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I’ve got to get out of here, thought Watcher as he
severed the link with the ship’s computer.  According to the navigation
computer the battleship he was on, as well as the rest of the force, was a
little over halfway to its destination.  They were in hyper VII, with a
pseudospeed of over thirty-five thousand times light.  The borders of the New
Terran Empire were over three thousand light years from the Supersystem, and
the core system of that polity was a thousand light years from that border.  It
was a fifty-two day trip overall, counting time to accelerate and decelerate
back down, one that his own ships could make in a little over thirteen days.  And
just our bad luck that the bastards had to be so close to us.


He had been checking out the databases about
the Empire, and what he saw was chilling.  They had quadrupled the size of
their empire in the last hundred years, and it was increasing at a geometric
rate.  At its present expansion it would double again in the next twenty years,
then again ten years later.  And most of the developing powers in that space
didn’t have a prayer.  There were twelve other multi-star system governments in
that threatened space, and none of them stood a chance against the Empire.


It wouldn’t be so bad if they weren’t complete
dicks,
he thought, recalling more of the information he had gleaned from the
databanks.  The Empire was ruled by a single human male, one who had lived for
over five hundred years, and looked as if he had no intention of dying anytime
soon.  It was a totalitarian regime that brooked no dissension or interference
with its plans and policies.  Just the kind of government Watcher despised.


Watcher linked back in with the ship, this time
going beyond the safe confines that he had set himself, going straight into the
heart of the security programs.  He had been here before, for fleeting
instants, checking out the sensitivity of the programs to intruders, learning
what he could get away with.  Now he took some steps beyond those boundaries.


He had determined that now was the best time to
escape, while they were still outside the borders of the Empire, while he only
had to escape and avoid these ships.  The only problem was, he still didn’t
know if that was possible.


He looked through the security system and noted
that all the nearby corridors were empty.  There were security personnel on
duty in the surveillance room that oversaw this block of cells (and there sure
were enough of those on what was supposed to be a warship).  The rest of the
corridors leading to his planned destination were as empty as could be during
the late night cycle of the ship, when the only people up were those who had
duty stations to man.


Watcher’s mind, the most powerful organic data
processing instrument in the Galaxy since the disappearance of the almost
legendary Ancients, moved with ease through the systems of the ship.  For a
moment he had the access to make the ship do anything he wanted.  That access
was only momentary, and would give away the game, but he could do it.


He set the security systems to indicate that
his cell was occupied, and that the door had remained closed, even while it was
opening to his front.  The sensors at the security station would continue to
monitor his calm heartbeat, while the visual pickups would show a lifelike
image of himself, pieced together from hundreds of hours of surveillance
recordings, sitting on his bed, or sleeping, or any of a thousand other
actions.


Watcher slipped through the door, glancing in
both directions, his superior mind filling in every detail with that one look. 
The cell door closed behind him, and he started moving the direction he wanted,
his own location appearing in his optical centers on a schematic of the ship.


The battleship massed fifteen million tons, and
measured well over two kilometers by eight hundred meters.  There were six
thousand people aboard, spacemen and marines.  If he had to fight his way
through them all he was dead.  But so far it was looking very good that he
might be able to sneak through to where he wanted to be.  After that, it would
be up to his skills at manipulating the computer to get off the ship and away,
spoofing their sensors and dropping off their plot.


The armory he had scoped out was ahead and to
the right.  Its lock was no more advanced than that of his cell, and the thick
door slid in and to the side as he approached.  Of course, there was an inner
door on a separate circuit, but that was only a microsecond of effort to open
it in the same way.  Inside the armory was rack after rack of weapons, as well
as some various sizes of body armor.  No powered armor, which was a bit
disappointing, but not really unexpected.  Naval powered armor would be stored
where the crew could get to it during battle alerts, while the marine version
would be kept by their quarters.


It took a little over a minute to strap on some
of the body armor, breast and back plate, shoulder pads, forearm and thigh
guards, and a tactical helmet.  He strapped on several hand weapons, then chose
the most powerful rifle he could find.  Again, it was not what he would have
preferred, but it was the best he could get at the moment.


The armory sealed itself up after he left, and
he continued on his way, tapping into the security system to see ahead of him,
making sure he was not running into any of the crew.  There were some tense
moments there, as he saw people wandering halls on several occasions, and once
an armed patrol, which made him wonder how much this Admiral trusted his own
people


It’s just ahead, he thought, walking
down the corridor, his booted feet not making the slightest sound.  He gripped
the particle beam rifle in his hands, ready for any betraying movement that
would warn him of an enemy.  The weapon seemed somewhat primitive compared to
what he was used to, and he was sure that it was not in the same class as what
he had carried off of the station, but hopefully powerful enough to defeat
their own armor.  The helmet on his head had its com activated, at least the
receiving portion of the tactical communications link.


He pushed a small probe around a corner that
was the last before the main corridor that led to the hangar.  The probe was a
small fiber optic line that was flexible enough to shape to any desired
configuration.  It was attached to his helmet, and gave him a view of whatever
the end was pointed to.  Now it was giving him a view of two battle suited
Marines standing before the hatch that led into the hangar, particle beam rifles
in their hands.


Now how in the hell do I get past them, he thought, knowing
that if he shot the men an alarm would definitely sound.  That concern was
rendered moot as said alarm went off, a loud klaxon that sounded through the
corridor along with red flashing lights.


“The prisoner has escaped,” came a voice over
the tactical com.  “Repeat, the being known as Watcher has escaped and is at
large on the ship.  He is to be considered extremely dangerous.”
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Prologue


 


“He still refuses to give us the information,”
said the Senior Chief who was the head of interrogation on the case.


“Shit,” growled Admiral Carlos Jackson of the
New Galactic Empire, which was Galactic in name only.  “We need that access.”  Maybe
not right now, he thought, staring at a holo screen that showed his home
world of Kallis, cities sparkling on the night side.  In the background was the
gas giant Odin, the gravitational center, which four inhabited moons orbited.  We’re
the most powerful force in the Galaxy, at least as far as we know.  Nothing can
stand before our march to Empire.  Until we butt heads with that station.


“You’ve tried everything?” he said, looking up
at the Chief.


“Everything we can think of,” said the
interrogator.  “Drugs, pain, psychoprobe, and nothing seems to work on him. 
His brain is just too advanced for our methods.”


“And we could probably come up with something
that would work if we had access to his tech,” said the Admiral, clenching his
fists.  “But to get that tech we need to break him.”


“We could always go back and retrieve his
woman,” said the Chief, his tone indicating that he thought they should have
done that in the first place.  “We could break her, or use her to break him,
since he seemed to care so much for her.”


“You’re right,” said the Admiral, looking back
at the home world he had not seen in some time.  “We should have snagged her
from the start.  Too late now.  She’s probably back on that station, where we
can’t touch her.  Or the Nation of Humanity people have already killed her. 
Either way, Watcher is the only one we have at hand that can get us on that
station.”


“Maybe when we reach home base they can come up
with something,” said the Chief, shrugging his shoulders.  “I’m good, but they
have people a lot better than me.”


“Perhaps,” said the Admiral, looking back at
the man.  “But you’re all we have now, so keep at it.  Maybe we’ll get lucky
and stumble upon the thing that finally breaks him.”


“Stranger things have happened,” said the
Chief, throwing a salute to his superior and turning away.


“Stranger things have happened,” said the
Admiral under his breath as the door slid shut behind the NCO.  We are
actually returning from a point of legend with the Monster who destroyed
civilization on-board.  If there’s anything stranger than that I really don’t
want to know.


But the prize was still beyond them, the Donut,
the massive station of wonders that would give them an insurmountable advantage
over any other power in the Galaxy.  If only we had access to the other stations,
he thought, thinking back through his history of the three stations built
around black holes, used to generate the wormhole gates that spanned the
Galaxy, and according to legend even beyond the Milky Way.  But the original
was destroyed in some war or another before the Galaxy was united under one
government, and the location of the third was lost in the fall of
civilization.  Someday someone would find it, but right now they only knew of
one station.  And the New Galactic Empire meant to make it theirs.
















Chapter
One


 


Dictatorship naturally
arises out of democracy, and the most aggravated form of tyranny and slavery
out of the most extreme liberty.


Plato


 


Pandora Latham looked over the large room that
had once served as a gathering place for humans and aliens in ages past.  It
again was a place where people had met, this time to kill each other.  Pandi
forced herself to not vomit as she looked over the sprawled bodies of the
Marines of the Nation of Humanity.  The stench of released bladders and bowels
permeated the room.  The armored battle suits worn by the Marines would
normally have contained the odor, but particle beams had a way of tearing large
holes in those suits, and the smell was in the air.


Not all the casualties had been on the Nation’s
side.  There were a couple of bodies of Suryan Spacers and Marines in the room,
being tended to by their mates, who were removing their remains from battle
armor so they could be interned with the rites of the Polytheistic people.  But
there were not many.  Twelve Suryans had died taking this section of the
station away from almost two thousand Nation of Humanity warriors, a result of
the disparity of technology between the invader’s tech and that of the station
which equipped Pandi’s forces.


Maintenance robots were starting the job of
cleanup, carting the bodies and equipment of the enemy away for disposal. 
Pandora looked at them with a grimace, wondering if she should accord them some
kind of ceremony.  She shook her head, dismissing the idea.  There were too
many of them, and the sooner the stink was cleaned up the better.


“They fought like the fanatics they are,” said
a dusky faced young woman in battle armor.  “You see why we have never been
able to negotiate with them, because why would someone try to treat with you
who knows God is on their side.”


“He didn’t seem to do a bang up job today,”
said Pandora, thinking back over the more than twelve hours of combat it had
taken to secure the station.  “Not sure I would want that kind of God with me.”


“You don’t believe, do you?” asked Lt.
Commander Mandrake of the Kingdom of Surya Navy.


“Don’t see much reason to,” said the beautiful
redhead, still young of face and body, though the worry lines were starting to
accumulate.  “My daddy was a man of God, when he wasn’t busy beating me, or
trying to get in my pants.  And I’ve seen nothing since I’ve come to this age
to change my mind.”  Pandi shook her head, then looked over at the frowning
woman.  “Don’t mean to mock your beliefs, Dasha.  It’s up to everyone to find
their own God, or Gods, or lack of such.  And not mine to make up someone
else’s mind for them.”


“Would that these we killed here today thought
that way,” said the Commander, shaking her head.  “Then there might not have
had to be such bloodshed.”


“Shoulda, coulda, woulda,” said Pandi with a
scowl.  “Great words after the shit has hit it.  But now we need to prepare for
the next part of this show.”


“And we will, Pandora Latham,” said the small
man in battle armor walking up to the two women.


Pandi smiled as she looked at the small dynamo
who was the commander of the Suryans in this sector of space.  Admiral Nagara
Krishnamurta was not imposing physically, but he had a keen mind, and a sense
of honor as large as the Donut.


“I am honored that you would leave me in charge
of this station,” continued the Admiral with a smile.  “I will do my best that
we not betray your trust.”


“Now understand, Admiral,” said the woman from
the past.  “It’s not your government that I trust.  It’s you, and you alone. 
I’m not saying that they aren’t trustworthy,” she said quickly when he opened
his mouth to protest.  “I’m sure they are fine folks.  But I don’t know them. 
I know you.  And I also know one thing about your people.  Compared to these
other assholes we’ve met, the Suryans seem to be the least likely to want to
establish some kind of Empire.  And the least likely to go out of their way to
harm others.”


“So, when do we leave?” asked Dasha Mandrake,
cutting through the uncomfortable silence that followed Pandora’s pronouncement.


“I figure about two weeks,” said Pandi, doing
the math quickly in her head.  “That will give us time to get ourselves and the
ships ready, and get more of your people up here to man the station, and
provide Marines.”


“I thought the ships were always ready,” said
the Admiral, following Pandora as she walked toward the wall mounted viewer
that was displaying the hanger where the three vessels they were going to take
were waiting.


“They are always ready,” said Pandi, looking at
the lean shapes of the one million ton destroyers.  “We’re the ones who need to
get ready, with upgraded implants and training.  Won’t do much good to go
running off half cocked and just get captured.”


“And my people will be here in eight days?”
asked the Admiral, disbelief in his voice.  Pandi nodded and the Admiral
smiled.  “It takes us a year to go from home to here and back.  And your ships
can do it in six days.  Amazing.”


“You’ll have to get used to it,” said Pandora
with a smile.  “You are going to be our navy, you and your people, and it won’t
do to give you substandard stuff when the Galaxy is still alive with despots
and dictators.  And when we get the wormhole network back up and running we’ll
even take those eight days off the transit.”


“They look too small to challenge those
monsters the New Galactic Empire brought here,” said Mandrake, sticking her
chin at the spaceships on the viewer.


“An elephant is a lot bigger than a fifty
caliber machine gun,” said Pandi.  “But that machine gun can truly chew an
elephant’s ass off.”  The two Suryans looked blankly at her and Pandi
chuckled.  “Guess you had to have been there.  Or been born in that time.  Now
I’m going to leave you for a little while so I can get about twenty four in a
regeneration tank.”


“We’ll finish cleaning up,” said Mandrake, who
Pandora had already pegged as her flagship captain, Pandora taking the slot of
Commodore.


Pandi nodded, then walked off, heading for the
nearest lift.  Minutes later she was in one of the many med-labs for this
section, stepping out of her armor, then taking off her clothing.


There was a mirrored wall to her right, and she
turned and looked at herself, a grimace on her face, trying not to scream at
what she saw.  Her fair, freckled skin was a mass of scars inflicted by the
sadists of the Nation of Humanity.  Her face was mostly untouched, with the
exception of some burn scars on one cheek.  But her body was hideous to her
eyes, especially where her breasts used to be.  At that spot was a mass of scar
tissue covering her pectoral muscles.  The muscles had been damaged as well,
but on her orders her internal nanites had repaired the parts that she had
needed to function.  Pandora put her hands over her face and started to cry.  I
wish I could just take my ships to the homes of those fanatics and wipe them
from the face of the Galaxy, she thought, a rage growing through her
sorrow.  But what would Watcher have to say about that?  Genocide is what
they call it.  Do I really want to be such a monster?


“I will make you good as new, Pandora Latham,”
came the voice of the station computer.  “All of your scars will be gone, and
you will be beautiful again.”


“What about the scars inside me?” she asked,
shaking her head.  “Don’t answer that.  They’re my memories, and I want to keep
them, no matter the nightmares.”


Pandora walked over to the large box that was
the regeneration tank and stepped in, lowering herself until she was lying
prone within it.  “I want a quantum entanglement upgrade,” she told the
computer as the top began to close over the compartment.


“Are you sure?” asked the computer in its calm
voice.  “Before, you were adamant about how you didn’t want that kind of
connection.”


“I might need your help in the future,” said
Pandora, stifling a yawn as she started to relax.  Nozzles came out of the side
of the compartment and air sprayed things into the skin over her major veins
and arteries, nanites and the substances they would need to rebuild her.  “But
I want to be able to block the link when I want to.”


“Of course,” said the computer, as the lethargy
began to come over the woman.


Pandora fell into a deep, dreamless sleep while
the regeneration tank went to work on her, making the repairs and improvements,
and even adding a few that she didn’t specify.  The computer meant her no harm,
but felt an almost fatherly affection for the woman.  And like all fathers, he
wanted the best for her.


*    
*     *


Watcher sat on the hard bed that served as his
not too comfortable sleeping platform and shoveled the tasteless food into his
mouth.  He would have been very surprised if the men of this vessel ate the
same bad food that he was served.  He was sure it was another attempt to get at
him psychologically, and was also sure the crew would mutiny if there were
asked to subsist on such fare.  But he ate to fuel his body, not for the
pleasure it brought.  In better times he might eat very good food for
pleasure.  In these times he ate to keep his strength up, and nothing more.


Putting the food tray on the floor, Watcher lay
back on the bed and closed his eyes.  He used his link to connect to the ship’s
computer, using a backdoor that he had discovered early in the voyage.  They
think they are so advanced, he thought, looking through the system and
exploring the topics he was interested in.  They look to be early Imperial,
about the end of the first millennia, if not a couple of centuries later.  And
they have no idea what they are trying to conquer.


Watcher avoided some of the systems as he
looked, those having to do with ship’s operations and security.  He figured
that those areas were more heavily firewalled, and might not take too kindly to
his snooping.  He tagged their locations in his implant, knowing that later on
he might have to risk penetration of them.  But not just yet.


And they don’t even know I have a working
implant,
he thought with a smile.  Or that I’m able to penetrate this Faraday cage of
a cell.  The captors had of course subjected him to enough EMP to fry most
implants, their own included.  His were much more robust, and while they had
sustained some damage, and his internal mechanical nanites had been destroyed,
his bio-nanites had been able to rebuild the other microscopic robots, which
had repaired his implants.  And whenever they had subjected him to a scan he
had made sure his implants did not show any activity, lest his captors subject
him to a surgical procedure to remove them.


Watcher looked over the history of the Empire,
which also gave him a good idea of their tech base and probable order of
battle.  He almost wished that Pandora would not come for him, given the
odds.   He also knew that wild horses, as she was wont to say, wouldn’t keep
her from following on his trail.  But again, she would be facing the military
power of an empire, and even with the ships at her disposal, it would be a
daunting task.


The problem wasn’t that her tech wasn’t much
more advanced than that of the New Galactic Empire.  Her skillful handling a
million ton ship of late Imperial Tech would allow her to defeat a fifteen
million ton battleship of early Imperial tech.  But the lasers and missiles of
that battleship could still hurt her ship if they hit her.  It wasn’t quite
like the difference between a Roman Legionnaire versus a main battle tank. 
Twenty of those battleships, unless they were commanded by complete idiots,
would be able to destroy her.  But he doubted they would be commanded by
idiots.  And the New Galactic Empire had several hundred of the battleships, as
well as several thousand lesser vessels, the cruisers and destroyers that were
deployed alongside the capital ships.


