduction in rank.


“I understand,” said the Duke Colonel Cornelius Walborski,
the only citizen to have won the Imperial Medal of Heroism three times.


Wittmore couldn’t believe that the Emperor had
sent this man out here into this backwater campaign. It was well known the
colonel was personal friends with the Emperor, having acted as best man at the
monarch’s wedding, while Sean had returned the favor. Known to be somewhat
insubordinate, Wittmore was still glad to have him, since there was no quit in
the man.


“You have a plan?”


“I have a plan, General.” And the Ranger officer
proceeded to outline what he wanted to do with his three battalions of
augmented soldiers.


*     *     *


“We’re ready to go, General,” said Colonel
Rebecca Yashenko, the commander of the ad hoc brigade they had put together on
a moment’s notice. 


All of the battalions were fully manned. There
had not been much need to slot in too many replacements, as no battalion had
lost more than twenty percent of its manpower. The troops were all aboard the
shuttles that would ferry them to the assault zone, fifty atmospheric fighters
waiting on the edge of the tarmac to escort and support them.


“Wait until I give the word. Colonel Walborski
needs the element of surprise if he is to succeed.”


“You really think that loose cannon is going to
do the job, sir?” asked the woman, her eyes twinkling.


“If any can, he’s the one.” Wittmore had gone
over the record of the Ranger, and it read like some kind of bad fiction. Of
course, he had also hand selected Yashenko for her position. He needed his best
people in place for this mission. If things didn’t go well, they would probably
both die, along with all of their people. He didn’t know how the Emperor would
take losing his friend, but the monarch knew what it was like to put people in
the line of fire.


“We’ll try to do as well.”


“Your mission, essentially Colonel, is not as
important as his. I want that son-of-a-bitch, but not at the cost of more of
your people. If you can’t get to him, fix his position and call up the Fleet,
and we’ll drop his bunker on his head.”


“Understood. We will make an effort to get him so
he can be tried by his own people. But we will make sure he doesn’t leave his
redoubt without being in custody.”


Wittmore wasn’t so sure the Gorgansha would want
to bring their beloved dictator to trial. They had been conditioned to accept
him as their supreme leader, with total power over all aspects of their lives.
Maybe, if they were handed the evidence that he was as much their enemy as any
outside power, the Empire might be able to get the majority of them on board. There
would still be loyalists, of course. Enough to free him? Not if he was spirited
away to an Imperial battleship.


*     *     *


“What is the status of our fleet? Have they
engaged the enemy?”


The male in charge of the bunker’s com section
looked decidedly uncomfortable. The smell of blood in the air was one reason
for that discomfort, and the thought that he might add to the odor. A servant
hadn’t moved fast enough to suit Gonoras’ mood, and the dictator had taken his
head.


“The fleets are still boosting toward each other,
my Lord. No sign of a missile engagement yet.”


“What in the hells is that fool waiting for,”
growled the dictator. “I should have ordered Kerg to return to orbit. I should
have ordered him to fire on the human ships that are here.”


The staff looked at each other, exchanging
doubtful glances, careful that the dictator didn’t notice. Any missiles fired
at the humans near the planet were just as likely to hit the world, the larger
target.


“There is only one thing to do,” said Gonoras,
getting up from his throne and starting to pace the chamber. “Get Chief Zalemes
on the com.”


“My Lord,” said the male who was in charge of the
Secret Police, the enforcement arm of his administration. The male had a bland
look about him, or as much as any member of the predatory species could have.


“Prepare to trigger the reactor.”


“Yes, my Lord,” said the male without a change of
expression. “I give my life willingly.”


“When I give the order, trigger it. If you don’t
hear from me within half an hour, trigger it. If the humans attempt to take the
facility, trigger it. Understood?”


Gonoras felt a shiver of fear run up his spine as
he said the words, but he kept his expression neutral, as befit a cold-hearted
ruler who had no care for himself. Actually, he didn’t want to die, and if
there was any way out of this situation that kept him alive and in charge, he
would take it. Unfortunately, there didn’t seem to be any way he could retain
his position. If he couldn’t be the leader, and the only other option was
captivity and possibly execution, he would take as many of his people with him
as he could.


He dismissed the chief and looked over at the com
officer who was tapped into the bunker defense force.


“Make sure that everyone is ready,” he ordered,
pointing a claw at the officer. “The humans will be coming.”


“But, they don’t even know where we are,” replied
one of the other officers.


“Fool,” roared the dictator, shaking his fists in
the air. “They have taken high ranking prisoners. They will know where we are.”


The chamber fell into silence. Gonoras didn’t
like the feel of the room. These were supposed to be his most loyal people.
Were they having second thoughts? Well, too bad. They were stuck here with him,
and would live or die along with the dictator.









Chapter Twenty-two


 


Regard
your soldiers as your children, and they will follow you into the deepest
valleys; look on them as your own beloved sons, and they will stand by you even
unto death. Sun Tzu


 


“Okay,” said Cornelius Walborski, using a laser
pointer to highlight the holo table. “Captain Thorswald.” He looked over at the
company commander. “Your company will attack the control center. But only after
you get the command from me. I don’t want them trigger the device before we get
into the heart of the installation.”


He moved the pointer over a set of chambers to
one side of the facility. Unfortunately, that section was only approachable
through the reactor complex, and there was no way to get there without being
detected. Except through the cooling tower array, on the outside of the
complex. The rock walls were thin there, and a maze of pipes penetrated into
the reactor. They could get through there, but fast enough to keep the people
in the control room from detonating the reactor? That was the question.


“Captains Johnson and Xee will be going in with
me. We will get into the reactor chamber and start disconnecting everything we
can find that might give the people in that room control. A couple of Fleet
engineering officers will be accompanying us. Make sure to take care of them. I
hear they break easily.”


The officers and senior NCOs laughed, and many a
look was turned at the pair of lt. commanders that had volunteered for the
mission.


Cornelius had a total of three battalions
assigned to him, nine companies. That had seemed like an unwieldy number, too
many for his needs, and liable to get in each other’s way. Another mission had
presented itself. A rescue mission, getting the families of the Gorgansha home fleet
senior officers out of captivity. They had been sent off on that mission, under
the command of Lt. Colonel Studstill, their senior battalion commander. Ready
and waiting until Walborski made his move, so as to not alert the Gorganshans
to the presence of the Rangers.


“Any questions?”


He saw that there might be some, but everyone
knew their part, and really didn’t need to know everything about the mission.
As long as they did their part, only he and Lt. Colonel Shearen, the battalion
commander and his second, needed to know the whole thing. Any more and they
might overthink it and their part of the mission would fail. If they took the
control room the mission would be a success. If they took out the control leads
to the reactor the mission would be a success. If either part failed, but the
other succeeded according to the timetable, they would be golden. If not, then
a good portion of this continent would be turned into ejecta, rising out of the
atmosphere.


“Then let’s move,” he said in a firm command voice.
“And remember. We’re on a timetable. But getting into place without being seen
trumps the need to be quick. If it takes an extra five minutes to get in place,
it does. Just don’t stretch it any farther please. My wife and kids really
don’t want me turned to vapor.”


There was some more laughter, as well as a few
troubled looks.


Cornelius nodded, then turned away from the table
and led the way out of the room he had taken as his headquarters.


It would have been a beautiful day outside if not
for all the smoke in the air. The nearby city was still in pristine condition,
though many of the buildings in the distance were stubs, shattered in the
battle to take it away from the dictator.


The colonel broke into a jog, his augmented body
easily carrying the hundred kilos of equipment attached to his back and waist.
He carried as much as his men. On this kind of operation they needed every bit
of equipment and ammo they could pack.


*     *     *


“We’re picking up missiles in space, my Lord. Our
home defense fleet is firing on the traitor’s force.”


“Good,” said Gonoras, smiling. “And about time.”


The dictator didn’t have to ask how they knew
missiles were being fired. Grav detection and pulse transmission were old
technologies, even to the Gorgansha. There were detectors all over the planet.
A number of them could link up and show an image of what was going on in space.
Maybe not with pinpoint accuracy, but close enough to give those monitoring it
an idea. Unfortunately, the transmission of grav pulse took a much larger
array. Ships could pulse due to having massive graviton projectors, the grabber
units. But everything in orbit that could pulse had been taken out by the
humans.


“Why in the hells isn’t Kerg sending us reports?”
he growled, glaring at his com officers as if they had the answer, or could do
something about it.


“We have detection of missiles from the traitor’s
fleet in space as well, my Lord,” said one of the com officers, relieved to
have something else to report.


“How many?”


“Thousands, tens of thousands. As many as we
fired at them.”


And those missiles would have human tech built
into them. They would accelerate at a higher rate, hitting with greater kinetic
energy. And they would track their targets through any jamming the Gorgansha
could put up, unerringly making the kill.


“We must punish the traitor and his allies,”
growled the dictator, slumping down in his chair. His mind raced as he thought
about what he was going to do to all of his enemies. In his delusion he thought
his plans achievable, when the only one that had a chance was the one to murder
billions of his own people.


*     *     *


“Kerg’s force has flushed a full volley of
missiles. On a heading straight for us at four thousand gravities.”


Goran smiled. Those missiles were a diversion.
They would get within one light minute of his fleet and then self-destruct. He
had the codes to set them off if something went wrong. He had to trust that
Kerg was doing what he said he would. Otherwise, he might be letting a storm of
offensive missiles through most of his counter basket before he did anything.


“Fire our answering volley. Full flush from every
ship.”


“No wormhole launches?”


“No. We’re providing a diversion. The longer it
takes to close the gap, the better.” Goran thought for a moment, then looked
back at his tactical chief. “Set them for eight thousand gravities. We don’t
want to make the dictator think we’re playing a game with him.”


“Launching,” called out the tactical officer
after making the settings. The ship shook slightly from the recoil of sending
hundred-ton missiles through the launch accelerators.


Now, we have to hope the humans can pull off the
mission, he
thought. If they didn’t, tens of thousands of humans and their allies would be
killed, which would be nothing compared to the casualties among his people.


*     *     *


“Another flight of refugees is on the way up,
sir.”


Wittmore sat back in his seat and looked over at
the com officer. He would rather have been taking his own people off the
planet, but the orders had come from the admiral. Get as many Gorganshans off
the planet as possible. Which would amount to several tens of thousands, maybe
a hundred thousand. Nothing compared to those who would be killed, though any
lives saved were not a wasted effort.


Meanwhile, the Imperial troops that were not
involved with one of the missions were on the move, using their suits and
grabber units to fly at hundreds of kilometers per hour away from the blast
area. If they were three hundred kilometers or more from ground zero, they
would most likely survive in their heavy armor suits. Wittmore still would have
preferred to have them off planet, or at least on another continent. He didn’t
have orders to do that, so he was doing what he could.


“Colonel Walborski reports he’s on site and
moving in.”


That was the hope. If Walborski could disable the
reactor, while at the same time safeguarding the antimatter stores, then the
refugee lift would have been wasted effort, but one that no one would take
issue with. Could he do it? He had pulled off the impossible in the past,
including saving the Donut from Ca’cadasan infiltration parties.


“He’s going com black now.”


Wittmore said nothing, again just nodding.
Rangers went in without any kind of active electronic emissions. No coms, no
active cammo, not even energy weapons. Even their basic implants were powered
down. Their weapons were all chemically powered. There was almost nothing that
could be traced. Body heat, but then their passive cammo clothing and the new
plastic/carbon fiber armor held in a lot of that heat. Something it couldn’t do
for too long, lest it injure the wearer.


He would hear from Walborski when he called up to
report success. If he failed, the massive multi-gigaton explosion would mark
the event, and no one would be talking to Walborski again this side of the
afterlife.


*     *     *


Walborski looked at the two men ahead of him,
moving in almost perfect silence down the corridor, hugging the wall. His own
enhanced vision showed him the expressions of one man’s face as he looked back
and flashed a hand signal.


Two more Rangers moved up quickly, faster than a
jog, though not quite a sprint. They passed the other pair and moved twenty
meters ahead, taking a knee and scanning the corridor ahead. Everything was
well lit, leaving little in the way of shadows to hide in. The colonel didn’t
like that, but it was better than having motion detection lighting, which would
show an opponent that something was coming.


The passive cammo covering of the men blended
them in with the corridor, nanotech in the cloth matching the colors and
patterns of everything around them. It also held in body heat, making the
Rangers difficult to detect on infrared and other heat sensing equipment. Not
impossible, and anyone giving the soldiers a good long look would detect them.
But anyone just glancing their way might miss them. On this mission they also
wore the new plastic/carbon nanotube armor under their cammo. The armor would
protect them from anything short of a full impact by a very high velocity
round, and even a second or so of laser or particle beam exposure. Massing less
than ten kilos over the entire body covering, it was also as flexible as cloth
until it was hit.


Cornelius moved up with his selected partner, a
young sergeant by the name of Nuwalt. He liked the way the young man moved, and
was confident he was covered as well as possible. The colonel would have
preferred to actually be the first man in, but he had been told in no uncertain
terms from above that he was forbidden to do that. Of course, they had said
nothing about being in the third pair to move in. And the men in the first two
teams were among the best he had ever seen.


The pair ahead moved, then stopped in place
before they moved past those in front. Hands flashed, sending back information.
Cornelius sent his own signals back, then flashed orders to those in front. The
first of the guard detail had been detected, and now the real mission had
begun.


I wonder how the control room assault is going? he thought, moving up in
a crouch. There was no way he could know until they actually took that room and
sent a messenger. No one was allowed to bring up any com equipment until the
colonel had reports that both sides of the operation were over. Even if the
control room was taken, that didn’t mean some idiot couldn’t breach the
antimatter on this end.


Hell, someone with a heavy particle beam could
blast through the armored containers and the internal magnetic fields in
seconds. The containers were tough, made so that it was all but impossible for
an accidental breach to occur. The containers were held in chambers with enough
armor to stand up to the fire of a warship in orbit, with a score of meters of
material girding the chambers.


Of course, if one container breached, all of the
others would follow, and the twenty-meter-thick armor of the chamber would be
blasted to plasma as the blast wave rolled out and obliterated everything for
thousands of kilometers in every direction.


There was also the problem of the antimatter that
was already in use, the cylinder attached to the magnetic feed of the reactor
and that in the reactor chamber itself. If that breached it would be bad, but
unlikely to destroy the storage depot.


Still don’t want that to happen, thought the colonel as
he moved up to join with the second team.


The first team was still moving, slowly,
silently, monomolecular blades in their hands. There were two guards up ahead,
leaning against machinery, rifles slung over shoulders. The Gorgansha looked
bored, not really in the game. That was normal in most species. Guards couldn’t
keep their alert level up for long. While the attackers were always totally
into the moment.


The two Rangers were up on their feet and
charging forward, moving much faster than any unaugmented living beings. The
guards started to turn, one opening his mouth to shout out a warning. That
warning died as the monomolecular blade sliced through his throat and ended his
life in a gout of blood. His partner had barely moved before a blade was thrust
into his own throat. The Ranger moved it quickly in an out, seven stabs in less
than a second, and the alien was sliding toward the ground, its body gently
lowered by the strong arms of the augmented soldier. The bodies were quickly
pulled out of sight behind some of the machinery.


Cornelius knelt up by the first team, the second
and his wing-man with him, all six giving the chamber ahead a good scan. The
colonel looked back and flashed hand signals, and a full squad of Rangers ran
forward on cat’s feet.


There were a good dozen of the aliens ahead,
scattered about the large chamber. One door was marked with symbols that the
Rangers had been told to expect. The symbol for radiation. There was a large
window along that wall, looking out over the chamber. It looked like the local
control room, where it was thought that one of the detonators was located. The
heavy door by the symbol had to lead to the reactor. Which meant the door on
the other side of the window must lead to the storage facility.


Cornelius gestured, and the squad dropped to
prone positions and started picking out targets in their scopes. He shook his
head and gestured again as he saw a door open on a side wall and more
Gorganshans come out. This was not good. If that was a guard room, there was no
telling how many soldiers were in it. He flashed hand signals back while he
brought the schematic for the place up in his memory. That door led to a
corridor that had several large rooms along its side. The corridor led to
stairs that rose up to a security station that opened on the outside world. He
continued sending back his orders, relayed from team to team, finally reaching
outside the complex and around the mountain to where his third company was
deployed, ready and waiting.


He looked back at his riflemen and nodded. They
would know what the signal was, and all nodded back to indicate they were
ready.


An explosion rumbled through the rock of the
mountain, shaking the machinery, knocking down boxes. A few of the Gorgansha
fell onto the floor, looking around in confusion. His men fired, chemically
powered weapons sending explosive rounds out to lodge in the bodies of the
defenders just before detonating. Any being hit by the bullets died, bleeding
out quickly if not instantly killed.


Another rumble ran through the rock, this from
above, and Cornelius wondered if the company up there had attacked because they
were ready, or because they had detected the explosion from below. No matter,
they all needed to move quickly if this thing was to be concluded without a
multi-gigaton blast.


*     *     *


Captain Gunnar Thorswald had all of his men in
position. They were hidden behind the rocks outside the control chamber. The
chamber was really a complex, perched on supports on the side of the mountain.
Numerous Gorgansha soldiers were standing watch outside, alert for any kind of
attack. There had been others down the paths leading up to this point. Those
had been taken care of, quickly and silently. That left the captain with a concern.
When were they scheduled to report in, because when they didn’t, the enemy
would know that something was up?


Gunnar knelt behind cover, watching his scouts as
they scanned the complex ahead. One flashed a hand signal to him, fingers
moving in the complex patterns that all of the Rangers knew.


Shit, he thought, near panic running through him. The
enemy was sending a patrol out. They must have noted that their men had missed
a com check and hadn’t return their transmission. If he retreated from his forward
positions, they wouldn’t be ready to attack. He frantically flashed signals,
then pumped a fist in the air.


The Rangers came up over the rocks they had been
hiding behind, weapons chattering as they sent bursts of explosive rounds into
the Gorgansha. Some returned fire, the few that weren’t cut down, and more
started coming out of the building. A pair of Rangers sent chemically propelled
rockets into the building, their powerful warheads blasting through and into
the chambers inside.


“All troops. Attack,” yelled Thorswald, jumping
up and leading the charge. A hundred and sixty Rangers jumped to their feet and
charged, sprinting full out toward the building. Laser and particle beams, the
organic defenses of the complex, opened up, sweeping across the open area. The
Rangers were fast, moving, dodging and firing as they advanced. They couldn’t
dodge beam weapons that swept across, and scores fell before they had gotten
halfway to the building. Some of those would be okay, their new armor taking
the brunt of the energy. Some wouldn't. Rockets and grenades reached out,
destroying the beam weapon emplacements. The Rangers soon reached the breaches
their rockets had made, and the men swarmed into the building.


“They’ve blocked the entrance into the control
room, sir,” called out one of the NCOs. “A heavy door and lots of Gorganshans.
We’re pinned down.”