Watcher continued to scan the information about
the Empire, which was really more of a dictatorship than the original New
Terran Empire.  The Emperor had absolute power in his realm, life and death
over all of his citizens.  And from what he could see from the histories the
man was a despot, the only ruler the Empire had ever known.  How can that be,
thought Watcher, looking at the timeline.  Is he another immortal.


But whatever he was, he was not a man he could
expect mercy from.  The Empire itself comprised almost two hundred inhabited
planets, and it was involved in a war of conquest at this time, taking more
real estate and subjects whenever they were found.  That seemed to be a
recurring theme with this government.  They were militarily strong enough to
take what they wanted, and they wanted it all.  Which was bad news for the
Galaxy at large.


I wish I could contact Pandora, thought Watcher, but
they had destroyed the quantum entangled portion of his implant with their
intrusive EMP.  And that part could not be repaired without placing another
entanglement module in his brain, which had to come from the station, since it
had to be made in the same incident process as the entanglement module that was
emplaced in the station computer.  So she was on her own as far as decision
making was concerned.


I need to tell her to not come after me in the
few ships she can get crewed by Suryan personnel, he thought.  She
needs to forget about me and gather a true fleet, something that can knock
these Fascist conquerors on their asses.  But he knew she would be
concerned about him, and would come quickly, no matter the odds.


Watcher lay back and relaxed, composing himself
for sleep, since there really was nothing else he could do at this time. 
Minutes after he slipped into slumber the sirens sounded in the cell, the
interrogators continuing their psychological torture of their prisoner. 
Watcher sat up and stared ahead, then disconnected his brain and went back to
sleep while his body sat and stared, letting the enemy believe they were
affecting him in ways they were not.
















Chapter
Two


 


The means of defense against
foreign danger historically have become the instruments of tyranny at home.


James Madison


 


The station, or at least the part of the station
that was being used, was crowded with sentient beings for the first time in
over five thousand years.  The wormhole had been installed in the home system
of the Suryans, and tens of thousands of personnel now swarmed the walkways and
corridors of one small section.  The great majority were undergoing training,
as were the couple of thousand Maurids and Hustedeans who were being
bootstrapped up to the modern age.


Almost too many of them, thought Pandora,
returning the bow of the kangaroo like Hustedean who was passing her in the
corridor.  She remembered her first sight of one of those particular aliens, on
the Hernand, the ship that had traveled into the past and had been
responsible for her going into the future, while the rest of her crew died a death
of complete annihilation.  These on the station were somewhat more mobile, and
she had welcomed them aboard, even if the sight of them brought back bad
memories.


That had been one of her first decisions, after
mandating that the Suryans would be running things.  She did not want to
establish a human hegemony over the other species.  So she had ruled that as
many alien races as possible should join in the mission, as well as humans from
many different worlds.  It was not hers or Watcher’s plans to create a human
dominated Galaxy, based on one culture and religion.  The Galaxy was to be as
it had been, a polyglot people of many species, cultures and faiths.


A Confederation was what she and Watcher had
discussed for the Galaxy.  Not really an Empire, in which all decisions were
made by a central authority.  Instead, the peoples of the Confederation would
make their own local laws, congregate as they wished.  Defense would be the
business of the Confederation, as would oversight over what laws the members passed. 
The pair didn’t want Oligarchies, Theocracies and Dictatorships to spring up
across the Galaxy.  But otherwise, the free peoples would be able to pick their
own religions and means of governing themselves.


Pandora came out of  the corridor and into the
long gate room, in which three of the active gates were in use, one to the
Suryan home world, two others to the worlds the Suryans and Nation of Humanity
people had claimed for their own.  Technicians were leaving the gate from the
Suryan home world, while other technicians, and men and women who could be
classified as missionaries, were going to those more primitive worlds, among
others.  Pandi smiled as she thought of the missionaries, with Marine guards of
course, going to that medieval world she had visited, and telling the kings and
dukes the new score.


So many, she thought again, looking at the Suryan
Marine guards that were securing this room, knowing that several other gate
rooms were also so secured.  The combat robots, of course, were also here, and
the Suryans thought that they now had total control of the machines, which was
one of her little tests of them.  So far they had passed, and she was sure they
didn’t know she could order a million robots to come to her aid if necessary. 
They may have guessed it, but they didn’t know.  She had her own fail-safes
built in to make sure the station wasn’t taken from her and Watcher, safeguards
she had decided on after the Nation Marines had invaded the structure.


“Niven is ready to go,” said newly promoted Captain
Dasha Mandrake, the flag captain of the flagship of Pandora’s squadron.


“How about Vengeance and Avenger?” asked
the woman from the past, naming the two other vessels in the squadron.  She
thought the first name was best for her flag, the name of her Kuiper Belt miner
that had been her home in the twenty-first century, before the paradox that was
a ship from the future had destroyed it.  The other two ships just suited her
personality, and had been the names of two of the vessels she had used since
coming to the four hundred and eightieth century.  But sometimes I wonder
about the luck of naming all my vessels after ships that fell to pieces around
me.  She shrugged while she looked at the woman who would be her right hand
officer. 


“They should be ready in another eighteen
hours, according to their captains,”  said the woman who would also be the
second in command of the flotilla.  “They’re still trying to fill a couple of
crew slots, especially since you insisted on some aliens for those spots.”


“Yes,” said Pandora, thinking about what she
had ordered.  “I do.  I don’t want this to be a human only venture.”


“But we have the complement of robots,” said
the Captain, shaking her head.  “Enough combat robots to invade a small world,
beside the maintenance bots.”


“I want sentients aboard my ships,” said
Pandora, shaking her head yet again.  “Robots are fine, but I want the command
and control functions controlled by sentients.  And five thousand years is
enough time for these sentients to be living in low tech squalor.  They deserve
a better future, and that future is now.  That’s what I want, and that’s what
Watcher wanted.”


Pandora felt a little guilty invoking Watcher’s
name for everything, but it worked to get the point across without argument. 
He had attained the status of a demigod to these people.  While they revered
her, they worshipped the space he occupied.  And she knew he would have wanted
this.  God knew he had enough guilt as it was, without letting the peoples of
the Galaxy die from things that high tech could prevent.  And here I am,
about to lead sentients beings into a crusade that might kill thousands,
millions, maybe a lot more.  And I justify it because it will be for the
benefit of the Galaxy as a whole?  But not to the poor slobs who have to do the
dying.


“The Admiral still thinks you should wait until
we can get you a proper fleet,” said the Captain, looking levelly into
Pandora’s eyes.  “He believes, as do I, that we might find ourselves up against
more than we can handle, depending on the size of this empire.”


“And every moment I waste could bring Watcher
closer to death,” said Pandora, her face reddening as the rage rose within
her.   “I am not going to waste a minute I don’t have to.  Unless you and your
people want to bail?”


“I would not think of it,” said the young
woman, her own voice rising in anger.  “We are not cowards, to back out on our
pledge.  You insult us by even suggesting such.”


Pandora stood there for a moment, closing her
eyes and shaking her head, forcing calm back upon herself.  She opened her eyes
and smiled.  “I am very sorry to have insinuated that you and your people might
not be loyal.  I feel so much stress right now, even more than I felt when
those fanatics had their hands on me.  I did not mean to attack you
personally.”


“Apology accepted,” said Mandrake, her own
frown turning into a smile.  “Now, the Admiral would like to talk to you at
your earliest convenience.”


“Of course.  I guess I might find it convenient
by sometime tomorrow,” said Pandora with a wink, and the other woman laughed. 
Pandi knew that the Suryans jumped to the beck and call of their superiors. 
But none of them were her superiors, in any way, mentally or physically.


The Captain saluted and turned away, still
smiling, and Pandora headed for the Admiral’s office off the concourse between
gate rooms.  The man had chosen an office that had belonged to a high level
executive, five thousand years in the past.  It probably would have suited the
king of his nation, but Pandora thought it well deserved the military commander
of the station.  


Pandi put her hand to the door and the portal
lit up, letting her know that her signal had been received.  The door slid open
and revealed a good looking young Ensign manning a desk.  The woman smiled at
Pandora, whose appearance everyone in the Suryan contingent knew by heart.  
Pandi looked around the room for a moment, then back at the dark skinned young
officer.


The Suryan system, consisting of a quartet of
terraformed moons around a gas giant, had originally been settled by people
whose ancestors hailed from the subcontinent of India, before the exodus of
humankind from the homeworld, before its destruction by aliens.  Of course, in
the old Empire there were no places that claimed one hundred percent pure race. 
But the distinctive look of the Indian people was still apparent in the
Suryans.


“The Admiral is expecting you, ma’am,” said the
officer with a smile, her eyes unfocusing for a moment as she went into link. 
Pandora smiled back, remembering that they had wanted to pin some kind of label
on her like High Admiral, or Archduchess, or some such nonsense, which she had
resisted to the last argument.


“Thank you,” said Pandi, heading for the door
on the side of the opulent looking reception room.  That door opened as she
approached and she walked into the even more luxurious main office.  The room
was large, of course, twenty by twenty meters, with a desk that seemed to
swallow up its small occupant.  Rugs of rich fabrics were on the floors,
tapestries and paintings of rare artistry were on the walls, and every fixture
was chased in gold or platinum, and set with jewels.


“I’m so glad you could come, Ms. Latham,” said
the Admiral, waving her toward a seat.


“Always happy to oblige, Admiral,” said Pandi,
plopping into the comfortable seat that seemed to enfold her body in a warm
massage.  She sighed in pleasure.  “The ancestors sure were a hedonistic
bunch.”


“That they were,” said the Admiral with a
laugh.  His face instantly took on a serious mien.  “I hear you are still
determined to set off as soon as possible.  Are you sure you don’t want to wait
until we can put a fleet around you?  We’ll have six more ships ready in a
week, with crews at least as prepared as the ones you are taking.  And six more
the week after, including a couple of cruisers.”


“I am afraid of what they might do to Watcher
if I wait,” said the woman, running a hand through her red hair.


“He might already be dead, Pandi,” said the
Admiral, reaching across the desk and putting the palm of his hand on her
forearm.


“That he might.  But I refuse to believe that
until I know for sure.  In my heart he is alive, and I am determined to find
him before those bastards kill him.”


The Admiral sat there for a moment, shaking his
head.  “I can see that nothing I can say will make a bit of difference.  You
are in charge.  And the people going with you are all volunteers.  I think it’s
a foolish decision, but it is yours.”


“I think it’s risky,” agreed Pandora with a
nod.  “But foolish?  No more so than my taking on a herd of Nations people by
my lonesome to rescue your ass from a crack.”


The Admiral grimaced, and she could tell that
he was remembering what she had gone through to rescue him and his command.  It
was not a pleasant memory for either of them.


“Just be careful, stay in touch, and don’t take
too many chances,” the Admiral finally said.  “I will organize a force to come
after you.  That way you’ll have some more firepower if it comes down to an
armed rescue.”


“Your primary task, Admiral, is to get this local
area under control,” said Pandi, pointing her finger at the man.  “You’ll need
those ships here.  I don’t think anyone will threaten the station, now that
it’s manned and ready.  But your exploration and bootstrap parties are a
different animal altogether.  We still don’t know all the players in this
region, and having an advanced force at hand is what I call a necessity.”


“I’ll worry about the station and its
projects,” said the Admiral, returning her level gaze.  “You worry about
yourself and your mission.  And bring Watcher back, if he’s still alive, and
those ships and crews no matter what condition he is in.”


Pandora nodded and stood up.  The Admiral came
to his feet and gave her a salute, eliciting a frown from her freckled face. 
She gave a short laugh and walked from the room.  I guess I’m caught up in
the military traditions, whether I like it or not, she thought as she made
her way to her quarters, forcing herself to remember to return salutes on the
way.  I’m going to be a flippin commodore on the voyage, so I might as well
get used to the title.


“And how are you doing, you little shit?” she
asked as she walked into her quarters and the ginger cat named Hannibal jumped
down from the couch and ran toward her, his pretty red eyes staring up into
hers.  He let out a plaintive meow and she bent over to give him a pat on the
head.  “I know you miss him.  Well, you’ll be here to welcome him when he comes
back.”


She had thought at length about bringing the
animal with her, Watcher’s favorite of the several that stalked this area of
the station.  But it put the animal at risk bringing it on a combat mission.  And
Watcher will never forgive me if anything happens to you, she thought as
she plopped down on the couch and the cat jumped up beside her.  She ran her
hand over the soft fur and the creature purred deeply.


I need some sleep, she thought, laying
back on the couch and letting the animal settle in next to her.  Great thing
about modern tech, she thought as she sent a command to her implant to
stimulate her reticular activating system.  No staying up with stress and
tension before a big day.  That was her last thought, as the reticular
activating system sent her into a deep sleep that would only end when her
internal alarm told it to.


*   
*     *


I’ve got to get out of here, thought Watcher as he
severed the link with the ship’s computer.  According to the navigation
computer the battleship he was on, as well as the rest of the force, was a
little over halfway to its destination.  They were in hyper VII, with a
pseudospeed of over thirty-five thousand times light.  The borders of the New
Terran Empire were over three thousand light years from the Supersystem, and
the core system of that polity was a thousand light years from that border.  It
was a fifty-two day trip overall, counting time to accelerate and decelerate
back down, one that his own ships could make in a little over thirteen days.  And
just our bad luck that the bastards had to be so close to us.


He had been checking out the databases about the
Empire, and what he saw was chilling.  They had quadrupled the size of their
empire in the last hundred years, and it was increasing at a geometric rate. 
At its present expansion it would double again in the next twenty years, then
again ten years later.  And most of the developing powers in that space didn’t
have a prayer.  There were twelve other multi-star system governments in that
threatened space, and none of them stood a chance against the Empire.


It wouldn’t be so bad if they weren’t complete
dicks,
he thought, recalling more of the information he had gleaned from the
databanks.  The Empire was ruled by a single human male, one who had lived for
over five hundred years, and looked as if he had no intention of dying anytime
soon.  It was a totalitarian regime that brooked no dissension or interference
with its plans and policies.  Just the kind of government Watcher despised.


Watcher linked back in with the ship, this time
going beyond the safe confines that he had set himself, going straight into the
heart of the security programs.  He had been here before, for fleeting
instants, checking out the sensitivity of the programs to intruders, learning
what he could get away with.  Now he took some steps beyond those boundaries.


He had determined that now was the best time to
escape, while they were still outside the borders of the Empire, while he only
had to escape and avoid these ships.  The only problem was, he still didn’t
know if that was possible.


He looked through the security system and noted
that all the nearby corridors were empty.  There were security personnel on
duty in the surveillance room that oversaw this block of cells (and there sure
were enough of those on what was supposed to be a warship).  The rest of the
corridors leading to his planned destination were as empty as could be during
the late night cycle of the ship, when the only people up were those who had
duty stations to man.


Watcher’s mind, the most powerful organic data
processing instrument in the Galaxy since the disappearance of the almost
legendary Ancients, moved with ease through the systems of the ship.  For a
moment he had the access to make the ship do anything he wanted.  That access
was only momentary, and would give away the game, but he could do it.


He set the security systems to indicate that
his cell was occupied, and that the door had remained closed, even while it was
opening to his front.  The sensors at the security station would continue to
monitor his calm heartbeat, while the visual pickups would show a lifelike
image of himself, pieced together from hundreds of hours of surveillance
recordings, sitting on his bed, or sleeping, or any of a thousand other
actions.


Watcher slipped through the door, glancing in
both directions, his superior mind filling in every detail with that one look. 
The cell door closed behind him, and he started moving the direction he wanted,
his own location appearing in his optical centers on a schematic of the ship.


The battleship massed fifteen million tons, and
measured well over two kilometers by eight hundred meters.  There were six
thousand people aboard, spacemen and marines.  If he had to fight his way
through them all he was dead.  But so far it was looking very good that he
might be able to sneak through to where he wanted to be.  After that, it would
be up to his skills at manipulating the computer to get off the ship and away,
spoofing their sensors and dropping off their plot.


The armory he had scoped out was ahead and to
the right.  Its lock was no more advanced than that of his cell, and the thick
door slid in and to the side as he approached.  Of course, there was an inner
door on a separate circuit, but that was only a microsecond of effort to open
it in the same way.  Inside the armory was rack after rack of weapons, as well
as some various sizes of body armor.  No powered armor, which was a bit
disappointing, but not really unexpected.  Naval powered armor would be stored
where the crew could get to it during battle alerts, while the marine version
would be kept by their quarters.


It took a little over a minute to strap on some
of the body armor, breast and back plate, shoulder pads, forearm and thigh
guards, and a tactical helmet.  He strapped on several hand weapons, then chose
the most powerful rifle he could find.  Again, it was not what he would have
preferred, but it was the best he could get at the moment.


The armory sealed itself up after he left, and
he continued on his way, tapping into the security system to see ahead of him,
making sure he was not running into any of the crew.  There were some tense
moments there, as he saw people wandering halls on several occasions, and once
an armed patrol, which made him wonder how much this Admiral trusted his own
people


It’s just ahead, he thought, walking
down the corridor, his booted feet not making the slightest sound.  He gripped
the particle beam rifle in his hands, ready for any betraying movement that
would warn him of an enemy.  The weapon seemed somewhat primitive compared to
what he was used to, and he was sure that it was not in the same class as what
he had carried off of the station, but hopefully powerful enough to defeat
their own armor.  The helmet on his head had its com activated, at least the
receiving portion of the tactical communications link.


He pushed a small probe around a corner that
was the last before the main corridor that led to the hangar.  The probe was a
small fiber optic line that was flexible enough to shape to any desired
configuration.  It was attached to his helmet, and gave him a view of whatever
the end was pointed to.  Now it was giving him a view of two battle suited
Marines standing before the hatch that led into the hangar, particle beam
rifles in their hands.