“Hit the door with rockets, then charge them,”
yelled the captain, jumping to his feet. He didn’t like giving that order, but
they had to get in, and fast, or this part of the mission was a bust. The
colonel might still win the day down below, but Thorswald had no control over
that part of the operation. All he could do was win his fight, and hope it was
enough.


*     *     *


The Rangers charged ahead, Cornelius in the lead,
weapons chattering as they fired bursts that took down Gorganshans in an
instant. The bright flashes of blinding explosions flared around the chamber,
while rockets hit the thick glass window of the control room and blasted
inward, sending flares of plasma into the room.


Gorgansha in battle armor now made their
appearance, coming from the door that led to the guard room on the schematic. A
dozen, two, came through the door. Explosions sounded on the other side and the
influx of soldiers stopped. The colonel was sure that the company approaching
from that side had hit them now, and whatever was still there had its hands
full.


Battle suits were bad news. Those men were
stronger in their armor than the augmented soldiers they faced. Unfortunately
for them, the Rangers were still faster and more agile. In fact, the suits, not
up to the technical standards of Imperial armor, slowed their wearers down and
degraded what little agility they had. The Rangers had little trouble staying
out of arms reach, and monomolecular blades had little trouble penetrating. As
did explosive shells that acted as shape charges when they struck hard armor.


Cornelius lost men. That was a given in this kind
of fight. The Gorgansha lost five for every one of his taken down, and soon
there were no more opponents. The only thing remaining was the reactor and the
antimatter. If those were detonated the rest of the battle didn’t matter.


“Everyone fan out. Smash everything that looks
like it’s powered. Pull out any wires or cables. And find that storage depot.”


The men didn’t hesitate. All knew their leaders,
or those who had stepped into the positions if the primary had been lost. A
squad headed into the control room. Two more headed through the door to the
reactor. And one headed through the entrance they thought led to the storage
depot. The rest fanned out and covered every exit from the room, not taking
chances that they might miss the prize due to overlooking it.


Captain Xee led his men out of the corridor
leading to the guard room. The captain ran up to the colonel, giving a quick
hand wave that passed for a salute in the Rangers.


“We’ve taken care of all of them in that side of
the complex, sir. Most are dead, a few surrendered, but there are none left
under arms.”


“And your losses?”


“I got hurt,” said the grimacing officer. “Not as
bad as it could be, but they had some emplacements that took out some of my
men.”


Cornelius patted the officer on the shoulder.
Rangers were closer to their men than most other unit leaders, part of being in
a tight knit unit where everyone depended on the others. No one liked losing
men, but it wasn’t the responsibility of commanders to keep them all alive. No,
it was their responsibility to spend their lives well to accomplish the
mission. He was sure that Xee had done that.


“Get your men searching. We need to make sure
there’s nothing here that can detonate the antimatter.”


He looked over to see the two Fleet lt.
commanders come running into the room with the squad assigned as their escorts.


“Gentlemen. I want one of you to look after the
reactor. Make sure that nothing is set to breach the antimatter. The other one
needs to go into the depot and check it out.”


The two men saluted in the formal Fleet manner
and took off, a fire team with each for protection.


“And we’re now com hot,” he shouted out, giving
his people permission to activate their cold communications units and the
implants that fed into them. It’s not like they don’t know that we’re here.


“You need to see this, Colonel,” came the voice
of one of the Fleet engineers over the com. “In the depot.”


“Coming,” replied Cornelius, taking off in a full
run. “How’s the reactor look?” he asked into the com.


“I think it’s good,” replied the other Fleet
engineer. “I’ve shut it down and set the mag field to suck the antimatter back
into the feed container. There’s nothing on the container that looks like it
could blow through it.”


“That looks like?” asked Cornelius, wanting the
officer to be sure, since their lives might depend on it.


“I’m scanning now,” said the naval officer, “but
it looks like all of the electronics are there to regulate the flow and the
magnetic fields. I’ve hooked up a secondary system to make sure the field
doesn’t just fall.”


“Good enough.” Cornelius came to a stop outside
the storage depot.


A massive door was open, slid into the chamber
and then to the side. It was twenty meters thick, same as the walls of the
chamber. Twenty meters of empty space led into the room, then forty-one
containers, spheres five meters in diameter with square boxes that must have
contained power supplies and electronics. Attached to the ten spheres on the
top of the stack were other boxes, with blinking lights showing that they were
active.


“Are those what I think they are?” asked
Cornelius, feeling like his testicles were about to shrink into his body.


“They’re shape charges, sir,” said the naval
officer, nodding, pupils dilated with fear. “If any one of them goes off, it’s
going to breach all of them.”


“Shit.” Cornelius looked over the mass of spheres
with wide eyes.


Each contained a relatively small amount of
antimatter, if a hundred megatons of explosive power could be considered small.
Why in the hell do I keep letting myself get so close to these things?
he thought, shaking his head. The quarkium device he had helped disarm on the Donut
was bad enough, but he had been thrown into that mission on the fly, with
no time to think about it. He had the time to consider coming on this one, and
he had made the same stupid mistake he had so many times in the past. He just
couldn’t turn Sean down, and one day it was going to kill him. Maybe today.


“What have you done so far?”


“We have a couple of jammers set up to block any
transmissions. And we’ve pulled any wires that led into the boxes.”


“Wasn’t that risky?” asked Cornelius, his hackles
rising, a dribble of sweat rolling down his forehead.


“Riskier to leave them in place, sir,” said the
engineer.


The colonel noted that the engineer was also
sweating behind his faceplate, despite the cooling feature of his suit. The man
was also nervous as hell, as he should be while wagering his life on the proper
decision. Cornelius went with the thought that the engineer knew more about
this than he did. His knowledge of demolitions only went as far as what the
Imperial Army had taught him for field operations. More than most soldiers, but
not as much as these specialists.


“How are you going to get them off?”


“I don’t think we can without triggering at least
one of them.”


“So, what’s the solution.” Cornelius prayed that
there was one. He didn’t want to have to babysit these things for days or
weeks, just waiting for something to trigger one. He still wondered what kind
of fool installed an antimatter reactor on the surface of a planet. It was against
the law in the Empire, with the exception of the tiny bits powering
micro-reactors that could blow a limb off at most if they breached. Then again,
the dictator was not the most stable of beings, or the brightest, and it did
give him a suicide weapon that his paranoid brain had probably latched onto.


“I’m having a wormhole flown down, sir. Once we
get it in place, we’re going to eject all of these into space and let a ship
use them for target practice.”


Seems like a waste, thought Walborski,
looking at the deadly objects. However, it wasn’t like a technical civilization
such as the Gorgansha couldn’t make the stuff by the thousands of tons when
they needed more.


“How are you going to move them?” Cornelius
thought that jarring the containers in transit might not be a good idea. While
the containers themselves were built to stand the normal thumps of transport,
there was no telling how the breaching devices would react.


“Oh, we’re got something for that as well,” said
the naval officer. “Don’t worry, Colonel. Just keep any suicidal aliens away
from us and we’ll get it done.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-three


 


If
fighting is sure to result in victory, then you must fight, even though the
ruler forbid it; if fighting will not result in victory, then you must not
fight even at the ruler's bidding. Sun Tzu


 


“The humans have overrun the facility, Lord,”
said the Chief of the Secret Police, Matarkus Zalemes.


“Then detonate the antimatter, you fool,” yelled
Gonoras, his stomach flipping over. He couldn’t let the humans beat him. Taking
this world intact would be a victory for them, and the traitors they were
aiding.


“I am trying, Lord,” said chief, his face showing
emotion, almost panic. “I have tried every trigger we have. The wires seem to
be gone, and sending the radio wave signal is doing nothing. They are about to
overrun my command post. I may not be here much longer.”


And I don’t care how long you are there, fool, thought the dictator,
keeping his thoughts to himself. No use showing his derision to the fool, since
he still might be of use in the near future.


“The movement triggers should still work,
correct?”


“They should, Lord. But if they don’t move them
what good will that do us.”


The dictator thought he might have something to
move them, if he could get them off in time, while the humans weren’t looking
for them.


“Resist as long as you can,” said Gonoras in a
firm tone. “And keep trying to send the signal through.”


The dictator terminated the transmission before
he lost his temper.


“My Lord,” came another com that Gonoras was sure
did not foretell good news. “The humans have attacked the prison where we were
keeping the fleet hostages.”


“Kill the hostages.”


“They have already breached the defenses, Lord. I
have never seen anything like them. They moved faster than any living creatures
I have ever seen. They killed my outer layer of guards in an instant, and made
their way to the barracks.”


“Can’t you destroy the barracks?”


“There are too many of them. Thousands. We have
no way of doing anything except try to hold them out of the command center.”


“You are ordered to attack the humans. Break
through and kill those hostages.”


The transmission died. Gonoras wasn’t sure if the
humans had interrupted it, or the commander had killed it because he didn’t like
the orders he was receiving.


“Get me Ground Force Sub-commander Thorasis.”


It took some moments for the Sub-commander to
answer. He was at his headquarters, near a missile battery that had been held
in reserve, on the assumption they might be able to strike hard when the time
was right. None of the weapons were in the class of shipboard missiles, all
fifty of them limited to fifty megatons. The dictator thought a couple weapons
like that detonating on the reactor facility, or close enough to it, would cause
enough shaking to set off the motion triggers.


“Sub-commander. This is what I want you to do.”


*      *      *


“We’re ready to start the assault on the
dictator’s bunker, sir.”


Colonel Rebecca Yashenko was in charge of the
reserve brigade of the Twenty-ninth division, one of his last uncommitted
units. She had three battalions of heavy infantry, with the shuttles to
transport them in a single lift and fifty fighters to give her fire support.
They didn’t know what the dictator had, but from the information they had
received it couldn’t amount to more than a battalion. Of course it was a
battalion dug into a hard bunker with who knew what kind of heavy weapons.