Now how in the hell do I get past them, he thought, knowing
that if he shot the men an alarm would definitely sound.  That concern was
rendered moot as said alarm went off, a loud klaxon that sounded through the
corridor along with red flashing lights.


“The prisoner has escaped,” came a voice over
the tactical com.  “Repeat, the being known as Watcher has escaped and is at
large on the ship.  He is to be considered extremely dangerous.”


So much for caution, he thought, crawling
around the corner to expose his head and rifle, sighting in on the first of the
Marines, who were now alertly looking up the corridor.  He developed an instant
sight picture and squeezed his trigger, connecting the red beam from the end of
his rifle to the faceplate of the Marine.  He kept the beam in contact for more
than a second, not sure of how strong it was.  The faceplate dissolved in a
flash of vaporized alloy, followed by a spurt of reddish steam as the beam
demolished the face behind it.  The Marine dropped, while his partner swung his
rifle around and fired at Watcher, putting his beam just above the superman.


Shit, thought Watcher, as he scooted back behind
the corner, the searing heat of the near miss blistering the flesh on his
neck.   He had made an estimate of the rifle’s power, and while definitely not
in the class of his own tech, it was powerful enough to kill him quickly.  He
expects me to come crawling around again.  He’ll be ready for that.  So I need
to do something different.


Something different was to come rocketing
around the corner, leaping forward, his rifle tracking onto the standing
Marine, sending a beam out that struck the enemy’s weapon and the hand that was
holding the forward grip.  The Marine yelled and dropped his rifle, and Watcher
swept he beam up into his helmet.


He ran to the hatch while trying to link with
the computer and open it.  His mind ran into a wall, the security systems up
and alerted.  Watcher stepped back, aiming his rifle at the hatch with a low
expectation of success, but not knowing what else to do.  He triggered the
beam, letting it eat into the alloy of the hatch.  Some metal vapor spurted
into the air, but he could tell right off that it wasn’t enough.  Thirty
seconds of fire and the beam died, and a quick look at the rifle showed an
empty proton pack.


He pulled the used pack out of the rifle while
looking at the superficial gouge in the hatch.  Just as he pulled a new pack
from the belt, he heard the approach of armored footsteps, and looked up to see
a number of Marines and Spacers heading his way, weapons pointed menacingly.


“Drop that weapon and stand against the wall,”
said the Naval officer who was leading the group.  “Do it.  Now.”


Watcher didn’t think they would be very happy
with his killing of two of their own.  And I sure don’t want to see what
they’re going to do about it.  With that thought he slammed the proton pack
home and started to close the port.


The sonics sounded, and his muscles quivered as
they tried to put him down.  He raised his weapon, trying to sight in on one of
the enemy.  His vision was blurred, he couldn’t see anything, but still pulled
the trigger, sending a beam down the corridor.  The vibrations intensified as
more sonic weapons were brought the bear, and the superman fought against the
darkness that was attempting to engulf him.  With a sigh consciousness left,
and first his rifle hit the floor, then his body, as everything went black.


*    
*     *


“I’ve never seen anything like it, sir,” said
the engineering officer, looking down at the superman.  “We hit him with enough
sonics to drop a mammota.”


The Admiral shook his head, imagining the
twenty ton herbivore that roamed the wastes of the home world.  Then he looked
over at his dead Marines and frowned yet again.


“Take this thing to surgery,” he told the
officer, glaring at the creature he would have loved to destroy.  But that
is not my mission.  He must be tried, then executed in front of all.  “I
want all of his implants removed.”


“That might cause damage to his brain, sir,”
said the officer.


“I don’t care if it makes him a flippen idiot,”
said the Admiral.  “As long as he’s alive to stand trial.  And as long as he
can stand in front of the people, and be killed for his sins.  As long as he
can’t try another stunt like this.”


The Admiral shook his head one more time and
moved on, thinking of when he would reach the home world in triumph.
















Chapter
Three


 


There is one safeguard
known generally to the wise, which is an advantage and security to all, but
especially to democracies as against despots - suspicion.


Demosthenes


 


Pandi sat in the command chair of the Niven,
her eyes locked on the viewer that showed the Donut behind them.  The
seemingly thin ribbon of the enormous station glowed under its internal
lighting, a sign of farewell by Admiral Krishnamurta.  It feels like I’m
leaving my home again, she thought, staring at the 3D view screen.  And
I’m damned if I return without he who is supposed to rule there.


Niven was boosting out from the station at eighteen
hundred gravities, two hundred below her maximum, her sisters keeping station a
hundred thousand kilometers to either side.  She would reach a velocity of over
sixty thousand kilometers per second, twenty percent light speed, a little less
than an hour after launch.  And even with the advanced technology of the ships,
they couldn’t move to hyper I until they reached two light hours from the
intense gravitational field of the black hole.


“Course plotted to New Galactic Empire space,”
said Lt. Commander Adrika Basumatary,
the Flag Navigator, her dark eyes looking back at the woman the Suryans all
adored.


New Galactic
Empire, thought the woman from the past, looking down
at the small viewer on the left side of her chair.  Feeling kind of uppity
about themselves, aren’t they.  The area covered by the New Galactic Empire
was less than a thousand light years out from its capital in any direction,
making it much smaller than most of the Empires that had existed in the times
before Galactic unity.  The bad news was that they were expanding at a terrific
rate, and there was nothing for thousands of light years around them capable of
stopping their expansion.  Except us, and we’ll be in their space in a
little over a week.


“How’s she
handling?” she asked Captain Dasha Mandrake, looking at the holo image of the
woman on the right side repeater screen, a view of the ship’s primary bridge in
the background.


“Everything
seems to be in perfect working order, ma’am,” said the Captain with a smile. 
“It’s almost too perfect.  I’m used to ships where ninety-five percent of
functional capacity is considered as good as it gets.  The ancestors sure knew
how to make them.”


“That they did,”
agreed the Commodore of the force, pulling up the schematic of the ships once
more.


Niven was just over seven hundred meters in length, with a lean
profile, and massed a little over one million tons.  She was powered by both a
pair of matter antimatter reactors, as well as four Baby Universe Modules,
generated with the resources of the donut, each with the energy equivalent of a
thousand tons of antimatter.  The ship could accelerate up to point nine nine
five light speed with her advanced particle screens, and was able to translate
into hyper VIII, as well as open short range wormholes.


Her weapons
included three powerful laser rings, a point nine nine nine four velocity
particle beam, and missiles capable of thirty thousand gravities acceleration. 
And there were some other surprises in her that would come as a shock to her
enemies.  Her EW and sensor suites were just as advanced, and she used wormhole
com for instantaneous communications with her sisters.  But she’s not
invulnerable, thought the woman, who had grown up traveling in one gee
ships that were barely able to leave humanity’s now dead home system.  To her
such tech seemed magical, even more so that it did to the Suryans.  She had had
more time to get used to it, but was coming at it from a more primitive initial
tech base.


There were three
hundred and forty-one crew aboard, thirty-two of them officers.  Three quarters
of the crew were Suryan humans, with a smattering of other species who were
learning on the job how to deal with modern tech.  There were also a hundred
and twenty-one Marines aboard, half of them aliens, and over four hundred
combat robots in storage.  The other ships complements were more or less the
same.


Pandora
continued to stare at the main viewer through the time it took to get to the
hyper barrier.  It was only hyper I, but they could still travel faster in it
to the next barrier than through normal space.  She was now traveling at one
hundred and twenty thousand kilometers per second, point four light, and the
hole into the next dimension opened up at just the proper distance to let her
slide in.  There was a moment of nausea during the passage, and a couple of the
aliens on the bridge became violently ill.  She had been warned that some
species were more susceptible to translation than others, though none were
known to suffer any permanent effects.  The ship continued to accelerate
forward, and in another twenty minutes was jumping into hyper II.


Watcher had
explained to her that, wormholes besides, the history of space transportation
had revolved around the more effective use of the dimensions of hyperspace. 
Hyper I through III were easy, and then the inevitable progression up the scale
until they hit VII, which seemed to be the absolute limit for transporting
matter at pseudospeeds faster than light.  There was a hyper VIII, but it
seemed unapproachable for anything other than com.  Ships were limited by how
close they could translate in a gravity well, and their velocity of translation. 
Over thousands of years those parameters had been reduced and increased
respectively, until ships could translate far into a system, and at ever
increasing velocities.


And then had
come the breakthrough that allowed the use of hyper VIII for transportation,
and the discovery of hyper IX, the new frontier for communications and com. 
Which these ships used, and, obviously, the vessels of the New Galactic Empire
did not.


“We’re
approaching the VIII barrier,” said the Flag Navigator much later.


Niven was now moving at point seven light, and the hole again
opened up at the perfect distance from ship.  Allowing her to move seamlessly
into the brightly glowing dimension that would allow her to move four times
faster than her enemies.


They’ll still be
able to track our passage, she thought of the one
drawback.  At four times the distance they would be able to track us in
VII.  But they don’t have any means of com that will move that much faster than
we will, sending a signal through VIII.  And they won’t be able to attack us
until we drop down to a lower dimension.  She smiled a mirthless grin.  And
they will not enjoy it when we drop down to fight them.


*      *      *


Watcher held his
aching head in his hands, sitting on the bunk, waiting for them to come for him
again.  I guess I’m not getting out of this now, he thought, aware that
his only means of linking with the ship’s computer had been jerked from his
head.


The equipment is
gone, but do I still have my intellect?  He didn’t feel
any different mentally, with the exception of access to his implants’
processors.  With lesser intellects that would make more of a difference.  His
brain was the fastest organic processor in the known Universe, and the
electronic processors of his implants only added a minor increase to his
abilities.  And it’s not like there are any other resources I need to
connect with here.


The bands on his
wrists flew together without warning, almost pulling his arms out of socket and
they clanked together in a magnetic lock that even his great strength couldn’t
pull apart.  They’re coming, he thought, getting to his feet, well aware
of the bands on his ankles that were linked together by carbon fiber.


The door to the
cell slid open, and an armored Marine walked into the room, his rifle tracking
onto the form of the dangerous prisoner.  At least they think I’m still
dangerous, even with the restraints.  That was not a good thing.  It would
have served him better if they assumed he was totally helpless due to the
restraints.


“Any damage to
that superior brain of yours?” asked Admiral Carlos Jackson, walking in after a
second Marine had entered the room.


“Some pain in my
scalp and skull,” he said with a wan smile.  “Otherwise, as good as new.”


“Unfortunate,”
said the Admiral, frowning.  “I was almost hoping that they would have slipped
a bit with the laser scalpel.”


“And damage the
part of my mind that gives you what you want?”


Watcher saw from
the expression that passed across the face of the officer that he had hit the
mark.  They want that station so bad it hurts them, he thought.  They
think I can give them the magic word that makes it theirs.  And if Pandora
wasn’t there, that might be true.  I can only hope she went ahead and
implemented our plan.   I would love to see these assholes show up at the
station intending to take possession, to find a couple hundred thousand
sentients already in residence.


“We will get
what we want, if we have to dissect your brain and pull out the information
neuron by neuron,” said the Admiral, mistaking his thoughts.


“That might take
you a while,” said Watcher, almost tempted to tell the Admiral why his plan
wouldn’t work.  But then they might decide to just kill me, and for some
reason I’m not quite ready to die.


His thoughts
turned to the woman from the past again.  Pandora had loved him when he
couldn’t love himself, and had saved him from himself, and the station computer
that was using him as a pawn.  He wanted more than anything to hold her in his
arms once again, to kiss her soft lips while looking into her beautiful blue
eyes.  And sure as the Galaxy spins, she will be coming after me, no matter
how much I fear for her.  She’s that kind of stiff necked, hard headed woman
who would not abandon someone she loves.  And she wonders how I could love
someone like her, when there is no way I could not.


“We have a
while,” said the Admiral with a smile Watcher was sure was meant to make him
anxious.


Watcher stared
at the man with an expression of calm that he was sure would enrage the
officer, who he had pegged as a sadist, like so many of the people he had seen
in this organization.


Jackson moved
with what to a normal human was blurring speed, and to Watcher was barely
adequate.  His fist rammed into Watcher’s face with all the strength of his
large fit body.  Watcher’s head moved just a bit, enough to show the man that
he hadn’t had the effect he had wished.


“Take this scum
away for questioning,” the Admiral told his Marines as he rubbed his hand. 
“We’ll see how he likes his daily dose of pain.”


The armored
Naval soldiers grabbed Watcher by his upper arms and led him from the room, to
where some more of the Marines waited for him.  They pulled him along, and he
was helpless before their armored strength.  Not that I could really do
anything if I were free, thought the superman.  He was probably the best
hand to hand fighter in the Galaxy, and wouldn’t have a chance against men in
powered armor suits.


“Welcome,” said
the Chief who was the head interrogator, his naval uniform visible under the
robes he wore to the interrogation sessions.  “Step into my parlor.”


Watcher figured
that the robes had to do with some kind of religious order from the Empire. 
That the man wore it while performing torture gave Watcher a good idea about
the principles of that religion.  He had tried to ask the Chief questions, to
learn what he could about the Empire.  And had been informed in no uncertain
terms that Watcher was there to answer questions, not to ask them.


“And now we will
see how your singular pain resistance works without the implants in your head,”
said the Chief.


The Marines
pushed Watcher into the chair and locked his wrists and ankles to the magnetic
seals.  After making sure he was secure, they moved back, and the Chief walked
forward, holding the pain induction rod in his hand.  He moved the rod over
Watcher’s left shoulder and activated it.


Watcher stifled
the scream, which brought a smile to the interrogator’s face.  He moved the rod
over the Watcher’s right shoulder and reactivated it.  This time Watcher kept
all expression from his face, despite the agony.


“You are very
good at controlling yourself, despite the pain we both know you feel,” said the
Chief.  “Eventually we will reach your breaking point.  Everyone has one, even
supermen such as yourself.  Or should I say, Abomination.”


I love you too,
Chief.  “And how long will you have to reach my
breaking point?” asked Watcher, looking at the man with a slight smile.


“That is the
question, isn’t it?” said the man, moving the rod over Watcher’s stomach.


Watcher felt his
stomach muscles contract, almost to the point where the contents of his guts
were forced up his throat.  He let the façade’ of his face slip for a moment,
and saw from the smile of the interrogator that he was encouraged by the
reaction.


Watcher lost
track of the time, only knowing that the agony seemed to stretch into forever. 
He had read of the ancient hells of the Earth’s religions, a fantasy that he
had of course refused to believe.  Now, he thought he knew from whence came
such ideas, and wondered how people without much in the way of nervous control
ever withstood such.  They didn’t, he thought through gritted teeth.


*     *     *


“Admiral
Jackson,” said the Admiral on the other end of the com holo.  “So good to see
you return to Imperial Space.  How went the mission?”


Jackson smiled
as he looked at the face of the other man, Admiral Emilio Tounces, one of his
bitterest rivals.  Jackson had received the plum assignment of going after the
Abomination, while Tounces had been relegated by high command to lead one of
the border squadrons, in a sector that was as free from real action as
possible.  Of course, that might change if some of the Abomination’s friends
come this way.  “The Abomination is ours,” said Jackson in a triumphant
tone.  “I will deliver him to the capital myself.”


Tounces looked
like he was about to swallow some sort of bitter fruit.  Jackson knew this
triumph would give him the credit he needed to rise to the top of his
profession, possibly to Fleet command.  While his rival would continue to run
his squadron of six battleships and twenty escorts out here on the frontier.  Where
he deserves to be, he thought of the man who had stolen his wife from him,
at the time when they were still rising junior officers.  She was mine.  My
property.  And he took her.


Moments later
the other squadron was dropping off the tactical plot, and Jackson was watching
the prisoner as he underwent interrogation.  I have to admit, he has
courage.  I wonder if we will ever get the codes we want out of that oversized
brain of his?  Looking at the composed face, a calm demeanor despite the
sweat that was flowing down his pale skin, he doubted they would get much from
him.  If we only get enough to get a foothold on the station, then surely we
can take the rest.  And fulfill our destiny.


“It’s time,
sir,” said the Exec over the com.  “I’ll take it while you report to The
Room.”


Jackson nodded
his head, then stood up and walked off the bridge.  He really didn’t like The
Room.  He always felt so, different, when he came out of the place.  But
regulations dictated that all serving personnel, government, military and
security services, had to attend the sessions on a daily basis, unless other
duties interfered, such as battle.  The Exec would be monitoring his
compliance, as he did the other members of the crew.  As the Admiral did with
him.  Everyone monitoring everyone else, making sure that no one deviated.


There were other
crew already in the room, some Spacers, a Marine, all sitting on the floor and
inhaling the fragrant fumes that issued from the statues along the wall. 
Colored patterns played on the walls, while subliminal sounds sounded in the
background.  Jackson sat on the floor in the first open area he came to.  In The
Room there were no ranks, no status.  All were equal.


Jackson opened
his mind to the sounds and sights, while he inhaled the fumes that heightened
his senses for a short time.  Voices played in his head, images in his mind,
until the half hour had gone by.  As his internal alarm went off he got to his
feet, despite his desire to continue sitting there, for another hour, a day, or
the end of time.  As he walked out of the room he felt refreshed, all thoughts
of his own ambition gone.  His only desire now was to serve the Emperor, and to
expand the Empire to the best of his ability.
















Chapter Four


 


A good deal of tyranny goes by the name of protection.