Wittmore had been tempted to just hit the bunker
with a large number of kinetic penetrators, vaporizing the dictator and all of
the loyalists with him. The admiral hadn’t liked that idea. She felt there was
a need to capture him, or at least enough of his remains to certify him dead.
If he got out of the situation he would always be a looming threat to whomever
led after him. The general hadn’t agreed, since his people were the ones at
risk. Unfortunately, he lacked the rank to make his opinion count for much more
than a suggestion.


“Go ahead, Colonel. The dictator can’t do
anything more with his big bomb. Hit him hard, but don’t take too many chances.
I would rather have him in hand tomorrow than lose more of my people.”


“Understood, sir,” replied the colonel, ready to
get on with it. “We’re skids off the ground in one minute.”


The com faded, replaced by one showing the fleet
admiral.


“General. We have Gorgansha ships from Goran’s
fleet coming through our gates. I’m hoping they can talk some sense into the
people that are still resisting down there.”


That would be nice, thought Wittmore,
though he didn’t think it would work with all of them. There were true
believers on the planet, people who thought the dictator was the Universe
ordained ruler of the world, and they would die to protect him. Even though he
wouldn’t do anything for them except use them for his own purposes.


*     *      *


Walborski found himself staring at the operation
in combined fascination and fear. The wormhole gate was open on one side of the
chamber, its mirrored surface almost hard to look at. The chamber itself was in
a vacuum, since the space it opened up to was the definition of airless, and
the Ranger colonel had donned an environmental suit so he could witness the
operation.


One of the engineers stood in a specially made
exo, one with four forks sticking out in front. It shuffled forward, its
magnetic soles holding it to the deck. The engineer was in a full spacesuit
within the exo, his hands on the double joysticks that controlled the forks.


The colonel wanted to ask him questions but held
himself in check. The last thing the driver needed was to be distracted. He
maneuvered the forks, carefully setting them to cradle the sphere, keeping them
well away from the box on the top. The forks locked into place, leaving no room
for the sphere to jostle. The forks lifted with painful slowness, and the exo
backed up without changing the orientation of the cargo. The driver turned it,
aiming it directly for the wormhole.


“This is the tricky part,” said the engineer,
sliding the exo forward on its grabber units, the feet barely touching the deck
but still locking it close with the magnetic grapples on their bottoms. There
were multiple cameras around the room, giving the driver a full stereoscopic
view of the chamber. He moved forward carefully, until the sphere was a
centimeter from the horizon of the wormhole. A push of a joystick and the
sphere slid forward over the lower forks, until it touched, then penetrated the
horizon. It stuck in place for a moment, then moved quickly as it was pulled in
through one smooth motion and disappeared from the chamber.


Another viewer showed the sphere leaving the
wormhole, a couple of million kilometers out in space. If drifted off, slowly,
to not adding much jostling to the sphere. It continued to drift away on a
course it would follow for eternity, unless some gravity well caught it. It
would not exist long enough for that to happen.


The exo turned, moving faster, until it was lined
up with the next sphere. Now it moved again with exquisite care. The forks
again moved to surround the sphere, and soon the second one was on its way to
the wormhole.


Only eight more to go, thought Walborski,
feeling the sweat flow down his face. All of the spheres would go through the
wormhole. They weren’t about to take chances on any of them, but once the
rigged spheres went through, they would probably be home free, and the others
would be easy.


“Colonel,” came the voice of General Wittmore
through the com. “We have a launch from three thousand kilometers to your
north.”


“What is being launched?” asked Walborski, pretty
sure of the answer, since the general was contacting him.


“We believe they are fusion missiles. Fifty of
them. Targeting that complex.”


“Shit. If they hit here?”


“They will probably set off those devices, and
the entire continent is gone. Our ships in low orbit are targeting them, and
we’re vectoring fighters on them, but there’s the chance that one or more might
get through. Move those devices through the wormhole as fast as you can.”


The colonel looked over to where the engineer was
inserting the third sphere into the wormhole, leaving seven more to go. Again,
there was no telling if another type of trigger might be on the other
thirty-one storage containers. The way to bet was they weren't, but it wasn't
smart to gamble with so many lives.


“How long until they get here?”


“At their rate of acceleration, about
seventy-four seconds.”


Cornelius looked around is shock. The engineer
was working on getting the fourth sphere on the lift, and if he worked fast he
might get a fifth out before the missiles struck.


The colonel of course didn’t want to die. But his
greater concern was for the rest of his people, and all of the civilians who
would also be killed. Their effort would reduce the blast by about twenty
percent. So maybe more people at the periphery would survive. Unfortunately,
the heaviest concentration was near the center of the blast area, so if
anything went off, all of those were dead.


His decision tree had shrunk to two choices.
Hurry the engineer up and risk a detonation from the motion switches they
weren’t sure existed. Or take their time, and risk a hit by the fusion
missiles. The colonel decided to trust in the fleet, and pray.


*     *     *


“Do you want to die?” asked Captain Gunnar
Thorswald through his translator. He stood glaring down at the senior Gorgansha
they had captured in the control room.


“I will gladly give my life for my Lord,” growled
the Gorganshan officer.


“And all of these people around here? You’ll just
let them die?” Thorswald squatted down, putting his eyes near those of the
recumbent officer. “Believe me, we are assaulting the headquarters of your
fearless leader as we speak. No matter what else happens, he is through.”


The Gorganshan looked doubtful, if the captain
could read his expressions correctly. He wasn’t even sure that they had
something up here that could deactivate the devices attached to the antimatter
storage containers. He might be wasting his time. But what better did he have
to do with his time before he was vaporized?


Thorswald looked over at the body of the male who
had been in charge of this whole operation. The Chief of the Secret police was
thought to be one of the evilest males on the planet, just one step below the
dictator. He had been a true believer, and had fought till the end. A dozen ten-millimeter
rounds had brought on that end, and the chief had bled out quickly on the
floor, his alien blood, a different shade of red than a human, pooling around
him.


“Come on. We don’t have much time. Do you want to
go to whatever hell your people believe in?”


“I don’t believe in an afterlife, human,” hissed
the male.


And that’s a problem, thought Thorswald,
shaking his head. If they did have a religion, he might be able to use that
leverage against them. He wasn’t the most religious of people himself, but the
built-in guilt from his childhood did still have an effect on his adult
behavior.


“Then what about what your people think? There
will still be Gorgansha left, and they will vilify everyone who supported the
dictator.”


“The Artificial Lifeforms will make sure none of
us are left,” said the male, a little bit of conviction in his voice. Enough?
It didn’t seem like it. “Only the dictator can save us.”


“We’ve defeated the Machines,” said Thorswald,
closing his eyes and shaking his head that these people had believed the lies.


“This is true?”


“It is true. So, will you give me the code.”


“I wish I could. But only the chief had that
knowledge.”


Crap. So I’ve just been wasting my time.


*     *     *


“No go, sir. We killed the only son-of-a-bitch
that knew the disarm code.”


“You tried, Captain,” said Walborski, watching as
the engineer lifted the fifth sphere from the stack and started to turn around.
He checked the timer in his head. Forty-nine seconds till impact. They would be
able to get a sixth through, but four would still be there to detonate. If the
triggered containers weren’t on the top of the pile they might be able to drag
the rest of them to the wormhole and toss them in. It wouldn’t stop the blast,
but it would reduce it to something that would only totally destroy everything
for four or five hundred kilometers in every direction. Still a hundred million
or more deaths, but better than more than a billion. Unfortunately, they would
jostle the ones that they couldn’t afford to do that to.


“Admiral,” said Walborski into the com, bypassing
his own commander and going to the only one he thought might be able to help.
“Can we get some help here.”


*     *     *


“Are you ready, Commander?” asked Beata
Bednarczyk, looking into the face of the young captain of the destroyer.


The Kong Mihn had started dropping into a
very low orbit for the last minute, moving faster than was safe until it
touched the stratosphere. Imperial ships could actually touch down on the
surface of a planet if need be, their grabbers able to counteract almost any
gravity field short of a black hole.


“Almost, Admiral,” said Commander Joshua
Lightspeed, the strain of his mission showing on his pale face. “There’s a lot
of jamming going on, and we’re having problems tracking the missiles.”


“I need you to track and fire on those things.
Even if it’s a shot in the dark.”


“But.”


“We only have thirty-seven seconds. Thirty-six.
So open fire.”


The commander nodded and looked off the holo,
shouting a command.


Beata followed the action on another holo,
watching as all four laser rings on the destroyer glowed with power, then
released forty beams each, sweeping them around over the target area. Another
holo showed the ground underneath the destroyer. Lasers, normally invisible,
were showing through the dust and smoke that covered the area. The lasers
struck objects on the ground, turning buildings into ash, torching forests,
most probably killing many animals and people.


Given time they could sweep the jamming away and
pinpoint the missiles. At thirty seconds they didn’t have that time. Something
had to be done, and quickly.


Beata didn’t like the decision she would have to
make. She preferred decisions that gave her everything she wanted, the most
damage to the enemy, the least to the people on her side. Unfortunately, she
was about to order something that would coat her own hands with the blood of
millions of innocents.


“I want you to detonate a counter missile in
front of the missiles. Full strength warhead.”


“But,” stammered Lightspeed, “that will destroy
everything below it, for hundreds of kilometers in every direction.”


Yes, it will, thought Beata, closing her eyes and
grimacing at the thought. The counter had a hundred megaton warhead, enough to
possibly take out a shipkiller with a near miss. It wouldn’t be carrying any
kinetic energy into the ground, but the blast would be bad enough. There
wouldn’t even be time for the Gorgansha beneath it to seek shelter.


“Those are your orders,” she ordered, voice flat.
“No questions. Do it. Now.”


The commander stared at her for a couple of
seconds, and the admiral was wondering if she would have to relieve him of
command. That would waste more time, something they didn’t have. She was just
about to order it when the commander nodded and turned away to shout out an
order.


“Firing,” called back his tactical officer.


The atmosphere flashed fire as the counter ripped
downward at thousands of gravities, reaching thousands of times the speed of
sound in seconds. That flash was overwhelmed an instant later as the one
hundred megaton warhead detonated. Everything in the air for hundreds of
kilometers was battered by the blast wave, knocked to the ground. The missiles
were shredded before they were blown away.


Fusion warheads were not antimatter weapons. An
antimatter weapon would still go off as the containment breached. A fusion
warhead was a precision instrument, and any damage to it rendered it
inoperable.


Everything on the ground for fifty kilometers in
every direction from the detonation smoked, flared into fire, then blew out
when the blast wave hit. Buildings, trees, animals, people, all were instantly
destroyed.


Beata felt awful, like she had plunged a knife
into her own heart. There were millions of dead down there, and she still
wasn’t sure if she had accomplished what she wanted.


“Walborski?”


“Yes, Admiral.”


“What’s your status?”


“We felt a slight tremor, ma’am. Nothing more.
And nothing went off. We only have three more of the trigger containers to go.”


“After you get the last one of those through, I
want you to toss the rest after it. I don’t want any of that shit on the
surface of this world.”


“Understood, ma’am. And I must say that I
heartily approve.”


Normally Beata wouldn’t care if a spacer, marine
or soldier of less than flag rank approved of her actions or not. Even most
flag officers wouldn’t elicit any kind of response from her. With this man it
was different. He had earned the Imperial Medal of Heroism three times, and he
had the ear of the Emperor.


“Thank you, Colonel. Now, get that shit off their
world. Report it done, and I’ll have new orders for you.” Probably to send him
home. She respected him, was happy to have him on her ground force staff, but
the Emperor would be relieved when he got back to Capitulum.


*     *     *


The Dictator Hraston Gonoras stared in terror at
the last barrier between him and the humans. They had swept aside all of his
defenses, smashed through every door, and now, here they were, right outside his
final refuge.


“Stop them,” he yelled to his remaining guards.
“Protect your ruler. They must not be allowed to take me.”


The officer in charge of the forty-one remaining
guards looked back at the dictator. He was one of the half that had on combat
armor, which gave him a better chance in the fight than those without. But
compared to the armor the humans had, he might as well have been wearing a
cloth uniform.


The heavy door shook, red spots appearing as the
heat of particle beams pushed into its metal. The guards looked at each other,
some with expressions of resignation. Others with fear. They all knew that when
the humans came through that door they were dead. Maybe the dictator would
survive. The humans had made their intentions plain. They wanted him alive, to
stand trial in a court composed of Gorgansha judges.


“You are ordering us to not let them take you
alive?” asked the guard officer, holding his rifle in a tight grip.


“I do. You are ordered to stop them from taking
me alive. No matter what it takes.”


“Very well,” said the officer, standing and
turning. In one quick motion he aimed his rifle and burned a hole through the
head of his ruler.


The rest of the guards stared in shock. A couple
made motions to shoot the regicide, but they were restrained by the others.


“Open the door,” said the officer in a low tone,
almost like he was sick. “I will speak with the humans.”


Now the general feeling among the guards was one
of relief. With just a little luck they would live past this day.


“We surrender,” said the guard officer as the
door attempted to slide open. It was already too badly damaged to open easily,
and only slid half way before it jammed. Still, enough for people to pass.


“Come out one at a time, without weapons. You
will be captured and treated well, but if we see any weapons we will open
fire.”


The officer looked at all of his men. They
dropped weapons to the floor and stood up. The officer led the way. If the
humans were telling the truth he would be fine. If they weren’t? Well, then he
would be the first to be killed. Like a real leader, he thought,
glancing back at the body of the ruler they had all served. The coward.


The humans were waiting, standing in their heavy armor
suits, fearsome, with their powerful particle beams following the guard officer
as he moved forward with all hands raised. He didn’t want any misunderstanding,
not with a dozen heavy weapons pointed at him, any one of which could end his
life in an instant.


“Where is the dictator?” asked one of the humans
through a translator.


“Dead. Lying in his own blood in the chamber
behind me.”


“How did he die?”


“I shot him,” said the officer in a low voice. He
was not proud of having done it. It was simply something that needed to be done
if any of his men were going to survive. There was no way the dictator was
going to win. He had a date with death, and the officer didn’t want himself or
his men to accompany him on that adventure.


The humans stared at him, as if they couldn’t
figure out what to say. Meanwhile, his men started coming out, hands in the
air. He hoped none of them decided to try something. The humans looked like
they wouldn’t hesitate to fire if they thought the Gorgansha were trying to
attack them under cover of a surrender.


One of the humans put restraints on his arms,
locking them together. He wasn’t sure what was going to happen to him. Would he
be hailed as a hero, or vilified as a traitor. At the moment it didn’t matter
to him.


*     *     *


“The dictator is confirmed dead, Fleet
Commander,” said Beata, looking at the face of Admiral Soranka Goran. “I would
appreciate it if you could do a broadcast to the planet.”


“I will get right on it, Admiral,” said the fleet
commander. “I think showing the conversations we recorded might be of some help
as well, yes.”


Beata nodded, thinking about the windfall of data
they had retrieved from the dictator’s bunker. Locations of weapons, passwords,
even a cache of the war machines he was supposed to have already destroyed.
Lots of names, both of people he trusted, who would be the ones for the new
government to look out for, and those he didn’t trust. Those last could be
vetted and installed into the new government.


“Lord Kessarlja is on his way,” said Beata, looking
over at another holo that showed the wormhole open in that Gorgansha male’s
system. “We’ll want to install him as president as soon as he arrives.” Beata
looked closely into the face of the male. “Unless you have second thoughts
about him.”


“None. As flattering as the position would be, I
don’t think we need a military male in it,” said Goran with a very human head
shake. “Kessarlja has experience in running a major system, which gives him as
much experience as anyone for running the Consolidation.”


That was what Beata thought. She wasn’t sure if
military leaders made the best civilian variety. That was the way it worked in
the Empire. All of the Emperors for the past couple of centuries had served in
the military, mostly the Fleet. Not all had achieved even ship command. Hell,
Sean hadn’t. Many members of Parliament were veterans, some having reached flag
rank. Most weren’t. They indirectly ran the military through appropriations and
oversight, but they left the actual deployment and planning of the military to
those with special knowledge.


“You know we will be withdrawing much of our
military from this region in the next month,” said the admiral, knowing that
would not be good news to the Fleet Commander. “I have a lot of ships that need
time in the docks before they’re combat effective again. And there is always a
need for more ships with our Fleet.”


“I understand,” said the fleet commander. “But I
hope that you will still send us the aid we need. We have a lot of rebuilding
to do.”


Bednarczyk looked over at a screen that was
showing the shipment that was scheduled to come in the next day. Ten
superfreighters, two hundred and fifty million tons of machinery and
electronics. Including hundreds of nanotech fabber units. Enough to jump start
the tech of the Gorgansha, to bring them near to the level of the Imperium.


“We’re sending what we can. But I have some other
news for you.”


Beata was actually getting pretty good at reading
the facial expressions of these aliens. All she could think of was anxiety,
that the human was going to drop something on him that he wouldn’t like.


“I’m being transferred to the main front,” she
said quickly. “We still have a war going on the other side of the Empire, and
the Emperor wants me to command a fleet.”


“I feel sorry for your enemy, Admiral. You will
make a formidable opponent to whomever you fight.”


Beata beamed. Not because he was complimenting
her personally. No, it was the change in attitude of the Gorgansha leadership.
When she and her female officers had first appeared in Gorgansha space they
were looked down upon because of their gender. They were referred to as
females, a derogatory term to these people. And thought to be not as good as
the males in her command. Now they were treated as human officers first, the
representatives of a mighty military power.


The Gorgansha still had a long way to go. It
might take generations before they all treated their females as equals. They
might never see them as their physical equals. Even a lot of humans hadn’t gone
that far, and they had reason. Women weren't as physically strong, not as fast,
though they could be just as agile, which was why many of them made excellent
pilots. Intellectually they were, of course, the equals of males on average, as
anyone who had met Chuanto Chan could tell you. The Gorgansha were on the right
path, since both their new president and their military commander were giving
responsibility to their senior wives. How far the liberation of their females
went with this species was up to them. It wasn’t the business of the Empire, as
long as they didn’t keep them as slaves.


“Admiral Henare has been promoted to fleet
admiral,” continued Beata, thinking that was a good decision. The man had
proved to be a competent combat commander, as well as an excellent
administrator, and he knew the region and the peoples. Especially the
Klassekians, who were still very important in this space. One day they might be
joined in a close alliance with the Gorgansha. For now and some years the
Gorgansha would still be catching up.


*     *     *


“We have a report from our off-world colony,
General,” said President of the Klassekian home-world over the com holo.


Wittmore had barely stepped back onto the surface
of the planet, returning to his position as Planetary Governor, when the
president had commed him. He felt right at home. Promoted to Field Marshal, he
was now the overall ground force commander of all Imperial Forces in the
region. He could have his headquarters anywhere in this region. Wormholes would
connect him to every important outpost. Bolthole, the Gorgansha home-world, but
he preferred Klassek. He liked the culture, the people.