Crystal Eastman


 


Home at last, thought Admiral Carlos Jackson as his ships translated back
into normal space ten light minutes from the gas giant his homeworld orbited
around.  The moon was a tiny dot against the surface of the orange tinged
giant.  A half dozen other large moons swung around the world, six of them in
view on the same side of the planet as the capital world.  Three of those
worlds were also life bearing.  Since all of the worlds contained the same kind
of life, and no indications of living things past the twenty thousand year
mark, they were known to have been terraformed, a gift from the ancestors.  The
light of the F8 primary shown around one side of the giant planet, and one of
the moons was visible as a dark circle against that brilliance.


There were over
a hundred transponder icons visible on the tactical displayed on a side holo. 
Stations, satellites, ships, both in orbit around the individual moons and the
gas giant.  Ships, military and civilian, moving to and from the moon system,
the commerce and might of an expanding super power.  And one day it will be
the capital of the Galaxy, thought the Admiral, smiling at the view.  Even
if we capture that station, or one like it, this will remain the home of our
Emperor.


The battleship
was in a maximum deceleration mode, pulling almost five hundred gravities as
her grabber units turned the inertia into heat.  Her squadron mates were
arrayed around her as she curved her vector to eventually move into an orbit
about Kallis, the capital moon.


“This is Kallis
space traffic control,” came a voice over the com, as a holo image of a
young officer appeared above the Communications Officer’s station.   “Imperator,
you are cleared to Kallis orbit.”


The Com Officer
started to send an acknowledgement that would take over nine minutes to arrive,
well before the ships, which were looking at over an hour to decel and insert
from their present velocity.


“We have another
incoming transmission, sir,” said the Com Officer, looking back at the Admiral
with wide eyes.  “You’ll want to take this one immediately, sir.”


“Put it on the
main viewer,” ordered the Admiral, wondering what couldn’t wait for them to get
to the moon, and a decent com lag.


Jackson jumped
to his feet as soon as the image appeared on the holo, even though the man on
the other end couldn’t see him.  At least for the next nine minutes, he
thought, then his every action would be scrutinized by the man who ruled them
all.


That man was
looking out of the screen at him with cold blue eyes, ink black hair over his
forehead.  The man wore a fleet uniform, with the seven stars of an old Empire
Grand High Admiral on his collar.  Behind him was the flag of the nation, an
armored fist holding a sword dominating the center of the red tapestry.


“My Lord,” said
the Admiral to the image of the Emperor Alphonso Kitticaris, the immortal
leader of his people.  Jackson bowed to the figure, the man who had ruled the
Empire for the last five hundred years, ageless, strong and fierce.


“We are so happy
to see that you have returned,” said the Emperor, his eyes flashing in the
light of the room he was standing in on the capital planet.  “And, we trust,
with a successful mission to report.”


The Emperor
stopped speaking for a moment, and the Admiral was sure the man was waiting for
him to speak, even though he wouldn’t hear the words for another eight minutes
or so.


“It was
successful, my Emperor,” said the Admiral, happy to report such.  And wondering
how he would have felt if it hadn’t have been.  Scared to death, he
thought, gesturing for the Com Officer to send the report he had compiled for
the Emperor’s eyes.  “We have the abomination.  I am afraid he has not given us
what we seek, but we have brought him to the capital, where your will can break
his.”


The Admiral was
about to continue when the man on the holo spoke again.  “I look forward to
seeing your, prisoner.  I hope he was not too, inconvenienced by being brought
here.  I look forward to meeting with you, Admiral, and the singular man you
brought with you.”


The holo went
blank, and Jackson felt himself relax for the first time since the Emperor had
appeared.  The man was more than a man to the people of the Empire.  He was a God,
his divine word the law of the land.  And the superior to that monster we
have brought with us.


“Tell the Chief
Interrogator to have the prisoner ready for transport as soon as we enter orbit
around Kallis,” he told the Com Officer.  I will receive another star for
this, he thought, reaching up and fingering the four symbols already on his
collar.  I will become the second ranking officer in the fleet.  And when
Admiral Luca retires, I will be the new CNO.


The Admiral sat
in his chair and smiled all the way into orbit, waiting until they were on the
final vector change before he got up and headed for his quarters.   There, he
allowed his steward to dress him in his best uniform, the one with all of the
medals he had earned, including a pair given him by the hand of the Emperor
himself.  He looked in the large mirror in his quarters while his steward made
the last minute adjustments, then belted the ceremonial sword about his waist.


“You look
perfect, my Lord,” said the Steward, looking at his charge with the adoring
eyes of a brainwashed slave toward his master.


“I do,” said the
Admiral, smiling.  “You may take this evening for yourself.”


The slave bowed,
a smile stretching his face, and the Admiral felt the glow of a master who had
treated his slave well.  He turned and walked from his quarters, heading for
the shuttle hangar that would take him down to the surface of the moon.


“The Emperor is
waiting for the pleasure of your company,” he told the Abomination when he got
to the shuttle.  The bald superman was actually dressed presentably for once,
wearing a well-made civilian worker’s jumpsuit that had been prepared for this
occasion.  “You may have thought you accomplished something by withholding the
information I sought, but your stubbornness will do no good against someone who
is your superior.”


The Abomination
continued to stare at him, a look that made the Admiral uncomfortable, to say
the least.  He nodded his head at the chief of the Marine guards, and the two
battle suited men at Watcher’s arms hustled him aboard the shuttle.


“Behold, the
glory of the Empire I serve,” said the Admiral as he took his seat, and a large
holo came to life at the front of the passenger cabin.  The door to the hangar
opened, the ship lifted from the deck, and propelled itself out into the star
filled void.


*     *      *


The barbarian is
trying to impress me with the might of his Empire, thought Watcher with a mental shake of his head.  He didn’t
remember all that much about the old Empire.  No organic brain could hold that
much information over many thousands of years of existence.  In fact, the
solution to the problem of memory, his memory, was what caused the fall of the
civilization that had created him.  Much of his memory had been stored outside
of his organic brain, on the station computer.  That had allowed the station
computer to gain control of him, to switch out his personality with that of Vengeance,
creating the perfect organic instrument to destroy the civilization that
threatened the existence of said computer.


He still had
some memories of that civilization, enough to know that it was much more
advanced than the one that was being presented to him by these people.  More
advanced technologically, as well as socially, since in old Galactic
civilization the freedom and dignity of the individual was sacrosanct.


It would do well
to not dismiss these people precipitously, he
thought, studying the holo that showed an active and vibrant technical
civilization.  Shuttles rose from the atmosphere, or flew in with white hot
heat shields.  There were scores of ships in orbit, docked at large stations,
or in their own individual orbits.  Several of those vessels were large
warships, like the one that had brought him here.  They are just advanced
enough to be dangerous, especially as there are no Galactic policemen anymore,
ready to come in and stop their depredations.  At least, not yet.


The shuttle
began to shake and shudder itself as it cleaved into the atmosphere.  There was
very little feel of acceleration, as, like most vessels of this tech period,
its inertial compensators took care of that little distraction.  What they had
trouble with was smoothing out the random turbulence of a roiling atmosphere
while plunging through it.


The surface of
the world appeared through the clouds, shown in perfect detail by the holo. 
The lights of cities shone across much of the land, while the lamps of fishing
fleets and the glow of the stars on the water showed the general outlines of
oceans.  The shuttle dropped further, until it was flying a mere couple of
thousand meters above the lighted surface.  The tall buildings of a city rose
into the sky on the horizon, and the shuttle started to bank to the right,
heading for a well-lit flat area that had the look of a landing field.


“Move,” said one
of the guards as Watcher remained in his seat after touchdown, studying the
view of the city on the holo.  The push of a heavy stun rifle in his ribs
convinced him it was time to move.


The primary was
beginning to rise as he was escorted out of the shuttle.  The gas giant up
above was glowing orange with the light that was both coming around the larger
planet, and rising at the horizon of the moon.  The black towers of the city
were ominously absorbing what light hit their thin, pointed spires, the sign
that they doubled as solar collectors.  There was a station hanging in the sky
over the city, too low to be in orbit, not moving, obviously sitting there on
some kind of antigrav.


“Into the car,
you monster,” said one of the guards, motioning at one of the two aircars
sitting on the tarmac.


Watcher turned
to see the Admiral and another officer getting into the second car, joining the
driver that was already inside.  Watcher was poked and prodded into the other
car, the two armor Marines joining him, one sitting beside him, the other in
the front seat, looking back with stunner leveled.


The cars lifted
and headed toward the center of the city, which was actually much further off
that it had first appeared.  They moved over twenty kilometers of suburbs, low
buildings with a crisscross of streets occupied by heavy ground traffic. 
Billboards projecting large holos floated above the streets, flashing
advertisements for various products.  Or so it seemed.


Watcher focused
his eyes on one of the holos, which didn’t appear quite right to his sensitive
vision.  There was another holo beneath the first, undetectable to the vision
of most, but still capable of having an effect.  The swirling colors had a
hypnotic effect, one that Watcher could easily fight, but which would be very
powerful to lesser minds.  He looked to another holo and saw the same effect. 
He noticed a low level hum that seemed to pervade everything, and focused his
hearing on it.  Damn them, he thought, as he recognized the message that
was coming across under the hum.  Respect your leaders.  Your leaders have
your best interests at heart.  Obey your leaders.  Obey all of their commands. 
It is for your own good.


Bastards are
continuously brainwashing their own people.  But, do they ever break free, like
when they’re in space.   He looked at the Marine
guards and thought that they must have some way of keeping up the programing.  And
I wonder if this is supposed to be affecting me, he thought, remembering
the techniques they had tried to use on him when he was in his cell.  To no
effect, though they might have thought it had to have some based on their own
experience.


The cars were
now over the center of the city, towering buildings to every side.  Or at
least towering to this tech level, thought Watcher, gauging the tallest
tower to be about three kilometers in height.  Downtown didn’t boast the
mechanical traffic of the suburbs.  Down below were a series of parked bordered
walkways swarming with foot traffic, most of it heading in the same direction
as the car.  There were hundreds of flags flying from the poles in those parks,
blood red, with a fist in an iron gauntlet holding a sword on each one.  And
the same advertising holos along the walls of the buildings, while the voice
under hum pervaded everything.


“We’re almost
there,” said the driver to the Marine sitting next to him.  The man grunted,
but would not take his eyes off of Watcher.


Watcher saw a
large square ahead, what looked to be a kilometer square of grass and walkways,
almost covered in people.  He had a feeling they had come to get a look at
him.   On the far side of the square was a couple hundred meter tall ziggurat
that looked like it had been transported from ancient Mesopotamia.  Except it
was made of the same black material as the skyscrapers in the city center. 
People were at the top of the structure, all of them looking at the approaching
aircars.  Waiting for us? thought Watcher, wondering what kind of a
spectacle this was planned to be.  The square was surrounded by tall flagpoles,
each displaying the same flag.


The car put down
on the top of the ziggurat, in the one clear space set aside for that purpose. 
His guards hustled him out of the car, and pushed him to where the Admiral was
standing, along with a group of naval officers he didn’t know.  That they were
high rankers was told by the cut of their uniforms, and the layers of medals on
their breasts.  Most seemed to be the peers of Jackson, some his superiors.


On the other
side of the area were gathered several hundred people in civilian clothes, if
they could be called that.  About half wore clothing similar to the people
gathering in the square before the structure, but of a finer cut, and an emblem
of the iron fist and sword that seemed to be the symbol of this Empire.  And
not a very reassuring one, he thought.  The rest of people, who were
predominantly men, wore what looked like a civilian clothing of a military
cut.  It was more their mannerisms than anything else that seemed to separate
them from the true military.


They’re almost
like the Nazis, thought the superman, recalling some of the
little bit of old Earth history he knew, and only because he found the whole
idea of totalitarian governments fascinating.  He next noticed something else
equally fascinating.  There are no women among the military people, with the
exception of some very attractive but low ranking members that seem to be aides
or stewards.


He looked again
at the civilians, and saw that the pattern was more or less repeated
there.  While there were some ladies, with few exceptions, they seemed to be
hanging on the arms of one of the men or other.  The exceptions were a couple
of older women who appeared to be on their own, wearing the militarized
civvies, from their confident expressions females used to wielding power.


They’re like the
Nazis in that respect as well, he thought,
remembering that he had seen only a few women aboard the ship as well, and they
had been dressed in a, less than military manner.  But why would they make
such use of half of their intellectual ability, thought Watcher.  He knew
of societies where women were thought to be inferior to men.  And all had gone
one of two ways.  They had either gone down in defeat after a short period of
expansion.  Or they had wallowed in squalor for centuries, if not millennia. 
It hadn’t been so much that they had degraded their women, even while praising
them to the heavens as wives and mothers.  It was the overall rot of the
systems that did such.


A holo projector
moved to the center of the platform, hovering twenty meters above.  Watcher was
sure that whatever was about to happen was happening now.  An image formed in
the holo, and the reaction of the crowd in the square was as immediate as it
was telling.  The murmuring of conversation stopped as every face turned toward
the top of the ziggurat, and people stood at attention and raised their right
fists into the air.


“Hail,” they
called.  “Hail the Leader.  Hail.”


Holographic
flags unfurled by the hundreds in midair, at the same time the image of a dark
haired, blue eyed man in uniform appeared on the holo projector.  The people on
the top of the ziggurat and snapped to attention, military and civilian alike,
while their right fists thrust into the air.


“Hail, Leader,”
they shouted.  “Hail the Emperor.  All power to the Empire.”


A platform was
rising from the top of the ziggurat, the man on the holo standing in the
center, flanked by a quartet of guards in black armor.  His uniform included an
armband with the fist and sword on a red field, as did the right arms of his
guards.  He walked to the front of the platform and raised his hands into the
air, and the crowd started to roar the hails to truly deafening levels.


“My people,”
called the man’s amplified voice over the square.  Everyone went silent in an
instant.  “My people.  A great day is upon us.  We have captured the monster
who destroyed Galactic Civilization, the civilization it is now our mission to
restore.”  He raised his hands in the air, and the crowd roared again, then
went completely silent as Watcher’s image appeared on the holo.


The Marines
moved him forward to the platform the Emperor was standing upon, where two of
the people in black armor grabbed his arms and hustled him forward, to force
him on his knees beside the Emperor.


“And here is the
blackguard, the Abomination that destroyed the Galaxy at peace.  Who was
responsible for the lives of countless trillions.”  The Emperor dropped his
hands, which must have been the signal for the people to let themselves be
heard again.  And the crowd roared, a frightening tidal wave of sound that
washed over the square.


Watcher’s ears
could separate some of the voices from the cacophony.  People cursing his name,
yelling their ideas of fitting punishment.  Or simply crying out in rage.  But,
it wasn’t me, he thought, cringing under the noise.  Don’t you
understand?  It was Vengeance.  The Emperor raised his hands once again,
and the square went silent like nothing Watcher had ever heard of.


“And he will
face his punishment, my people,” called out the amplified voice.  “The
sentients of the Galaxy will get their revenge on this creature, this
Abomination.  He will suffer for his many crimes.  He will suffer like no other
creature has ever suffered.  But only after a proper interrogation, and a proper
trial.”


And I bet it’s a
fair one, thought Watcher with a slight smile.


The speech went
on for what seemed like hours, the Emperor tirelessly projecting his voice over
the crowd.  He introduced other people, various functionaries in his government
who had some claim in tracking down Watcher, ending with the introduction of
Admiral Carlos Jackson, who received a promotion and decoration at the hands of
the Monarch.  After that the Emperor continued to speak, and Watcher was sure
the man wanted the last thing about this speech to be something the people
would remember, about him.


The man has a
God complex, thought Watcher, paying attention to every
word.  And he has an entire planet playing his game.  Or, should I say, many
planets.


Finally, after
what seemed like an entire morning, the speech was over, and the platform the
Emperor was standing on started to roll back, then lowered itself through the
roof and into the structure.  Two of the black armored guards held Watcher down
with the strength of the powered suits.  One dug his fingers into Watcher’s
shoulder in a move intended to bring a cry of pain from the superman.  Watcher
looked up into the face of the sadistic guard without any expression.  The man
increased the pressure, until Watcher was sure his collar bone as about to
break.


“Please,
Robert,” ordered the Emperor to the guard.  “This, thing, is our guest.  We
must treat him as such.”


“Yes, my Lord,”
said the guard, bowing his head and releasing his grip on Watcher’s shoulder.


The platform
stopped moving a couple of floors down, and the Emperor stepped off, following
two of his guards while the second pair dragged Watcher after.  They walked
down a hall with armored guards along the walls every ten meters.  Right fists
were raised in the air just before they passed, lowered right after they had.  
Everything seemed to be built in the oversized manner of a palace, wide
hallways, high ceilings, huge double doors ahead with guards flanking.


The doors swung
open as they approached, while the four men standing there, two in armor,
raised their fists into the air.  Beyond was an ornately appointed office with
a desk in the center, a beautiful redhead woman who reminded Watcher
superficially of Pandora sitting behind it.  She jumped to her feet and
rendered the salute.  Watcher noted that the subliminal noise that had seemed
to follow him everywhere on this planet was reduced to almost nonexistence in
this room.  


“I am not to be
disturbed,” he told the secretary, heading for another door that opened at his
approach.


The guards
followed him into the room, pushing Watcher into a chair that locked his hands
and feet to it when he sat.  The Emperor waved the guards away and went to a
small bar that occupied one corner of the huge office.  He returned with a
drink and flowed into the chair across from Watcher.


“You are
augmented,” said Watcher, recognizing it in the way the man moved.


“Oh,” said the
smiling man, smacking his lips after taking a sip of his drink.  “More than
that.  Much more.”


“I heard you
called the Immortal Emperor,” said Watcher, staring into the man’s ice cold
eyes.  “I thought that was impossible with humans.”


“No more so than
it was with yourself,” said the Emperor, his smile growing.


“But, I was one
of a kind,” said Watcher, noticing that the subliminals were off in this room. 
He raised an eyebrow at the other man.