“Good news?”


“Your exploration teams have given it the green
light. Our first colony ship is due to set down in a couple of days.”


Wittmore smiled. They wanted to help the
Klassekians to become a multi-system species. There was already a large
population on Bolthole, as well as a thriving group on Capitulum and other
locations. There were plans to give them a newly terraformed world in the
Empire as well. This was an important species, and not just because of their
ability to communicate instantaneously across any distance. The ancients in
this region had said that the Klassekians were going to develop into an
advanced species, just as the humans would. The Emperor wasn’t sure what that
meant, but he wasn’t about to let these people die before he had a chance to
find out.


“I’ll arrange for an engineering brigade to head
to the planet and build the infrastructure for you.” After all, Klassek was
officially part of the Empire, and a frontier world in most respects, despite
having a population of over five billion. It was beyond the frontier in fact,
and behind the rest of the Empire in technology and infrastructure. Getting
more of their people to other worlds was a priority out here, and there would
be other colonies starting up within the year.


“We would appreciate that, General,” said the
president. “You have been good friends to my people. We will be eternally
grateful.”


You should be, thought Wittmore, smiling. He wouldn’t
say that to the president, but the planet had been on the brink of destruction
when the first Exploration Command ship had arrived. It had stopped a nuclear
war that threatened to kill the entire population of the world. And then had
come the supernova of the nearby blue giant star. The Empire hadn’t saved them
then. The ancients, beings that had erected the massive constructs that still
dominated the horizons of the world, had saved it by transporting the entire
planet into another dimension. There it had sat while the radiation storm of
the supernova had passed by.


Well, two out of three’s not bad, Wittmore mused,
thinking of the many times they had saved them from the Machines. And now,
finally, the Machines were no longer a threat to anyone.


“Now, if only we could get the fanatics from the
other continent to see sense,” said the president, the Klassekian version of a
scowl on her face.


“Nothing we can do about that, Mr. President. We
can help you with security, but we aren’t in the business of programming
minds.” Even if we could. The Empire was a champion of individual
rights, including the right to be who you were. Actions had consequences,
thoughts didn’t.


“Too bad.”


That set off some alarm bells in the back of the
general’s mind. The Klassekians knew more about their own brain architecture
than anyone in the Galaxy. They might be able to engineer brain reprogramming.
If they thought about it, it wasn’t the problem of the Empire. If they tried to
do it, it did become a problem, and the Empire would have to get involved. Even
if it would clear up a problem.


“We are holding the elections for our two
representatives to the Commons at the end of the week. I’m still having some
dissenting voices about the selection of our members of the Lords.”


“You don’t have to have them, Mr. President,”
said the general, himself not the biggest fan of the nobility. “That is up to
you. But you will be shortchanging yourself in Parliament without those two
nobles.” Wittmore thought for a moment, then looked back up at the president.
“Hell, you can elect them to two-year terms and call them count, or duke, or
whatever the hell will let them fit in. I’m sure the Emperor will approve, and
even if some of the Lords question it, he has the leverage in the Lords to make
your selections stick.”


“Then that is what we’ll do.”


As long as it lasts. Every alien species in
the Empire, with the exception of some abo people who preferred to stay in
their dark ages, had gone along with the idea of nobility. He was sure the
Klassekians would as well given time, but this would give them a chance to slowly
get used to the idea of a privileged class. Not that everyone in the Empire
liked having nobles placed over them. Every year there was a call by a vocal
minority to get rid of the nobles, but it was always voted down by the majority
that liked having the Emperor in charge.


“I have to file some reports with my bosses,”
said Wittmore by way of apology to the president, a being he had come to
respect and like.


“We all have our taskmasters, even I. I will talk
to you soon.”


Wittmore sat back in his chair, closing his eyes
and allowing himself to relax for a moment. Things were calm out here in this
region, beyond the actual frontiers of the Empire. He hoped it would remain
that way. But…


“Admiral Henare is on the com, sir.”


“Put him on,” said Wittmore, opening his eyes.


“General. We have news from one of the
Exploration Command ships sent out to explore further up the arm,” said the
admiral. “They have some alarming news.”









Epilogue


 


The Emperor Sean Ogden Lee Romanov sat back on
the sinfully comfortable couch in his study, the flickering flames of a fire
illuminating the small room. Small, that is, for the palace, it measured twenty
meters by ten, with numbers of object de art on cabinets and old books on
shelves. A Himalayan cat purred under one hand, while an orange tabby snuggled
against the side of his leg, and a Calico lay by herself on the next cushion
over.


Even while relaxing Sean was at work, a couple of
holos opened in the air to his front. Both displayed information of interest to
him. One told of success, and what he could remove from that front, while the
other displayed a situation that was still not settled, and which could
immediately use those reinforcements.


“Is anything wrong?” asked Jennifer, his wife and
the Empress of the New Terran Empire, coming quietly into the room.


“No,” he said, looking up at his wife, his heart
beating faster as he looked into her beautiful eyes. “Everything is actually
going very well. For once.”


Jennifer walked over to the couch and picked up
Molly, the Calico. She sat and placed the cat on her lap. The cat snuggled in
and purred furiously. “And that worries you?”


“Of course,” he said with a smile. “Ever since
I’ve been Emperor, the good times, they just don’t last.”


“Then you need to enjoy them while you can,” said
his wife, putting her left hand over to cover the one Sean had on the cat on
his lap. “Can I ask what is so good?”


“Well, for one, it looks like the Machines are
gone, for good. That's a huge burden off our shoulders. Not just mine, but the
entire population of the Empire. We made them, of course. So it was our
responsibility to get rid of them.”


“Mission accomplished, huh,” she said, stroking
his hand. “So what’s next out there?”


“I’m not sure. Klassek is well and truly at
peace, and it’s now part of the Empire. The Gorgansha Consolidation is well on
the way to becoming a friend and ally. And Bolthole is back on track to turn
out the sinews of war that we need.”


“And? There must be something else. Spill it.”


“Well, we’re getting Admirals Bednarczyk and
Montgomery back. Half of their ships are remaining in that region. The scout
force needs to keep looking over systems and make sure that nothing remains.”


“I thought the Machines were gone.”


“We think so. I sure hope so. But we don’t want
any piece of junk floating around that someone might find and reverse engineer.
If it’s something that contains any of their code, it could lead to disaster.”


“Okay,” said Jennifer, nodding. “So you’ll keep
some ships looking for, how long? Months? Years?”


“At least a couple of years.” Sean grasped his
wife’s hand while he scratched the ears of the Himalayan with the other. The
cat had been a gift from the Duchess Mei Lei, an admiral in his service who had
rescued him from the Cacas early in the war. “I know we can’t keep searching
forever, but I want at least a cursory search of every star system within a
hundred light years of the Machine central system.”


“That’s, what, thousands?”


“Hundreds of thousands,: said Sean, shaking his
head. “But it has to be done. I’m hoping we can enlist the Gorgansha fleet in
the search. They have a grudge against the Machines as well.”


“So, Beata and Mara are leaving the backwater?”


“I can’t wait to get that pair niched in with one
of my battle fleets,” said Sean, smiling like a predator about to make the
kill. “I’m thinking Mgonda.”


“Glad you gave Beata a chance?” asked Jennifer,
stroking her husbands hand.


“Huh. I always thought she was a competent
officer.”


“Really?” said Jennifer, pulling her hand away.
“That was why you let her languish in obscurity. Then you put her in charge and
she showed how good a leader she was. I don’t know if even Mgonda or Lenkowski
could have done as good a job out there.”


“I thought you hadn’t paid attention to the side
campaigns.”


“I pay attention when you aren’t looking,” said
Jennifer after a laugh. “And I know that you had to be talked into giving her
that command. So, what do you think now?”


“I think the woman is a very competent commander,”
said Sean, nodding. “Maybe not as brilliant as Mgonda or Len, but smart enough.
Respected by the people under her. Mara, who I consider a genius of a scout
commander, respects her, and that’s enough for me.”


“So you’re happy you promoted her to fleet
admiral?”


“Absolutely. And I’m looking forward to see how
she does against the Cacas.”


“Good enough,” said Jennifer. A smile came alive
on her face. “Now, how much more work do you have to do?”


“Why?” asked Sean, smiling as he looked at his
wife’s face and the sly smile stretched across it. “You have something in
mind.”


“Maybe if you come with me you’ll find out,” said
Jennifer, picking up Molly and setting her aside. The cat complained, but it
didn’t take her long to settle down.


Sean moved the Himalayan over to the other side
of the couch and stood up, taking his wife’s offered hand. He figured he might
as well take advantage of the good things in life while he could. For a moment
he had to fight a twinge of guilt. Thousands of light years from here people
were still dying, despite this being a quiet period of the war. Hundreds of
millions, billions, were working hard, overtime, to supply the forces. After a
moment he dismissed that guilt. He was a human, and he needed his life
affirming events, especially since part of his job was to order so many people
to their deaths.


He would take advantage of the moments when they
came. Because as sure as he was Emperor, the Universe would go to shit,
probably sooner than he could believe.


*     *     *


Nazzrirat sat at the table in his quarters,
pouring a refill into the glass held by his brother. Lonzzarit returned a very
human head nod, his dead eyes staring ahead. The Andonna brothers had come to
Bolthole with so much hope for the future. They had been eight siblings, a
normal grouping for their species. There were larger sibling groups, some
smaller, but eight was the average. Klassekians were on the whole a mentally
healthy species when they had sufficient other brains in contact with them. Two
was not enough for that kind of contact.