“No use
listening to my own brainwashing,” said the man, answering the nonverbal
question first.  “Not that it has any effect on two such as ourselves.”


“You were
bioengineered?” Asked Watcher.  “By the ancestors?”


“Yes,” said the
man with another smile.  “You could almost say we are cousins.  Not really
brothers, since your model was already deemed a failure by the time they got
around to me and my kin.”


The Watcher
raised his eyebrow again, and the man laughed.


“They wanted
your abilities, but had decided that they had given you too much in the way of,
Intellectual abilities.”


“I was meant to
be a general,” said Watcher.  “An Admiral.  A military genius.”


“And turned into
a threat,” said the man.  “One that should have been terminated.


“But then you
would not have been given this opportunity,” said Watcher with a smile of his
own.


“That is very
true,” said the other man, nodding his head, then taking a sip of his drink. 
“I have much to thank you for.”


“And you’ve been
around for thousands of years?”


“Not quite that
long,” said the Emperor, again smiling.  “In fact, I have not been currently
active for more than five hundred years.  Otherwise, I was in cryo, until I was
discovered by the unfortunate system miners.”


“So you haven’t
run into the memory barrier yet,” said Watcher, nodding his head.  “And why
were the people who found you unfortunate?”


“Because they
became my slaves, as soon as they breathed the same air as myself.”


Watcher became
aware of the heavy scent of pheromones filling the air.  Similar to his own,
but somewhat, different.  And with an obviously different purpose than his
own.  He had the sudden urge to bow down before the man, to kneel and offer his
eternal obedience.  Such were the effects of the pheromones on his biological
systems.  Fortunately for him, his mind trumped his biology in a manner like no
other, and he shrugged away the effects of the biochemicals with a thought.


“I didn’t really
expect that to work on such as you,” said the Emperor, his smile turning into a
slight frown.  “I had hopes, but no real expectations.  You are not as these
weak minded fools who serve me.  Unfortunate.”


“Because now you
will have to get the information from me in another way?” asked Watcher with a
smile.


“It is not
pleasant, what the interrogators will do to you,” said the man, shaking his
head.  “Not pleasant, but you make it necessary.  I wish it were not so, but
you leave me no choice.”


Watcher was
tempted to tell the man that it would do him no good to get the information,
that the station was already under the control of others who would not give it
to him.  Unless he gets into the same room with any of them, he
thought.  But it would be to his advantage to not let this man know that.  The
longer he spent trying to break Watcher, the longer he would not be turning his
attention to the station.  And the longer he would believe that Watcher was
actually important enough to keep alive.  The situation looked hopeless, but
Watcher had no quit in him.  As long as he was alive, he had hope.


“Take him to his
quarters,” the Emperor said to the guards that reentered the office.  The four
men in black combat armor surrounded him before they unlocked his chair.  “I’m
almost tempted to try you in single combat.  I am sure I could take you.”


“Then why not
try me?” asked Watcher, as the guards started to hustle him to the door.


“Because I have
nothing to win, and everything to lose,” said the Emperor after a short laugh. 
“Now please, enjoy our hospitality.  And I will talk with you later, after we
have adjusted your attitude.”


Watcher was led
away, down the corridor, again aware of the subliminal sounds in the air, as
well as what he now recognized as pheromones similar to those of the Emperor,
if much weaker.  They took a lift that seemed to drop a kilometer straight
down, and opened on another corridor, this one not ornate at all.  In fact, the
rough hewn block walls reminded him of pictures he had seen of old Earth
dungeons, and he was sure they were intended to have that impression.  The
subliminal sounds were more intense here, as were the pheromones.  He was led
to a cell that had actual bars for a door.  He was pushed into the cell, the
door clanging shut behind him with finality.


Watcher went to
the uncomfortable looking bunk and took a seat, aware that the pheromones were
even heavier within the room.  They must have a high success rate with their
prisoners, with such biological persuasion techniques, he thought.


His next
thoughts were of Pandora, wondering what she was doing.  Probably organizing
a rescue mission to save me, he thought, shaking his head.  I wish she
wouldn’t put herself at such risk.  But there’s really nothing I can do about
it right now.  Except figure out a way to aid her in finding me, if she gets
here.
















Chapter Five


 


Whenever I hear anyone arguing for slavery, I
feel a strong impulse to see it tried on him personally.


Abraham Lincoln


 


“We should be
entering Imperial space about now,” said Captain Mandrake over the com from the
ship bridge.


“Picking up
ships moving in hyper VII,” said Lt. Commander Neelesh Satyapathy, the tactical
officer, from his station behind the captain.  “Range, one point eight light
years.  Velocity, thirty-six thousand times light speed.”


Meaning their
velocity as compared to normal space, thought Pandi.


“I read fourteen
vessels,” continued the Tactical Officer.  “Four are in the fifteen million ton
range, six in the two million ton range, and the remainder are well under a
million tons.”


Pandi looked at
the tactical plot, which was now live on the main holo.  The four largest ships
were in a diamond formation, the six medium vessels in a globe around them, the
escorts in a second shell around them all.


“They’re curving
their vector around to chase us,” said the Tactical Officer.  “Estimated ETA
with course change, three minutes, twenty-six seconds.”


“Of course, we
will be well past them at that time,” said Mandrake.  “I suggest that we keep
moving and blow past them.  There is really nothing they can do to us while we
remain in VIII.”


“How long to
drop down into VII, and match courses and velocities?” asked Pandi, looking at
the Captain in the side holo.


“Why would you
want to do that, Commodore?” asked the woman with a confused expression on her
face.  “We can outrun them easily.  We will be at the enemy home system before
they can get word to them.”


“Because I need
information,” said Pandi, looking into the woman’s eyes.  “And they have the
information I need.”


“Are you sure
it’s not for some other reason, Commodore?  Something to do with getting back
at these people.  And remember, they outmass us by over eighteen times.”


Pandi looked
around her flag bridge, and could read the agreement in the eyes of the Suryans
that manned the stations.  And the fear of going into battle with what looked
like a foe that outclassed them completely.  And only a month ago, that
would have been true, with their tech base.  But not now. Not if I have the
read on the tech bases right.


“Look.  I know
you’all don’t really like the idea of battling these folks.  At least not in
the numbers they have here.  I need information, and here it is.  Now, if you
all want to follow me, we can do what I want and get that information.  If’n
you don’t want to go where I lead, I will order you all to evacuate to the
other ships, and I’ll go and face down the big bad boogie men myself.”


“You can’t run
this ship on your own,” said Mandrake.  “And I refuse to allow you to put
yourself at such a risk.”


Pandi smiled as
she closed her eyes and linked with the ship, ordering it to begin deceleration
while powering up the weapons.  She opened them to see the crew behind Dasha,
on the holo, punching their fingers onto their boards and looking at their
Captain with fearful confusion.


“I can not only
run this ship on my own, I can prevent any of you from having any form of
control over her,” she told Mandrake, looking steadily into the other woman’s
eyes.  “I am your Commodore, or I am not.  Now, you’all swore oaths to obey
me.  It’s time to honor those oaths,” she said, standing up from her command
chair, her voice rising “or to dishonor them, in which case all of you can get
the hell off of my ship.”


“Commodore,”
said Mandrake, looking down at the floor.  “Of course we will honor our oaths.”


“Good,” said
Pandi, releasing control of the ship with a thought.  “In that case, now how
long will it take to drop into hyper VII, and match courses and velocities with
those bastards?”


*     *     *


“Those ships we
picked up in hyper VIII are starting to decelerate,” called out the Tactical
Officer.


“And why in the
hell would they do that?” asked Admiral Emilio Tounces, walking the command
deck of the battleship Terrible, his flagship.  And where in the hell
did they come from?  There had been tales that the ancestors had been able
to use hyper VIII for movement, something his people were nowhere near to
doing.  And something that had to be at least a thousand years beyond his own
tech base.  But there are only three of them, and they’re smaller than
cruisers.  No matter how advanced they are, they really can’t expect to take on
my force in hyper, can they?


All of his ships
were armed to the teeth with particle beams and lasers, and carried magazines
full of the best missiles his people could build, capable of six thousand
gravities acceleration.  Even if they were much more advanced, they weren’t
invulnerable, or indestructible.


It’s the people
who were with the Abomination when Jackson took them, he thought, remembering the dispatches that the rival
admiral had left with him in passing, just in case such a thing happened.  He
should have killed everyone who was with him, so that there wouldn’t have been
any pursuit.


“The unknowns
are translating down into hyper VII,” called out the Tactical Officer. 
“Velocity, point six one light.”


“That fast,”
said the Admiral, feeling disbelief.  We can’t do better than point two five
when we translate.


“The ships are
starting to curve their vector.  Decelerating at two thousand gravities.”


“All ships to
battle stations,” yelled the Admiral, realizing that his own disbelief was
affecting his judgment.


“Battle
stations, aye,” called out the Tactical Officer, and klaxons started going off,
as the lighting system flashed red.


“How long before
they match course and velocities?” yelled the Admiral as he ran to the locker
that held his battle armor.


“Five minutes,
ten seconds at current configuration, sir,” called the Tactical Officer as he
paused at his board for a moment, then headed for his own locker.


And there is no
way we are going to be able to get away from them, thought the Admiral as he climbed into his suit and allowed
it to close up around him.  As soon as it sealed he headed back his chair,
seating himself moments after most of the bridge crew, and a bit before the
Tactical Officer.


The Admiral
waited, hands clenching the chair arms, sweat beading on his face despite the
environmental system.  He had been in battle before.  Actually, many times, as
his Empire rolled over the less advanced powers that had surrounded it.  But
this was the first advanced force he had ever faced.  We outmass them
eighteen to one.  No matter how much more advanced they are, they won’t be able
to gain advantage over that much firepower.  Can they?


“The unknown
ships will be in visual range in one minute,” called out the Tactical Officer.


The Admiral
nodded, not wanting to speak for fear that his voice might leave him.  Of
course, if they had been in normal space they would have already spotted the
unknown vessels.  But photons tended to fall out of hyper before they traveled
more than a couple of light minutes.  Still, there were a trio of smudges
centered in the viewer.  Over time the distorted images clarified.   Until, at
just the moment the Tactical Officer had specified, the images were clear enough
to make out.


What in the hell
are they? thought the Admiral, as he leaned forward in
his chair and studied the vessels.  They were much leaner than the ships he was
used to, missing the wings of grabber units that Imperial vessels carried.  In
fact, there was no apparent drive at all, normal or hyper.  Unless that
globe on the stern is the drive, he thought, looking at the glowing ball
that was partially visible at the angle the ships were approaching from.


“Vessels have
matched velocity and vectors,” called out the Tactical Officer.  “Range in
hyper, fifteen light seconds.”


Which doesn’t
give them must time to react, thought the
Admiral, tempted to open fire with his energy weapons.  His lasers would reach
them before they knew they were coming, while the particle beams would give
them less than a tenth of a second.  If he could take them out before they knew
they were being fired upon?


“Incoming
transmission, Admiral,” called out the Com Officer.


“From those
ships?” he asked, realizing how stupid the question was.  Of course it’s
coming from those ships.  What else is close enough to send a signal.


“I can’t
localize the transmission point, sir,” said the Com Officer.  “It appears to be
coming from all around us.”


The Admiral felt
another shiver of fear.  This was like nothing he had ever experienced, nothing
he had ever heard of.


“Put the
transmission on the screen,” he ordered the Com Officer, and a moment later the
image of a young woman appeared on the viewer.


“Admiral,
Tounces, is it?” said the woman in accented Imperial.


“How do you know
my name?” asked the Admiral, his eyes narrowing as he stared at the woman.  She
wore a skinsuit of some kind, and no helmet, her long red hair flowing over her
shoulders like a torrent of fire.  She doesn’t even have battle armor on,
he thought.


“That is not
really important, Admiral.  What is important is that I have some questions for
you?  And I would advise you to answer.  Truthfully.”


“I want to speak
to your commander,” said Tounces, still not really sure what was going on.


“I am Commodore
Pandora Latham,” said the woman with a cold smile.  “I am in command of this
squadron.”


“What is a woman
doing in charge of warships?” asked the Tactical Officer from behind the
Admiral.


“I heard that,
Admiral,” said the woman.  “You think we’re only good barefoot and pregnant?”


Tounces wasn’t
sure what she was talking about.  But in his Empire women were for the most
part domestic partners, keeping house and raising children.   Barefoot and
pregnant?  That does sound about right and proper, if she means what I think.


“I want to know
about Watcher, and the ships that transported him into your Empire.”


“She means the
Abomination,” said the Helmsman, looking back and forth between the viewer and
the Admiral.


“I really don’t
like that term,” said the woman.  “But since you said it, they must have passed
this way.  How long ago?”


The Admiral
stood up and walked over to the com, which was out of the viewing arc of the
viewer at the present moment.  “Order all ships to fire, on my signal.”


“Admiral,” said
the wide eyed officer, looking up from his board.  “How are they communicating
with us in real time?”


Tounces felt
another chill run up his back as he thought about what the man had said.  
There should have been a fifteen second one way delay in the com, half a minute
both ways.  Yet she was talking to him in real time, with no delay.  Even if
they had faster than light coms, he didn’t, so how were they communicating.


“Just send the
signal.  If there is enough of their remains after the wreckage gets kicked out
of hyper, we’ll see what tech we can find.”


The Com Officer
nodded and started to send the signal.


“I wouldn’t do
that Admiral,” said the woman, and Tounces had to wonder if they were tapped
into his com as well.


He stepped away
from the station and looked at the woman, who was now seated in her chair, but
the scene had changed.  Now she was dressed in a sleek flat grey armor, helmet
on her head, faceplate retracted.  How in the hell did she get armored so
quickly, he thought.  He motioned with his hand at the Com Officer, and
started his attack.


*     *     *


“I guess they
weren’t about to listen to reason, ma’am,” said Dasha, speaking out of a side
holo.


Pandi shook her
head, which made her aware again of the helmet she was wearing.  Niven,
like every ship in her squadron, incorporated form fitting combat armor at
every station.  The chairs measured the proportions of anyone who might be
sitting in them, and surrounded them with the battle armor that rose from their
structures and clothed the crewman.  Pandi had not really liked the system at
first.  To her it seemed creepy, like some kind of living machine capturing
her.  Now she was in love with the system, which had clothed her in the armor
she might need in battle in less than a couple of seconds.


“As soon as they
open fire, go to evasives and target the smaller vessels.  Maybe after we take
out his escorts he’ll be more reasonable.”


Dasha nodded,
and the Com Officer sent the order to Vengeance and Avenger.  They
really don’t know what they’re facing, thought Pandi, watching the almost
real time take from the recon drones that were stationed less than a light
second from the enemy ships, arranged in a circle.  Each drone carried a
wormhole that was both a scan link that scanned the enemy ships, and a conduit
that carried a minute bit of the launching ship’s hyperfield, allowing it to
exist in hyperspace while not giving off a signal that was measurable against
the resonances of the much more massive ships they were hovering near.


“We’re evading,
ma’am,” called out Mandrake over the com, as the ship boosted at two thousand
gravities into a random evasive pattern.  Twelve seconds later the first of the
beams struck, mostly empty space.  The few that did hit a target were deflected
by a electromagnetic field orders of magnitude more powerful than they were
designed to deal with.


“Task force is
targeting the smaller vessels,” called out Satyapathy.  The tactical holo
showed the disposition of the enemy ships, the smallest class blinking.  The
ships of the force were linked through their wormhole coms, each getting their
targeting information and orders from the flag bridge.


The vessels
closed with the enemy ships at two thousand gravities, moving in evasive arcs
and bringing all their beam weapons to bear.  They all opened fire at the same
moment, sending lasers and particle beams into the New Galactic Empire ships. 
Where lasers struck they sliced through the electromag fields intended to
reflect or dissipate their fury.  These were not the beams they were intended
to protect against, and the amplified light pushed through with a loss of maybe
ten percent of their strength.  Not enough.  The beams sliced into the armored
hulls of the ships like razor edged swords, alloy puffing into space and
reflecting the otherwise invisible rays of light.  Gas from the interior
followed.  The beams ate scores of meters into the destroyers, vaporizing
metal, setting flammables aflame for the brief moment they had air to fuel
them, cutting through the armor of crewmen and the soft flesh underneath.


The particle
beams hit the hull travelling at just below the speed of light, imparting the
kinetic energy of their antiprotons into the armor at the same time as they
combined with the matter in spectacular explosions.  The antiproton beams were
much more powerful than the lasers, and were especially damaging when they
struck areas already opened by the light amp weapons.  Antiprotons flew into
the interior of the ships, blasting apart bulkheads, reaching into the heart of
the destroyers.


First one
erupted with the actinic fire of containment breach, as some source of interior
antimatter, warhead or fuel, was released into the matter filled interior of
the vessel.  The destroyer blew out into space, hull plates separating from the
supporting structure, then those supports flying apart into superheated
plasma.  In an instant the ship was gone, and before it had finished spreading
into space two more were following it into oblivion.


The three ships
of Pandi’s squadron looped around the Imperial task force again, picking on
another trio of targets.  They were moving through space at a similar velocity
and vector as the enemy force, their controllers keeping them accelerating on
that vector as well as also shifting around the alien ships.  Lasers and
particle beams again did the job, and another three destroyers fell out of
hyper as clouds of debris.


A laser struck
one of the ships, Avenger.  It was bound to happen with all of the beams
flying through space.  The beam, from one of the powerful laser rings of a
battleship, hit Avenger’s shields by the port bow.  The electromagnetic
field attenuated the beam from ten centimeters to a couple of meters.  The beam
then struck the graviton field just under the first shield.  That field was
reactive, strengthening in the area needed as soon as it was struck.  The beam
would have blown through the armor of a ship of similar tech, and continued
into the interior.  Against Avenger it cut through about half the armor,
and the destroyer danced away.


“All ships. 
Move to one light minute distance,” ordered Pandi, after breathing a sigh of
relief before giving the order.  It could have been much worse, she
thought, looking at the damage on Avenger’s schematic.


The ships
decelerated at two thousand gravities, racing away from the enemy, turning in
mid fight to bring their forward tubes to bear.


“Enemy is firing
missiles,” called out the Tactical Officer, as several hundred icons appeared
on the plot, decelerating back at six thousand gravities and starting to
overtake Pandi’s ships.


“Take the rest
of the destroyers and cruisers under fire,” ordered the Commodore.  “What’s the
velocity on those battleships?”


“They will be at
translation velocity in four minutes,” said Lt. Commander Basumatary from her
Flag Navigation station.


And they’re sure
to try to get back to normal space, thought Pandi,
studying the plot as her own missiles appeared as vector arrows.  No one
wants to fight in hyper if they can help it.


Pandi’s
missiles, twenty per ship, struck out at thirty thousand gravities, adding two
hundred and ninety-four kilometers per second to their velocity, in addition to
the deceleration of the Imperial vessels.


Three hundred
enemy missiles came at the trio of vessels in two waves.  The lasers started
cycling immediately, knocking a dozen missiles out of space in the first ten
seconds.  From there, as the missiles got closer, the accuracy of the lasers
increased, until, on final approach, each laser ring was firing four beams at a
time, each unerringly striking a missile and converting the forward section
into vapor.  At that moment the warhead was breached, and the missile blew with
a gigaton of force.  Very few missiles made it through that barrage, and those
that did were knocked out by the close in defense lasers.


The Imperial
ships’ defensive fire proved much less effective.  Of the sixty missiles
heading for the task force, forty-three made it through the counter missiles
and laser fire, evading, jamming, hiding behind their own electromag screens. 
Twenty-three made contact, all that were needed to take all of the ships
besides the battleships out of hyper.  The rest continued on, starting to
decelerate so that they might return for another attack, not against the ships
they had originally targeted, which no longer existed, but what their launching
vessels might call upon them to strike.


“Enemy ships are
translating,” called out the Tactical Officer after several minutes.


“Follow them,”
ordered Pandi from her chair.  “Prepare the graviton beam for deployment,” she
continued, a cruel smile on her face.


“You sure you
want to do that, ma’am?” asked Mandrake over the holo com.


“These people
took Watcher from me,” said Pandi, shooting a glare at the holo.  “I’ll give
them a chance to surrender first, because I want information about this Empire
we’re invading, and this is our best chance to get it.  If they play fair with
me, I’ll spare them.  If not, I won’t shed any tears over their remains.”


“All recon
probes back aboard,” called out Satyapathy, the Tactical Officer.


“We’re
translating down to normal space,” called out Basumatary.  “Range in normal
space, thirty light seconds.”


The hole into
the black of normal space opened and Niven fell through, her pack mates
coming after her on their own matching vectors.  The space around them blazed
with stars, and the glowing gas cloud of a large nebula could be seen in the
near distance.


“Releasing recon
drones,” called out the Tactical Officer, and the small icons of the tiny
probes appeared on the tactical plot, using their wormholes as direction drives
to move at over thirty thousand gravities toward the enemy ships, then
decelerating to match velocities at one light second from the battleships,
still undetectable by anything those ships deployed as sensors.


“Are you ready
to give me what I want, Admiral?” she said into the com as soon as a link was
established with the enemy battleship.


“Damn you, no,”
said the ashen faced officer, staring out of the holo at her.


“Missile
launch,” called out Satyapathy, as two hundred icons appeared on the plot.


“Blast those
missiles out of space, then get us in the range of the graviton beam,” she
ordered, then leaned back in her chair to watch the icons of the small counter
missiles her ships carried bloom on the plot, moving at thirty thousand
gravities toward the enemy weapons.  Niven and her sisters moved closer,
till they were within ten light seconds of the enemy, all the while blasting
the few enemy missiles that survived the counters out of space.


“Lock onto that
vessel there,” said Pandi, pointing to the closest of the battleships, and one
that was not identified as the flag on the plot.  She stared at the ship with
rage in her eyes.  “Rip the damned thing apart.”


*     *     *


Admiral Emilio Tounces stared in disbelief at
the impossible vessels that had destroyed all of the escorting ships of his
force.  And with only minor damage, if any, to one of their vessels.  And
jumping to normal space hadn’t seemed to have improved the situation any.  At
least we can abandon ship here, he thought.  Some of their shuttles were
hyper capable, but that was not true for any of the life pods.


“They have knocked all of our missiles from
space,” called out the Tactical Officer.  “Should we give them another volley,
sir?”


What good will that do?  The only chance we
have is to get in some hits with our energy weapons, damage them enough to take
them out with missiles.  And that’s not really much of a chance.  “No.  Make sure all
tubes are loaded and ready to fire on my command.”


The large destroyers or light cruisers
continued in, swatting the last of the most current missile swarm from space. 
A missile swarm that would have destroyed three Imperial battleships, or at
least severely damaged them.


“The Captain of Indomitable is on the
com, sir,” called out the Com Officer.  “He sounds, panicked.”


“Put him on,” said Tounces, thinking they all
could be panicked in a situation like this.


The Captain of the battleship in question
appeared on the holo, eyes wide, sweat beading on the face that was revealed
with the visor of his battle armor up.  The bulkhead behind him shook, and the
klaxons of alarms sounded over the circuit.


“We’re under attack, Admiral,” yelled the
officer, over what sounded like a wind that was rising in the background.


“By what?” asked Tounces in confusion.  He
glanced over at the holo that showed the enemy ships on approach.  There was no
indication that they were doing anything but moving along just out of effective
range of his energy weapons.


“Something has appeared on the ship, some kind
of energy, in several places,” shouted the Captain, looking over his shoulder,
then back with a panicked expression.  “They’re sucking in everything, like a
black hole.”


The man directly behind the Captain screamed,
then flew from his chair and out of sight.  The Captain looked at where the man
had gone, screaming as the air flew from his lungs.  The holo died, and with it
all com with the Indomitable.


*    
*      *


The graviton beams were smaller versions of the
devices carried by the huge stations around the Donut that had been
originally used to pull planets, and even stars, into the orbits the ancestors
of the New Terran Empire had desired.  These were much weaker, but still strong
enough to form point sources of extreme gravity where they were concentrated. 
The stations could form temporary neutron stars, while the shipboard beams
could form at best the concentrated matter that existed at the center of a
normal star.  Still enough to tear apart alloys, decks, bulkheads, the bodies
of armored crew members.  Compressing the matter into ever growing spheres that
swept through the vessel, adding more mass.


The Indomitable shook as the gravity
started to tear the vessel apart.  Many of the crew panicked, standing or
sitting where they were until swept into one of the three globes of heavy
mass.  Those who tried to flee found they could only get so far, before the
gravity pulled them back to their doom.  In moments the ship was crumpling in
upon itself.  Given time, most of it would have crumpled into a superheated
ball, until, with the cessation of the beams, that matter would have exploded
back out with the pressure of compressed matter that was no longer being pulled
in by a gravitational field.  Instead, antimatter breached in several places,
the storage pods of the reactors, missile warheads, until the ship exploded
outward into plasma at velocities too great for the point sources of gravity to
hold.


*    
*     *


“Admiral Tounces,” said the infuriating woman
over the com, as her ships moved outside of effective energy weapons’ range. 
“I will do that to another of your vessels if you do not immediately surrender
to me and give me the information that I want.  And the next time,” said the
woman with a nasty grin, “I will choose your ship, and then treat with whatever
officer becomes the next commander of your reduced force.  No use dispensing
more punishment to the dogs, when the master is the idiot who needs killing.”


“Very well,’ said the Admiral,  shaking with
the combined emotions of fear and fury, though, truth to be told, fear was
winning that battle.  “What do you want of me?”


“Your ships will cease all boost and stay on
their current headings,” said the woman.  “You will power own all of your
weapons.  And believe me, we will know if you power up your weapons, and you
will not like our response.  And you are to open the doors on your hangars, all
of them.  Maintain the cold plasma fields.  I want there to be atmosphere in
those compartments.  And prepare to be boarded.”


“What not just let us send you the information
that you want?” asked the Admiral, not really liking the idea of enemies aboard
his ship.


“Perhaps we can destroy their shuttles,” said
the Tactical Officer in a quiet voice from off the range of the viewer.


“That would be a very bad idea, Admiral,” said
the woman.  “If I would even give you the opportunity.  Now, you have one
minute to acquiesce to my demands, before I tear another of your ships apart.”


“I agree,” said the Admiral, glaring at the
Tactical Officer.  “I agree to all of it.  I will order my crews to cooperate
in full with all your demands.”


“Smart move, Admiral,” said the woman.  “Now
get moving.  The timer is ticking.”


The viewer went blank, replaced moments later
by the trio of alien ships that were threatening his force.  And there’s not
a damned thing I can do about it.


*    
*     *


“Watch out for traps,” said Pandi from the holo
to the battle armored man.  “I want all the information you can gather, but I
don’t want to lose any of my own people.”


“Yes, ma’am,” said Suryan Marine Lieutenant
Aakash Maindalkar.


“I wish we could
just grab the information from their own databanks,” said Pandi, frowning. 
“Unfortunately, we need a physical contact with their computer systems to
gather the information, unless they willingly send us what we want.  And I
don’t trust them that much.”


“We’ll get you
what you want, ma’am,” said the Marine officer, looking around at the platoon
he was taking with him, which included several naval engineers.  “Don’t you
worry.”


“That’s part of
my job, Lieutenant,” said the woman with a smile.  “I would prefer that you not
resort to any kind of force.  But at the first sign of deception you are
authorized to use whatever force you need.”


“Yes, ma’am,”
said the officer, monitoring the probe on his HUD.


The recon drone
was only ten centimeters in length, massing twenty grams, and was the
stealthiest device known to the science of the ancients.  It contained a
wormhole linking it back to its vessel, and used the actual passive and active sensor
suite of the ship.  It was perfect for giving the ship real time data of
whatever it was observing.  And it was perfect for covert ops.  The small drone
sliced through the cold plasma field of the otherwise open hangar and moved to
one of the corners of the room, near to an assault shuttle.  While the enemy
personnel were watching for something to approach through space, the probe
extruded its wormhole, negative matter and the expandable frame moving from Niven
to the hangar.  In a couple of seconds it was large enough to pass an
armored Marine.


“First squad
through,” ordered Maindalkar as the other side of the wormhole expanded on the
hanger deck of the Niven.  The ten men and women of the first squad, all
in battle armor, carrying heavy weapons, jumped one at a time through the
wormhole.  They spread into a perimeter around the hole at the other end and
spent a few seconds examining their surroundings before giving the go ahead.


The Lieutenant followed next, motioning for the
second squad to follow.  He took the step across the twenty light seconds in an
instant, his eyes sweeping the area in front of the wormhole, his weapon moving
with his vision.  “Secure the hangar,” he ordered his first squad as the second
came across and took over the perimeter.  Those Marines moved out, swarming
around the spacecraft parked within, while the third squad and the naval techs
came after them.


“What the hell,” yelled one of the Marines, as
three doors into the hangar opened and armed Imperials came swarming into the
chamber.


*    
*     *


“I am warning you, Admiral Tounces,” said Pandi
into the com, watching on the other holo as her own Marines moved back on the
wormhole, their weapons pointed at the Imperials who were advancing on them,
brandishing their own particle beams.  “If your men open fire on those people,
I will return the favor.”


“And hurt your own people,” said the officer,
glaring at her through the com.  “I think not.”


“You have two ships that do not have my
personnel on them.  You might want to rethink your position.”


“And if you fire on my ships, I will have your
people aboard this ship killed.”


“Orders, ma’am?” asked  Lt. Maindalkar, his own face looking out
over the com holo.


“What is your
assessment of the situation, Lieutenant?”


“I think we can
take them with no trouble,” said the Marine, as the view of the holo swept out
to show almost seventy Imperials taking up firing positions surrounding the
Marines.  About half of them were heavily armed Marines as well, while the
others were armed spacers.


I know we have
the tech advantage.  But I didn’t lead these Suryans here to be killed by these
arrogant sons of bitches.  Is the tech advantage enough?


“Tell your
people to drop their weapons and they will not be harmed,” said Tounces, his
eyes narrowing.  “If they do not drop their weapons in ten seconds I will order
my people to open fire.”


“Take them,
Lieutenant,” she said, looking over at the other holo.  She looked back at the
Admiral on the other holo, waiting for his expression to change.


*     *     *


“On my command,
open fire,” said Lt. Maindalkar quietly over the com.  “Now,” he yelled,
raising his own rifle and pulling the trigger an instant before it came into
line with his target.  The beam flew past the naval rating that was his target,
splashing a gash into the hull, then sliding down into the join between chest
and shoulder on the spacer.  The beam sliced through the armor and out the
other side of the neck.  The man fell to his knees, helmet falling backward off
of his shoulders, revealing the scorched and partially carbonized head within. 
He continued sweeping the beam into the next target, and the one beyond, taking
down three enemy with the long sword of protons.


Around him the
rest of his people fired at the same instant, hitting an enemy that was sure
they had the upper hand.  Before any Imperials could fire, over half of their
number were down.  Many more went down while trying to fire their opening
shots.  Only a couple actually got hits.  And only one of those that actually
accomplished anything was a shot that hit one Suryan Marine on her shoulder
armor.  If it had maintained contact for more than an instant it might have
done something.  Unfortunately for the shooter, he could not maintain contact
with a large hole burned through his chest.


“Get me the
information that I want and get back here,” said the Commodore over the com. 
“Anyone gets in your way, blow them away.”


“Yes, ma’am,”
agreed the Lieutenant, sending the orders to his squads over the tactical com
as he spoke to his flag officer.  Each of the three squads ran as fast as their
suits would carry them.  Maindalkar and his command group, which included three
heavy weapons specialists and the two naval techs, headed for the command deck
of the hangar.


Each squad sent
a fire team through a hatch, setting them up in the hall beyond, while the
second team and squad leader set up the secondary position inside the hatch, a
couple of Marines in each unit assigned to watch the hanger itself to make sure
nothing was sneaking up on them.  The LT set two of his heavy weapons’ troopers
to cover the hatch to the control room, while his platoon sergeant and the
third man watched over the hangar itself.


“This should do
nicely, sir,” said the Chief Petty Officer who was carrying the back pack comp,
a unit that probably contained as much computing power as the entire ship they
were on.  He moved a small laser rod over the input jack of a control panel,
then shined the light over the opening, taking a 3-D picture of the system. 
After a moment he held up a small connector that was in the process of changing
its shape, until, in about a minute, it matched the jack it was to fit into. 
The Chief pushed the unit into the jack, then waited another half minute until
it was completely configured to match the input/output.


“We’re
interfacing now,” said the Chief, looking at the small flat comp that was
synched with the backpack unit.


The sounds of
fighting came over Maindalkar’s com circuit, and he checked his HUD to see that
two of this three forward fire teams were engaging enemy Marines and Spacers
who were trying to push down their corridors.  Without much luck in the face of
the superior firepower of the Suryans.  The LT was again amazed that they were
now the most advanced military force in this space, when less than two months
before they were the primitives, especially compared to the people they were
fighting now.


“How’s it going,
Chief?” he asked the Naval Tech, looking at the screen that was showing some
symbols that the Marine was barely familiar with.


“Breaking
through the firewalls now,” said the Chief, the expression on his face showing
how much respect he had for the new tech he was working with.  “Through the
last firewall and into the last encryption sequence.  Now.”


The symbol on
the screen showed a loading graph, with just a little bit of color on the
otherwise black line.  As Maindalkar watched, the blue on the graph began to
creep over, each second representing terabytes of information being transferred
from the memory banks of the ship to the backpack unit.  Astrographical data,
history, science, politics of the Empire, everything they needed to get a good
handle on the power they were invading.


“We need to get
going, Chief,” said Maindalkar, tapping the tech on the shoulder.  What the
hell are these idiots thinking, thought the officer, watching as more
Imperial Spacers tried to fight their way forward through the particle beams of
his own Marines.  Don’t they know this is not going to get them anything but
more trouble.  And we’re starting to run low on protons, he thought,
looking at the stores on some of his troops over his HUD.


“Just another
couple of seconds,” said the Chief, looking at his screen.  “I think we can
skip a lot of this.  OK.  Done.”


“All Marines.  Fall back to the wormhole.  Forward teams,
fall back through the hatches.”  The LT waved his own command team and the
heavy weapons section into the hangar, then set the two heavy beamers to cover
the most likely approaches to the wormhole.  The forward teams fell back and
set up twenty meters closer to the portal.  As soon as they were in position
the other teams fell back behind them.


The Imperials were coordinated enough to come through the
three hatches at the same time.  Two of those hatches were within line of sight
of heavy weapons.  As soon as they appeared the angry red of heavy particle
beams cut into them, dropping their bodies, smoke rising from the holes and
gashes in their armor.


“Get going,” yelled Maindalkar, waving the naval techs
through first, then the A fire teams of the squads.  “Heavy weapons,” he
yelled, and the Marines with the heavy beamers jumped to their feet and ran to
the hole, while the B teams laid down covering fire.  The Marines with the
large beam weapons jumped through the hole, then the B teams.  Maindalkar
waited until the last team was the only one still firing, then jumped through
the hole himself.


There was the moment of disorientation as he moved through
the opening.  The now familiar unfamiliar feeling of being everywhere at once,
time stretching out to seeming eternity.  His internal clock told him that less
than a nanosecond had actually passed in transit, and he wondered, not for the
first time, what the experience meant, if anything at all.