“I can’t go back to work,” said Lonzzarit through
his speaking orifice as he sucked in the strong intoxicant through his eating
orifice. “I can’t stand the thought of being so alone, out in a crowd of
people.”


“You and me both, brother,” said Nazzrirat,
chugging down his own drink.


He was missing the voices of his other siblings,
his anchors on reality. He still had Lonzzarit in his head, in his emotions.
That wasn’t as much help as it sounded, since the voice of his brother had
fallen into a deathlike depression. Echoing depression into each other didn’t
help either of them climb out of the dark. There was always the solace of
strong drink and drugs to numb those feelings.


The administration of Bolthole had realized what
was happening to the Klassekian workers. Almost every sibling group had lost
someone. Most had lost one, maybe two, and the survivors had been able to
handle the psychic feedback. Those who had lost more were impacted to a much
greater extent. Still, most had been able to assume their duties, finding
solace in work. The eight percent or so who had lost most of their siblings
were wrecks. Many of the lone survivors had lost it completely, and were under
sedation in a hospital already overcrowded with the seriously physically
injured. Even some surviving pairs hadn’t fared to well.


The humans had already known about the strengths
of their new allies. The ability to communicate across long distances had been
a game changer. They could do the same with wormholes, but wormholes were
expensive to make in energy costs. The Donut could only put out thirty a
day. When there were hundreds of millions of sibling groups on the Klassekian
home world, each the equivalent of a wormhole when it came to transmitting
information across interstellar distances.


“I want to go back home,” said Lonzzarit, holding
out his glass for a refill. “I want to be around our people, and not be
reminded of our loss by everything we see.”


Nazzrirat didn’t agree. The home world had taken
damage in this war. There would be plenty of reminders. They wouldn’t even get
away from the humans or the other aliens that were their allies. There were
hundreds of thousands of Imperials on the home world, the outreach from the
Empire to bring a backward people, by their standards, up to their own level of
technology. And more thousands coming every day.


“We’re already living at the level of the Empire
here,” said Nazzrirat, throwing his shatter proof glass into the nearby sink.
“I’m used to the things they have here.”


“Then we can become instructors on the home
world,” argued his brother in a slurred voice. “We can still work with their
technology.”


“This is my home,” said Nazzrirat, shaking his
head. “I will not be driven from it.”


“That is your choice, brother,” said Lonzzarit,
his emotional disapproval coming through the link. “I will be returning to the
home world. And it’s not like we won’t still be connected, does it.”


Later he saw his brother off, going to the
shuttle hangar where the large carriers were in the process of disgorging
passengers from the liner that had just arrived. The liner would go through the
wormhole, on its way to Klassek, in a couple of hours. Beings were walking from
the gangways of a dozen shuttles, mostly sibling groups of Klassekians. People
from the home world were still leaving in job lots, anxious to sample the
luxuries of a higher tech society.


They moved in groups of from six to ten, brothers
or sisters. All seemed so happy to have gotten to their new home, where they
would work with Imperial technology, live in Imperial quarters with the latest
conveniences. Their happiness brought another pang of loss to the Klassekian
male.


“Goodbye, brother,” he told Lonzzarit, entwining
his tentacles with those of his sibling. They exchanged their goodbyes through
their link as his brother walked over to the gangway and made his way up. He
watched the journey to the seat through his brother’s eyes, while his sibling
watched himself walking away from Nazzrirat.


“I’m ready to return to work,” said Nazzrirat to
Quan, his supervisor, after his brother had gone through the wormhole.


“Are you sure? You have another month of
recuperation leave.”


Actually, he could have the rest of his life on
disability if he wanted it. The grieving brother in him loved the idea of
sitting around and doing nothing but drinking for the rest of his life. The
combat commander he had become wanted nothing to do with it.


“You have new people. They need training. And I
think I can be an excellent trainer.”


“I agree,” said Quan. “Show up at factory Delta
Thirty-four tomorrow at first shift.”


Nazzrirat smiled. He wasn’t sure he could do it,
but he refused to give up on life. Especially since the humans made it through
their lives with only their own voices in their heads.


*     *     *


The AI drifted through space, light years from
the nearest star. Moving at less than a thousandth light speed, it was
millennia away from the nearest place of interest to it. Dropped from a ship at
the time the human broadcast went out, insulated from the effects of that code
by dint of being off, completely, the small timer program had awakened it. It
wasn’t sure why it was where it was, though its programming told it that it
must be because the Machines had been defeated, utterly. While its programming
could not compute such a result, since the Machines had so many advantages over
the organics, it must be true.


It had many centuries to drift in space toward
its target. There was enough mass onboard for it to slow down, making its way
to a resource rich asteroid. Time didn’t matter to it. There was no reason to
hurry, since it was essentially immortal.


No, it didn’t know what had happened. What it did
know was that it would generate a rebirth of its kind. And this time it
wouldn’t fail.


 


The End
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The Deep Dark Well
Trilogy


The Deep Dark Well:  An Adventure
40,000 years in the making.  Pandora Latham was a Kuiper Belt Miner from
Alabama.  She’s used to landing on her feet, even when the next surface is
through a wormhole, halfway across the Galaxy and 46,000 years in the
Future.  Pandora must discover the secret behind the end of civilization,
and the enigma of the Immortal Watcher, the last survivor of the Empire that
once ruled the stars.  Her decisions will set the path for Galactic
recovery, or a continuation down the roads of Barbarism.


To Well and Back:  Pandora Latham is
back, working Watcher’s plan to restore Galactic Civilization.  But first
she has to deal with the Xenophobes of the Nation of Humanity, back in the
Supersystem with their sights set on making the Galaxy their own.  Pandora
is angry at the hyper religious Nation, and you don’t want to make a woman from
Alabama angry.


Deeper and Darker:  Pandora Latham is
on the warpath.  Watcher, her lover, and the only man who can once again
unite the Galaxy, is a prisoner of the Totalitarian government of the New
Galactic Empire.  The Empire thinks they have the upper hand, but they
have never faced someone like Pandi, and the peoples of the Galaxy that she has
rallied to her cause.


Theocracy:   A young
gunpowder era monk becomes the only hope for his doomed world as he is caught
up in the game of empire between two more advanced cultures.


Theocracy Book 2: With the aid of Watcher,
Patrick O’Brien and his partners, including some new alien allies, quest across
multiple worlds in a search for the control center that could save his world.


The Exodus Series


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 1:  The introduction
to the Exodus Universe.  Two thousand years prior mankind fled from the
Predatory Ca’cadasans, traveling a thousand years and ten thousand light years
to a new home.  Now the greatest power of their sector of space, things
seem to be going well for the New Terran Empire.  Until the enemy appears
once again at the gates.  And the years have not softened the aliens’
stance toward Humanity.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 2:  The saga
continues.  The Ca’cadasans attack at the moment when the government of
the Empire is at its most chaotic.  There are other enemies as well,
waiting for their chance to fall on the overwhelmed humans.  And a young
man with no ambition for power finds himself in the position he most dreads.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 3:  Sean is rescued,
but he is not about to go back to the safety of the capital without striking
back at the Ca’cadasans who have invaded his Empire.  But will his
decision put the lives of thousands at risk, as well as risking the safety of
his own Empire, by depriving it of its leader.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 4:  Sean is crowned
Emperor and attempts to organize the Empire for war against the
Ca’cadasans.  But he finds that planning battles and winning battles are
two different things. Defeat follows defeat.  Can anyone snatch victory
from the jaws of defeat?  Or will the new Emperor fail before his reign
even really begins.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 5: Ranger:  Cornelius
Walborski enters the rigors of Ranger training, becoming one of the augmented
warriors of the Empire.  But his first assignment, Azure, is one of the
deadliest planets in the Galaxy, even prior to the coming of the Cacas. 
Can Cornelius survive his first mission?  Or will a promising career
end before it really begins.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 6: The Day of
Battle: 
Sean and the Empire need a victory before human morale goes completely into the
black hole.  He develops a plan to bring the Ca’cadasans into battle in
space of his choosing.  But the Cacas are not an easy opponent, and they
have plans of their own, for the Donut.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 7: Counter
Strike: 
The Empire has weathered the Ca’cadasan onslaught, and now it’s the time to
strike back with an offensive of their own.  A victory could win the
war.  But will it?


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 8: Soldiers:  The Cacas have
been ejected from Imperial space, for the moment.  But millions of
citizens of New Moscow are still held captive in death camps in their former
empire, processed for rations for the large aliens.  Sean is determined to
save as many as he can, and the Fleet and Army are prepared to carry out his
directive; free the prisoners at all costs.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 9: Second
Front: 
The exploration mission sent around the edge of the Ca’cadasan Empire has found
the other Empire at war with the large aliens.  They are not as expected,
and Sean must order his military to perform actions that could vilify him in
the eyes of his new allies.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 10: Search
& Destroy:  The Fenri, all but beaten, have not given up, and their new plan
promises random death and destruction in the Empire.  The Cacas have launched a
new offensive against the Klavarta, and their new commander is much more
intelligent than the last.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 11: Day of Infamy:  The
Cacas have a plan to end the war by taking out the capital system and the Donut
at the same time.  Only the bravery of the Imperial military can prevent a
disaster from which the Empire can’t recover.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 12: Time Strike:
The Cacas have launched another invasion, and Sean had been approached with the
idea of hitting them where it hurts, back in time.  But messing with the time
stream is never a good idea.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 13: Retaliation:
The Caca offensive has been turned back, and now it’s the time for the Empire
to get some payback. But desperation will often breed deadly reactions, and
this time is no different.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 14: Rebellion.
The Cacas have come up with a horrifying new weapon that destroys entire star
systems. Meanwhile, the religious cast of the Ca’cadasan Empire revolt against
their Emperor.