Now time passed too slowly to suit him, as he waited for the
last five people to come through.  When, finally, the last squad leader came
through he breathed a sigh of relief.  They had carried out the mission to
perfection.  Three suits had sustained significant injuries while protecting
the wearer from anything of note, while a half dozen more had suffered very
minor damage.


“All clear, ma’am,” he reported to his Commodore.  A moment
later the hole constricted to a pinpoint, before the carrier moved into a slot
in the wall, returning the wormhole to its primary function as a probe link.


At the other end much the same happened, the hole
constricting, then being engulfed again into the probe, which flew out of the
hangar just before the doors could close.


“Pack it in, people,” he told his platoon.  “Get your suits
squared away.  And good job.”


*      *      *


Admiral Emilio Tounces sat back in his chair, all of the
energy leaving his body.  He had thought it was a bad idea trying to stop the
invaders from taking what they wanted.  But I had to try something, he
thought.  Otherwise, I would be facing punishment, and not just for myself. 
No, he would have been considered a traitor to his Emperor, and treason was
punishable by death.  A long, drawn out, painful death.  And for his family as
well.  And now I have doomed the other people under my command.


“That was really stupid, Admiral,” said the woman who
appeared again on the holo.  “I would be within my rights to destroy your
ships.”


Tounces felt all the air leaving his lungs as he waited for
the next words, those he was sure would doom him and his command.  He pulled
air back into his lungs while he tried to compose himself.  “Please.  If you
want to punish anyone, punish me.”


“I have a better idea, Admiral,” said the woman with a cold
smile.  “Something that will satisfy both of us.  But I recommend that you do
not fire back.”


“What are you going to do?” he said, his eyes widening.


“Nothing too drastic,” said the woman.  Tounces stared at her
with a combination of hate and fear dominating his thoughts.  Mostly fear, if
he had to be honest.


She was looking off the holo, obviously at some other crew
member, or possibly a holo display.  She looked back at the Admiral.  “We have
looked over your ship schematics and picked our targets.  According to your own
database, this should not harm any of your people.  But I will give you one
minute to make sure there are no engineering personnel in any of you upward
hyperdrive arrays.”


“That will cripple us,” he said, checking to make sure no one
was actually in any of the access tunnels in those arrays.


“According to our analysis, it will reduce your capability to
hyper III at worst, IV at best.  That will not strand you out here, but it will
take you at least two weeks to get to your nearest base, and then another two
weeks to get a message to your capital.  That should give us just enough time
to do what we need to do.”


The ship shook as lasers and particle beams played over the
upper array of the vessel.  Warning klaxons sounded.  A holo sprung to life
near his chair, showing a schematic of the battleship, glowing red superimposed
over the upper hyperdrive array, growing by the second, until the entire array
was red.  The targeting was absolutely perfect, and no other areas of the ship
were damaged.  It took several minutes, while the Admiral sat in his command
chair, talking himself out of opening fire on the woman’s force.  And then
she’ll destroy us, he thought, believing everything that she had said.


“OK,” she said, looking at him out of the holo.  “That about
does it.  You should still be able to get to your base in two to four weeks. 
Just remember that I could have destroyed you.  And please give a message to
your high command.”


“And what message is that,” thought Tounces, wondering if he
would deliver this note before or after he was executed for failure.


“Tell them I just want my man back,” said the woman, her eyes
blue fire staring out of the holo.  “And anyone that gets in my way will have a
split second to regret it.”


The holo died, and the three large destroyers on the main
viewer opened up holes into hyperspace, and disappeared from the normal
Universe.
















Chapter Six


 


Treachery is noble when aimed at tyranny.


Pierre Corneille


 


Tony Garcia looked out over the people assembled in the room,
his emotions alternating between fear and pride.  Pride that these other men
and woman had answered his call to be here tonight.  Fear of what they had
risked, and were continuing to risk, to belong to The Opposition.  We
take every precaution, thought the leader of the cell, who also doubled as
one of the overall leaders of the movement.  And we still are only a moment
away from being caught.


Jorge Hernandez came walking in the door to the small room,
passed by the man who had taken the security duty for the cell this time. 
Carlos Kastanata was armed and dangerous, and would give his life before he
allowed someone not on the nonexistent list through the door.  That might give
some of them time to vacate the room.  Then again, it might not, and even those
who were able to flee could still end up in custody, and a fate, to these free
thinking people, worse than death.


“Where’s Jackie?” asked Jorge, looking around the room at the
fifteen people who were in attendance, and the five empty seats.  “Was she…?”


“She’s fine,” said Freddie Santana, smiling.  “She had a
nursing shift tonight, and wasn’t able to get a replacement.”


Jorge nodded as he got in his seat.  They all knew that in
their society they were not always free to go where they wanted, when they
wanted.  Not without attracting attention from the people they wanted to escape
the notice of.


“You know why I called you all here?” he asked the members of
his group, each a leader of another lower level cell, and just about the only
members of the Opposition he personally knew among the hundreds here in
the capital.


“I have a guess,” said Katherine Ramirez.  “But nothing
definite.  They captured him, right?”


“Yep,” said Tony, nodding his head.  “They got him.  He’s a,
guest, of his Immortal Asshole.  And I’m not sure what we can get out of this,
but we’ve got to figure out something.  A chance like this might not come along
again.”


“But a chance for what?” asked Jorge, his eyes narrowing.  “A
chance to strike at the government?  Or a chance to let ourselves be known to
that same government, so we might be annihilated.”


The people started talking, some calling out what they were
afraid would happen, others whispering among themselves.  


“What do you think we need to do?” asked Tony, raising his
voice to speak over the noise.  “Continue to meet and discuss how we are going
to bring down a government that seems to get more powerful year by year?  Watch
as this immortal demon continues to gobble up star system after star system,
subjecting them to the same hopeless existence that the rest of us already
enjoy?  Or do something?  Anything?”


“Give us a plan, Tony,” said Jorge, glaring at the leader. 
“Don’t just tell us we need to do something.  Tell us what that something is.”


And that’s the rub, thought Tony,
looking back at the man who was his only challenger for the leadership of the
cell.  There didn’t seem to be anything they could do.  Not with the security
measures this government used to monitor its population.  Not with all of
brainwashing this society subjected their own population to, making their
neighbors the enemies of the people who wanted to free them from the tyranny
that held them in bondage.  Over ninety nine percent of the population felt as
one with their leaders, in lockstep with the Empire that was spreading its
beneficent influence over the Galaxy.


All of the members of the cell, of the score of cells across
the city, the hundred others all over the planet, were among the one tenth of a
percent of people who were immune to the brainwashing, the subliminal, the
sights, sounds and smells used to program the rest of the population.  They
were assessed while they were growing up, those discovered to be different
separated and subjected to a higher level of programming, or, for those who
couldn’t be broken, simply disappeared.  That reduced their numbers.  More fell
by the wayside through the years, caught in a lie as people who didn’t accept
the party line while pretending to do so.  Only the smartest, or the luckiest,
made it into adulthood.


And there was always the risk that they would be caught and
sent off for reeducation.  That in itself was a double edge sword.  If
reeducation was successful, they would be released back into society.  If not,
they would disappear.  No one knew what happened to those who were
disappeared.  There were rumors, not anything substantive.  But enough to play
on their fears.


“Look,” said Tony, running his eyes around the room.  “I
don’t know what we should do.  But we need to do something.  Every year there
are fewer of us.  The authorities are getting better at discovering our kind,
and fewer children are slipping through the net.  If this goes on much longer,
we will have no new recruits in the future.  Eventually we will disappear,
whether from being caught or dying from old age.  And history, the true history
of the Galaxy, will die in the revision of this new order.  Everything we know
to be true will be labeled as false.  Freedom will die, as an Immortal devil
becomes the eternal ruler of a slave state.”


“So, what should we do?” asked Katherine, looking down at the
table.


“Think,” said Tony, slapping his hand on the table.  “Come up
with ideas.  Find a way to use this, Abomination, for our own purpose, or at
least take him out of the toolbox of the Emperor.”


“Is he any better?” asked Jorge.  “The Abomination, I mean. 
After all, he is said to be the cause for the fall of Galactic civilization. 
Is he any better than the Emperor we have to deal with today?”


“Not according to what we know of history,” said Tony,
shaking his head.   “In fact, he might very well be worse.  But he is not in a
position of power, and we’re not about to give him one.  The Emperor is in
power, and he is the one we need to hurt.  He intends to get political mileage
out of dealing with the Abomination.  We need to take that leverage away from
him.  So, you all are smart people.  People who can think for themselves.  So
think, come up with ideas, and we will meet again in a couple of days and
brainstorm.  Maybe it will come to naught.  Or maybe we will come up with an
idea that will weaken the foundations of the Empire, before it spreads its
cancer through billions of cubic parsecs of space.”


He could tell from the expressions of the group that he had
planted a seed.  These people would think, research, formulate, and come up
with plans that might bear fruit.  Or not.  But at least they would work on
something that might benefit themselves and the other people in the Galaxy.


Tony was one of the last people to leave, waiting as other
members left in singles or couples, trying to not attract attention to
themselves.  Curfew was still more than an hour off, and the streets were
crowded with people going home from their work, or the bars and restaurants
they frequented before having to go back to their dwellings.  When curfew hit,
the streets would be empty except for those who enforced the law, and the small
percentage of the population who had legal reason to be out, such as late night
jobs in important positions.


He left the room through the door that led into an
underground corridor that would appear on no maps owned by the authorities. 
The secret door of stone and brick slid aside, letting into a stairway that led
down to a subbasement, and up to a small series of rental offices below
apartments.  Tony rented an office in the building for legitimate business
purposes, and a couple of members rented apartments.  In fact, Jorge owned the
building, and thus had an excuse for being there any time he wanted.  Most of
the cell members were either successful businesspeople, professionals, or
mid-level government.  They were, of course, still under surveillance, like all
citizens, but because of their positions were able to avoid more than the
superficial check.


Tony looked up and down the street as he left the building,
flat comp in its case hanging off his shoulder on a strap.  The background buzz
hit his ears as soon as he entered the air of the street, the constant sound
that his ears more or less ignored.  He knew what was in that background,
subliminals telling people what to think, what to believe, what to do.  Tony
was among those who couldn’t be affected by such, or the visual subliminals,
but he was aware that they were there, and he could see the effect of them on
the faces of the normals who moved along the street on their own pursuits.


Most of the people had a blank, smiling look, a façade that
Tony was quick to put on his own face in order to blend in.  It was one of the
first skills the immune developed if they were to escape attention.  It had
taken a little longer to learn how to adopt the complete package of body
language necessary to blend in as an adult, but every member of the cell knew
how to make that theatrical adjustment.


There were some people on the street who did not have the
silly smile or relaxed body language.  Men who were dressed in the uniforms of
the police, or the black clothing of the secret branch of undercover spies.  
These men had hard faces, suspicious eyes, their gazes constantly on the move,
looking for the first sign of deception among the people moving down the
street.


Tony felt the tension building in his body as he moved to the
transport station.  He would have thought it would get easier with time, but
was finding it anything but.  As the years passed the tension increased, along
with the realization that his time might be coming to an end, just because of
chance over multiple events.  As he threw himself into the chair of the
transport and the train left the station, he felt relaxation coming over him,
especially when he saw that the half empty car was filled with slightly smiling
faces.  He almost let his façade fall, but retained it, remembering that not
all surveillance was conducted by the official organs of the government.  Part
of the brainwashing of citizens was the deep instruction to watch their
neighbors, and report anything that seemed unusual.


There was a very tense moment on the walk from the station to
his home.  A woman he had seen at times on the walk home was being backed into
an alley, her eyes wide with fear.  Tony could tell from her body language and
facial expressions that she was one of the immune.  He didn’t know if she was
the member of another cell, or just an individual who was trying to make her
way through this society without drawing attention to herself.  And obviously,
at least on this day, failing.  Tony made sure his expression was as perfect as
he could make it, while cursing himself for a coward in not doing something.  But
what can I do? he thought, looking back and seeing more uniformed police
heading toward the alley the woman had been pushed into it.  He could
interfere, and draw attention to himself, and there would then be two immunes
arrested.


And he wasn’t even armed.  Tony had access to weapons of
course, but he didn’t carry them around.  That was asking for trouble, when
only the authorities were allowed to carry weapons.  He had studied the history
of this world, the real history, not what the government pushed into the brains
of the people they programed.  That had been the turning point, as far as he
was concerned, when private citizens had been forced to give up their means to
defend themselves.  All in the name of making the world a safer place.  After
generations of being protected by the government, the people were ripe for the
takeover of that very same government, under the firm hand of the Immortal they
had found in the early days of exploring their local star cluster.


We live in a nightmare, thought the
engineer as he rode the lift up to his own apartment.  Sometimes I wish I
could just go to sleep and not wake up.  It would be so much easier.


He dismissed those thoughts as he walked into his own
apartment on the eighty-ninth floor of the building, his small dog yipping in
pleasure as it ran up to him and circled his legs.  The bright lights of the
city shone through his living room window, the orange bulk of the gas giant
Odin filling much of the night sky.  It is beautiful, thought the man,
sitting on his couch and petting the small animal who was the only companion he
could trust outside of the cell.  And someday we’ll bring that realization
back to the people who live in this nightmare.


*     *     *


“Why don’t you just give us the information we want?” said
the gentle, calming voice over the intercom.  “It will be so much easier for
all of us if you would just cooperate.  We have no wish to cause you pain.  We
will get what we want, eventually.  We will get what we want, eventually, so
why not save yourself all of the pain and discomfort?”


Because you will not get what you want, thought Watcher, gritting his teeth as he waited for the
pleasant voice to leave, to be replaced by the harsh cacophony that was sure to
follow.


Watcher had been created to be the perfect soldier by a
government that, while mostly benevolent, was still in the business of governing,
and had need of military force at times.  And they wanted that force to be
under organic control, meaning they needed a living creature to be in charge. 
Watcher was thought to be the answer, the perfect soldier, spy, general, faster
and stronger than other humans, or any other intelligent creatures for that
matter.  And one of his genetic gifts was the ability to resist any kind of
interrogation thought up by the minds of sentient creatures.


The cacophony returned, blasting in his ears, the subliminal messages
riding underneath, while swirling lights played over his optic centers,
bypassing his closed eyes.  Pain shot through his nerve endings, enough to make
a normal person fall to the floor in agony, vomiting the contents of his
stomach.  Watcher gritted his teeth and fell into a calming mantra, ignoring
all of the noxious stimuli.  I will not give you what you want, he
repeated to himself over and over in his mind.   At the same time he was very
happy that he had given Pandi access to all of the Donut’s security
protocols.  Hopefully she had changed all of the passwords, and nothing he gave
them would actually be of use.


So, why didn’t he just give them what they wanted?  One
reason was simply his well-developed survival instinct.  He knew if he gave them
what they wanted his days would suddenly be numbered.  These people wanted to
try and execute him for a crime that his present personality hadn’t committed. 
Though this body definitely bears partial responsibility, he thought
with a twinge of guilt.


Can’t keep thinking like that, was the next thought through his head.  This, noise,
they’re hitting me with, of all kinds, is affecting my thinking, whether I want
to admit it or not.  I’ve got to hang around long enough to take this asshole
who’s running this operation out.


So Watcher sat in the chair, ignoring the majority of the
stimuli they were sending at him, while figuring out how he could escape his
captivity, and strike back at the being who had ordered it.


*     *      *


“Any progress on the interrogation?” asked the Immortal
Emperor Alphonso Kitticaris of his Chief Inquisitor.


“None that I can see, my Lord Emperor,” said the man,
kneeling on the floor in front of the Monarch’s throne, eyes averted to the
floor.  “We have tried every technique we know of, and nothing seems to affect
him.”


“And mapping his brain?”


“We have mapped every neuron, my Lord.  But with nothing to
reference it too, we cannot give meaning to the configurations, or to the
chemical signals within.  It is just too, different, for comparison.”


And it’s completely different to my own neural architecture, thought the Emperor.  They actually simplified that
structure with my own brain, after what they saw in his behavior.  The
Emperor glared at his Inquisitor for a moment, finally deciding it was not the
man’s fault that Alphonso had received an imperfect processing unit as compared
to Watcher.  He wouldn’t have expected the man to break him, so why should he
blame the man for not being able to break something even more advanced?


“How long to do a complete neural transference?”


“You’re talking a mind upload, my Lord?” asked the
Inquisitor.  “We have never attempted such with a mind like this.  But a week. 
Maybe a month.  We would have to be careful with this one, my Lord, since we
will only get the one chance.”


The Emperor stood up from his chair and walked across the
room, standing before the armorplast window that looked out over the capital
city.  His capital, with the ever present globe of Odin looking down,
always caused a rise to his spirit.  But not enough, he thought.  Never
enough.  He turned back and looked at his Chief Inquisitor.


“Continue with the standard methods for one more week,” he
told the man.  “We will see where we are then, and I will make a decision about
a transference.”


The man nodded, then got to his feet and walked out of the
chamber, leaving the Immortal Emperor alone with his own thoughts.  Even if
I don’t get that station, I will still build an empire that encompasses the
Galaxy.  There is nothing that can stop me from doing that.  But it would be so
much quicker if I had that technology under my control.


And when I have what I want, Watcher will serve one final
purpose, as the rallying point for trillions of sentients to fight under my
banner.


*     *      *


“We’re ready, Admiral,” said Captain Aagney Behera, Nagara
Krishnamurta’s Flag Captain.


“Very well,” said the Suryan Supreme Naval Commander. “Let’s
get this circus underway.”  The Admiral turned to the other holo, which showed
the face of Vice Admiral Paramita Borgoyary frowning out at him.


“Are you sure you want to do this, Admiral,” said the woman.