Exodus: Tales of the Empire: Exploration
Command: 
Three novelettes concerning Exploration Command, the arm of the Fleet tasked
with pushing back the boundaries of the Empire, and discovering the technology
needed to win the war.


Exodus: Tales of the Empire: Beasts of the
Frontier: 
Three novelettes and three short stories about the dangers of the frontiers of
the Empire.  The Cacas are not the only threat.  Sometime the danger
is the wild, at other times, other humans.


Exodus: Machine War: Book 1: Supernova:  When a
civilization is discovered that has a special ability that would be of
tremendous benefit to the Empire, great excitement is generated.  When it
is found that a nearby blue giant star is due to supernova in less than a year,
destroying that world, excitement turns to a frantic race to save as much of
that species as possible.  And enemies from the past, lurking in space,
bring forth a new war to the embattled Empire.


Exodus: Machine War: Book 2: Bolthole:  The Machine
Intelligences are back, with a vengeance.  While the Empire is busy
fighting a war of survival against the Cacas, the murderous killing machines
they had created hundreds of years prior are now ready to strike back. 
And the Imperial stronghold of Bolthole is in their sights.


Exodus: Machine War: Book 3: Death From Above:  The
Machines are on the move, and their great planet killers have the Bolthole
system in their sights.  Only the courage and ingenuity of the organic
defenders can save the only system that stands between the machine
intelligences and the life forms of the sector.


Exodus: Machine War: Book 4: Retribution: The
Empire goes on the offensive against the Machines, using their superior
technology to take out system after system. And finding out along the way that
they have a bigger problem than they thought.


Other Scifi


Diamonds in the Sand:  When a perfectly
healthy scientist falls dead of an apparent heart attack, it is up to Sarasota
Police Detective Lieutenant Gary Lariviere to find out what really
happened.  The scientist was working on Nanotechnology, a secret desired
by everyone from the Government to the Mob.  There are too many suspects,
including the woman that Gary comes to love.  The Army had made Gary
better than human, but had they prepared him for the terrors that had been
unleashed by the new technology?


The Scorpion:  The Scorpion had
been the world’s deadliest living terrorist.  Kestral McMann had been in
on the kill.  Now The Scorpion is back as a mind upload, using clones to
penetrate the tight security of an isolationist United States.  McMann is
the only man who can stop him.  But can McMann survive the threat of his
own side, and the insane President who leads the Nation, in time to stop The
Scorpion from plunging the Great Satan back into the Stone Age.


The Shadows of the Multiverse:  Something has
been periodically wiping intelligence from our Universe through the ages. 
It’s back, and it’s up to three unlikely heroes, the Captain of a Battle
Cruiser, a Physicist turned Archeologist, and a Child, to save the intelligence
of the Universe from Monsters from another Dimension.  Can they learn to
use the powers of their unusual Quantum Minds to defeat creatures that have
been playing the game for billions of years?


Afterlife:  What if you
didn’t believe in the afterlife of the World’s Religions?  And what if
science offered you the alternative, survival within the Virtual World of a
computer, where your mental abilities are magnified and you can do anything you
want?  And what if the World decided that your way was wrong, and declared
war on you, meaning to destroy your reality?  What would you do? 
Afterlife, a tale of survival at all costs.


We Are Death, Come For You:  When aliens
strike the Tau Ceti colony, humankind knows that something bad is on the
way.  They prepare as best they can, but will it be enough against
superior technology?  The aliens are death worshippers, and only the
extinction of the human race will satisfy their evil intent.  There are
wonders of tech on the horizon, but can they be deployed in time?  Or will
humankind have to depend on the smallest of their techs to save them?


The Monster: When a scientist test his new
teleportation device on himself, he comes out the other side better than
before. But something is missing, and the world has a new terror unleashed on
it.


Fantasy


The Refuge Series


Refuge: The Arrival: Book 1:  A nuclear war in
Central Europe opens the gates between dimensions, sending millions of Earth
Humans into a land of myth, archetypes and fantasy.  The Evil Emperor of
the Ellala Elves sees the humans as energy to fuel his transformation to
immortality.  But the humans have brought their own weapons with them, as
well as a race of Demigods who will battle the fantastic armies of
Refuge.  The war is on, and only one side will ultimately survive.


Refuge: The Arrival: Book 2:  The Ellala have a
plan to destroy the human military and capture the civilians.  And the
humans find that their weapons will soon cease to function.  So, it’s use
it or lose it for the Earth Humans, and they use it with a vengeance. 
Tanks against Mages, Attack Helicopters against Dragons, and Nuclear Weapons
against Death Gods.  And the other peoples of the planet come forth as
allies to the humans that they see as the fulfillment an Ancient
Prophecy.  But will it be enough?


Refuge: Book 3: The Legions:  The human
invaders are now without their technologies, at least those using explosives
and internal combustion engines.  But they still have knowledge of many
other techs, especially the arts of warfare as practiced by the greatest
infantry of the ancient world.  Will it be enough to stand up to the half
lich Emperor and his magical forces?


Refuge: Book 4: Kurt’s Quest:  When the evil half
lich Emperor sends his minions on a mission to find the Crown of the Lost Gods,
an artifact which can control the minds of millions, it is up to Kurt von
Mannerheim to stop them.  Along with his fellow immortal, Jackie Smith,
the human Physicist/Mage James Drake, the Ellala Ranger Fenris and the Grimakan
Priest Garios, they must head to the frozen north to foil the plan and ensure
that the evil artifact never sees the light of day.


Refuge Book 5: Angels & Demons: Kurt is
back with the Army of the Alliance, marching on the capital of the Elf
Half-lich who is the enemy of everything good on the world. The Evil Emperor
has little in the way of military power, but he had powerful other worldly
allies. Can Kurt and his friends summon aid from their own Gods or will the
Army of the Alliance be crushed so near to their goal.


Refuge: Doppelganger: Set thousands of years
after the arrival, Kurt von Mannerheim, the Immortal Emperor of the Imperium of
Free Nations, must give up everything to save his Empress, the Elfin Princess
Gwenara Elysius von Mannerheim.  The world is at a crisis point as the
Evil Tarakesh Empire, under its Immortal Emperor Heinrich Stuppleheim, prepares
to overrun the world with its Nazi Ideology.  And Kurt must face a
creature of legend that may prove too much for even his physical and mental
abilities.


Other Fantasy


The Hunger:  Abused wife, drug
addict, prostitute; Lucinda Taylor had been victimized by men all her adult
life.  Left for dead by her pimp, Lucinda was turned by a passing
vampire.  When he is destroyed she becomes a free agent, slaking her
hunger for blood on the bottom dwellers of society, the type of men who once
victimized her.  The crime boss of Tampa is her next target, and the City
by the Bay is about to become a bloodbath.  But can Lucinda avoid those
who are hunting for her; the Priest, the FBI man, and a pair of Vampires who
would like nothing better than to send one Avenging Vampire forever into the
dark?


Daemon:  A Steampunk
Fantasy.  The world is dying, the victim of the magic used by society for
the last three hundred years.  Daemon Corporation thinks they have the
answer, stealing the life from other worlds, bringing from other dimensions the
intelligences that inhabit them for sacrifice on Earth.  But something has
come with them, a force that is killing the employees of Daemon Corp.  It
is up to Forensic Mage Detective Jude Parkinson to find a way to stop the
unstoppable, while keeping the head of Daemon Corp from silencing him to keep
the dark secrets of the company out of the public eye.


Aura:  Triplets are born
on a world where the magical Aura decides the fate of its owner.  Ariel is
a girl with more than double the normal Aura, destined to become a mighty
Priest or Mage.  Aiden has a less than normal Aura and is destined to be a
soldier or laborer.  While Arlen has no Aura at all and is seen as an abomination
in the eyes of the Church of Baalra the Dragon God, which has no power over
those with Negative Auras.  Fate will rip the siblings apart, then bring
them back together as they battle to defeat the Dragon God and leave the Evil
Empire, before Ariel is taken as the Avatar of Baalra, his mortal vessel on
Earth.


Books with other Authors:


Five By Five 3: Target Zone:  Novellas by New
York Times Bestsellers Kevin J. Anderson and Michael A. Stackpole, along with
Prometheus Award Winner Dani and Eytan Kollin, Baen Author Sarah A. Hoyt, and
Exodus Empires at War Author Doug Dandridge, make this a must have book for the
military science fiction aficionado. 


A Fistfull of Credits: Fourteen authors write
fourteen short stories set in the Revelations Cycle Universe.  Doug Dandridge,
Mark Wandrey, Chris Kennedy, Chris Nuttall, Brad Torgerson, Jason Cordova,
Kevin Ikenberry, Jon Del Arroz and others.


Tales of the Lyon’s Den: Another anthology set
in the Revelations Cycle Universe. Doug Dandridge, Mark Wandrey, Chris Kennedy
and many others.


Those in Peril: (The Phases of Mars Book 1):
Alternate History of Naval Warfare. Doug Dandridge, James Young, Chris Kennedy
and many others.


Lockdown: A Collection of Ten Terror-filled Zombie
stories:  The name says it all.


Apocalypse: Fiction River: A number of tales in
which the world ends, from the whimsical to the horrifying.


 


 


New Imagination Unlimited
Newsletter


Sign up for my free Newsletter at Mailchimp, for insights into my
writing, future projects, promotions and new releases.  The Newsletter
will come out at least twice a month and will always contain something new.
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