Is this because you think this is a bad idea, or because you
wish you could lead this mission?  Krishnamurta
looked at the side screens that showed the bridges of all the ships under his
command.  All he could get prepared in the given time period.  And still the
mightiest force any person from his kingdom had ever commanded.  On those
screens were the commanding officers of four five million ton cruisers and eight
one million ton destroyers, representing more than nine times the firepower
that Pandora Latham had taken with her.


“You just hold down the fort, Paramita,” he said, waving a
finger in the air.  “And don’t you dare let Commodore Latham know we are coming. 
Because she is just as likely to forbid us from coming after us, he
thought, realizing that she probably had the means to shut down any of the
technology he was using.  But once we show up, she won’t have much choice in
the matter.  Better to ask forgiveness than permission.


“I’m not an idiot, Admiral,” said the woman, her frown
growing.  “I think she was ill advised to go off as she did.  And I truly wish
you good fortune on this mission.”


“Thank you, Paramita.  Just keep getting those ships ready while
I’m gone.  I think we’ve got quite the task ahead of us.”  Krishnamurta
switched his attention back to the bank of viewers linked to his other ship
commanders.  “Let’s get going.  Ganesha will maintain position in the
center of the formation.  Your destroyers will form a shell around the cruiser,
Commodore Karjee.”  He already knows that, Nagana, thought the Admiral,
shaking his head.   You don’t have to tell them what they already know. 
We’ve got almost a two week voyage ahead of us.


The Admiral kicked back in his seat and let his people do
their jobs, as the twelve ships in his command started accelerating away from
the black hole at eighteen hundred gravities.  There was some noticeable
hesitation among some of the bridge crew, something that the Admiral had
expected of people who had less than a week to train on the ship simulators
before being assigned to their stations.  As long as they err toward the
conservative, we’ll probably be fine, he thought.  Which, based on the fact
that all of these naval officers were used to controlling ships with much less
in the way of technological abilities, was probably the direction they would
err.  I still would have liked to have more of a shakedown period, he
thought.  But he hadn’t been given that time.


He dismissed that thought and focused on the positives.  The
crew had spent scores of hours each on the simulators, which didn’t include the
hundred hours or so each had on the tech guides.  With their interlink with the
station computer, those hours translated into hundreds of simulations.  And
they would continue with that training on the way to the mission target. 
Enough to give them proficiency with the tech?  He was guessing that he would
find out.


The Admiral looked at the tactical holo that showed the station
behind, a huge ribbon built around the black hole it used to generate
wormholes, of which his ships carried several each.  He still marveled whenever
the true scale of that enormous construct was thrown in his face.  It was
something his culture couldn’t dream of building, and from what he understood,
the ancestors had built several of them, maybe as many as five.  He looked out
over the rest of the holo as he changed the zoom, bringing the entire
Supersystem into focus.


Did they really move stars and their planets into place? he thought.  It didn’t seem possible to him, not based on
what he knew about science and technology.   But it also seemed impossible that
this was a natural formation.  Not with every star in the perfect place for all
to have stable orbits, and for the planets circling them to be in well-ordered
paths as well.


“Time to hyper limit, three hours, thirty minutes,” said the
Navigator, breaking the Admiral out of his fixation on the worlds surrounding
him.


“I’ll be in my day cabin,” he told the ship’s Captain over
the com, looking at him as he stood on the ship’s bridge.  “I want to be here
when we translate, so don’t let me get too involved in my paperwork.”


“Yes, sir,” said the smiling Captain, nodding.  “We’ll get
you up here in time for the fireworks.”


Nagana smiled back, then headed out, knowing that the task
ahead of him was not all that exciting, but still necessary.
















Chapter Seven


 


Freedom is contagious. 
That's why despots fear it so much.


Bill Owens


 


Pandora Latham shook her head once again as she looked over
the records they had pulled from the New Galactic Empire ship.  It wasn’t that
she couldn’t believe what she was looking at, even if she was having some
trouble digesting all the immense amount information that was in the records. 
Even with computer assistance, it was too much for a single mind to process,
and she had split the duty with several of her officers, letting them wade into
some other sections of the record in what little free time they had.  Still,
she wanted to know as much as she could herself.


So everything was going well with them, she thought, looking at the map of the Empire as it
expanded beyond its own star system.  They rediscovered interstellar flight,
sort of like what the Suryans had.  They had found some other systems, raised
those people up to their level of tech, and were generally a force for good in
their small corner of the Galaxy, again like the Suryans.  Until about five
hundred years before, when they had found the frozen body of the man who was to
become their Immortal Emperor.


And somehow the son of a bitch took over.  A Republic became
first a Presidency for Life, then a Dictatorship, then an Empire.  Reminds me
of some things that happened on Earth in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.  Except for the speed, it was just like it.  Someone who wasn’t even
a part of their society slid right into the leadership role.  Like Hitler,
Stalin, and Napoleon.  Not even quite like that, since those monsters were
actually part of a peripheral and allied culture to the one they came to rule.


And once he had taken over, the technology increased by leaps
and bounds, and with it the territorial expansion of the Empire.  Where they
had been lending a helping hand to their star neighbors, now they were coming
as conquerors, using their military might to take control of world after world
and dragging them into the Empire.


How in the hell did he do it? she thought, looking at short vid of the Emperor standing up
and giving a speech to an adoring crowd.  The man ranted and raved for almost
an hour, people looking at him with adoration on their faces.  The man played
on their emotions, building them up to a fever pitch while spouting platitudes
about the superiority of human beings, how humans were the natural rulers of
the Universe, how it was their divine destiny.


At the end of that vid she still wondered how he was doing
it.  She really didn’t understand.  The speech reminded her of some she had
seen by Hitler, the black and white reels of the man standing up in front of a
frothing crowd, black uniforms with symbols of hate on their sleeves.


At least he wasn’t calling for the death of all aliens, she thought, looking at a still of the crowd, studying it
and not finding one non-human face within it.  But there sure don’t seem to
be any aliens in the rally.  She went through the portfolios of the rank
and file of the one and only political party that ran the Empire, and was again
struck by the absence of non-human faces.  Next she looked at a listing of the
planets of the Empire, and the constituent populations.  There’s billions of
non-humans, she thought, looking at the alien faces that flew over the
holo.  Scores of species.  And not a one in a position of authority.


She opened a folder that led to lists of major work projects
for the Empire, and found that, while all of the executives of the projects
were human, the workers were to a being non-humans.  Slaves? she
thought, shaking her head.  She looked closer at some of the detailed reports
and saw that some of the projects really used what she what have thought of as
slaves.  Like the Gulags of the old Soviet Union.  Most of them used what
looked like the same kind of setup that coal mines and factories used before
the advent of unions in most of the civilized nations on old Earth.  Or the
lives of the regular citizens of the above mentioned Soviets.  While having
freedom of movement, somewhat, they lived in company housing, shopped in
company stores, and lived or died with their employment to the company.  They were
free to leave at any time, and free to starve if they did.


It was obvious that while they weren’t as deadly to
non-humans as the Nation of Humanity, it was also obvious that they did not
have the best of intentions towards them.  There was no hope for the non-humans
under the rule of the New Galactic Empire, unlike that of the empire of the
ancestors.


Is this all we’re going to be facing? she thought, turning off the holo and leaning back in her
chair.  Petty government after petty government, wanting to rule the Galaxy,
for their own benefit, and only their own benefit.  Some might be large and
dangerous, like this New Galactic Empire.  Some may be small and petty, like
the medieval kingdom she had visited in the Supersystem.  But all would be
stones that must be removed from the soil of the Galaxy.  A feeling of
hopelessness came over her as she thought about those endless battles in the
future.  And if she couldn’t rescue Watcher, it might be something she would
have to face alone.


I’m just a country girl from Alabama, she thought.  Sure, I got out of there, and into space. 
And I’ve gotten some high tech augmentation added to my poor little body.  But
I’m not a statesman, not a military genius.  Not even a social worker.  How in
the hell am I going to get a handle on getting the Galaxy sorted out.  She
put her face in her hands, shaking her head as she thought about how impossible
her task was.  She needed Watcher for this.  Not just to hold her when she was
feeling like this, but also to teach her what to do when she ran into such a
horror as the New Galactic Empire.


But there are the Suryans, she
thought, picturing Mandrake and Krishnamurta.  Good people who are willing
to stand up for their beliefs.  There’s got to be more of them out there as
well.  People we need to find, and not all of them human, who we can bootstrap
up to better tech.  And not just to gain allies who can help us liberate and
police the Galaxy.  But to give them the hope that comes with living with good
medicine and quality of life.


So I’ll just have to get Watcher out of the crack he’s in, she thought, picturing his face in her mind.  Then the
both of us will have to rally the good people to take out the bad, and get this
whole mess of a Galaxy organized on some kind of rational basis.


“Ma’am,” came a call over the com.  “We’re an hour out from
exit point from hyper.”


“Thanks, Dasha,” she replied, closing the comp she was using
and getting up from her desk.  “I’ll be up in a moment.”  She had left those
orders because she wanted to get a good look at the home system of the New
Galactic Empire.  A real eyeball look of the system of the enemy.  Not just
something that appeared on a computer recording, as accurate as those might be.


Moments later she was in her chair on the flag bridge,
looking at the main viewer that showed the dimension of hyper VI that they were
now traveling in, having dropped down from VIII a light year out.   Just
featureless red, glowing with some kind of internal energy, deadly to any
unprotected matter from normal space.  The red was dotted with black dots, the
gravity wells of stellar objects making their gravitic presence known in this
dimension.  There were some dusky blurs as well, nebulae.  What it lacked was
the bright pinpoints of light, the individual, the massive globules. 
Hyperspace was not beautiful to Pandi’s eyes.  It was a cold place, devoid life
and light.


Ahead was the dark globe of their target, the gravity well of
an F8 star, with the darker areas of large planets within it.  And a blinking
dot that showed their translation point into the system.


Pandi switched a tactical view from above, showing the system
and her command in reference to it.   The star was in the center of the
display, the planets arrayed around it.  The gas giant the capital planet,
Kallis, orbited around, Odin, was a blinking icon on the screen, sitting
there among the miniature system of moons, three more of which were also life
bearing and inhabited.  And according to the records, all terraformed.  All the
other major system bodies were also on the view, as well as any ships that
happened to be moving under their own power and putting out graviton emissions.


The circles of translation barriers stretched around the
system.  Actually, there were two set of barriers.  One, spaced from hyper I at
a half light hour out from the star, to VII, almost a ten hours out,
represented the ranges of the hyperdrive engines of the New Galactic Empire. 
Somewhat advanced from those of the ancestors at this level of expansion.  The
engines of her own craft were much finer tuned, and her hyper I was actually
inside the orbit of Odin, though there was a secondary ring around the
gas giant designating its own barrier.  And her ships were much harder to track
as well, due to that superior tuning, as well as her grabber units having the
ability to pull many of their own graviton emissions back into themselves,
damping their own signal.  They could still be tracked, especially when they
were accelerating at a high rate.  At the moment they were pulling no more than
fifty gravities, and it was unlikely anything more than ten light minutes away
would be able to pick them up.


“Launching probes,” called out the Sensory Officer, as Niven
and her sisters went into a coast.  The small, ten kilogram probes moved
away at twenty gravities, opening up some distance before they opened a hole in
space and dropped into the normal Universe, immediately drinking in every form
of energy their sensitive sensors could detect.  Due to their small size, they
were able to translate with a minimum of spatial disruption.


The information began coming back over the wormhole links,
showing a representation of the system from several light hours out.  They fell
inward, picking up more information by the second and filling in the blanks of
their knowledge of it.  More ships, stations, bases on moons and asteroids
began to fill the plot, as they had been hours before, picked up by their heat
signatures if not by visual.  The number of contacts increased tenfold over
what they had picked up through graviton emissions.


“At least three hundred of what look to be warships,” called
out the Sensor Officer.


Pandi whistled.  She had been expecting some concentration of
military vessels, given that the Empire had over twenty thousand ships in service. 
She had expected most of them to be out of the capital system, what with the
Empire being an expanding power.  But I guess they need to keep the
appearances of power here at home as well.


There were thirty-three military contacts moving under their own
power, going to and from the military stations in orbit around Odin, or simply
patrolling the home space. Another twenty-five icons were smaller patrol
vessels meant to stay insystem.  The rest, over two hundred and twenty of them,
were in orbits around Odin or the moons of the gas giant.  She couldn’t tell if
there were any ships docked in the large stations, but she wouldn’t be
surprised if there were several score more.


“More than we expected, ma’am,” said Dasha Mandrake, looking
out from the com holo.  “So, what’s our next move?”


Pandi stared a little longer at the tactical plot,
recognizing this as a highly industrialized system.  There were a lot of
satellites in close orbit around the star, obvious antimatter production
stations.  Several tankers were making their way around the satellite circuit,
on the rounds to pick up the volatile substance used for both warheads and
energy storage for engines.  There was also a close in asteroid belt that was
swarming with ships, the material fueling the industrial expansion of the
system.  And many relatively small stations in orbit around the gas giant, what
looked like ship building slips.  From the number, it looked like the Empire
was working on a large scale expansion of its fleet, a sure sign that they were
getting ready to ride a new wave of conquest.


“We do what we had planned all along,” she told the Captain
of the Niven.  “We and Vengeance will sneak into the system,
while Avenger stays out here at the edge.  We’ll just take it slow and
easy.”


“Yes, ma’am,” said the Captain, not looking really happy
about the idea.


She doesn’t have to be happy about it, thought Pandi as her ships translated into normal space
with a minimum of disturbance.  She just has to execute my orders.


Niven was moving ahead at point
one light, her electromag screens set to complete stealth, taking all the light
hitting the hull and reflecting it at a point one hundred and eighty degrees
from impact.  The hull was set to absorb all coherent radiation, anything that
might be the active sensor of another vessel.  And the ship sucked all of the
heat it produced through superconductive conduits in the vessel, funneling it
through a wormhole heat sink, and removing the largest source of detection from
the equation.


Avenger started to decel at one
hundred gravities, a little over eight hours to a stop that would leave her a
light hour from the capital planet.  The other vessels decelerated at fifty
gravities, which would bring them into a distant orbit of Odin in sixteen
hours.  A slow trip for the technology they possessed.


A lot better than we had in the Kuiper belt, thought Pandi, smiling.  Her ship there could at best do
two gravities, and only for a short period of time.  And she still had fifteen
hundred gravities better than just about any other vessel in the system.


“Weapons ready?” asked Mandrake.


“I don’t think so,” said Pandi, watching the side plots being
fed by the small probes that surrounded her ships at a range of ten light
minutes.  “We’ll get plenty of notice if something sees us.  And I don’t want
any kind of accidental discharge.”


The Captain nodded, understanding in her expression.  She
realizes I’m not such a military dummy after all, thought Pandi, looking
back at the plot.  Of course, I’m glad to have someone like her along, to
keep me from making rookie mistakes.


The first couple of hours was easy, even though there was the
tension of finding out if their stealth systems actually worked as advertised. 
Of course, they were much more advanced than the technology of the people they
were trying to fool.  And, of course, the ships they were in had very advanced
stealth systems meant to do this very thing they were trying to do.  But, until
they saw actual evidence that it worked, it just didn’t seem real.


Six hours into the penetration they were starting to get into
the first of the actual enemy traffic.  There were several freighters passing
off several light minutes to the port.  Not the kind of ship they really had to
worry about, as they didn’t have military grade sensors, even for their more
primitive tech base.  A little later a small patrol ship passed to the front,
and the sensors picked up the lidar and radar coming off of that craft.   It
was just a quick sweep, something that might locate a large object that wasn’t
trying to hide.  And not something that was trying to tip toe into the system.


At ten hours they were passing through one of the belts,
another area of industrial activity.  There were more and more ships here,
mostly small miners, and some ore freighters moving their product back to the
Odin moon system.  Like most belts it was really too spread out to be
much of a risk to her ships.  The large rocks were light seconds apart even in
their most compact clusters, and light minutes distant on average.  There were
billions of small rocks, but even they were spread across a vast distance.  The
destroyers were moving through with only passive sensors, and the rocks were
not giving off any kind of emissions, meaning they were almost impossible to
track.  The ships still kept a close watch all around them, looking for any
kind of reflection of the primary off of the rocks.  Several were spotted, and
minor course corrections were all that were needed.  But there were still some
tense moments when it almost came down to the choice of firing on the object or
letting it hit the ship.  Even a strike might not cause much damage.  Then
again, it might.


Fortunately, they made it through without contact, and moved
closer to the planet and its inhabited moons.


“Four more hours, Commodore,” announced Mandrake over the
com.  “Looks like we’re going to make it.”


“We have missile launch,” called out the Sensor Officer on
the main bridge.  “We have missile launch.”


“Where from?” asked Pandi, leaning forward in her chair and
trying to locate the missiles on the plot.  A flare of anxiety ran through
her.  She didn’t doubt they could take on any single vessel’s missile swarm. 
But this system was full of ships, and there was always the risk that they
would be overwhelmed before they could escape, even if they could jump into
hyper VI from their current location.  And, dammit, this might be our only
chance to get to Watcher without blasting through with a major fleet.


“Missiles straight ahead,” said the Sensory Officer. 
“Acceleration, four thousand gravities.”


“Target?”


“Not sure yet, ma’am.  But from their trajectory, it could be
us.”


*     *     *


“They’re on to us,” said the voice over the secure com.


It’s only secure as long as we don’t use it much, thought Tony Garcia, cringing as he heard those words. 
Those were words to fear, but not really telling him anything substantive.


“Let’s meet at the alpha three five location,” said Tony,
specifying one of the ten places that could be used today for face to face.


Tony disconnected the com, then pushed a combo into it that
caused the unit to self-destruct, the nanites within the device taking apart
the circuitry on the molecular level, destroying any information that might be
stored in the unit.  The engineer tossed the device that had been his own
creation into a waste receptacle, knowing that his fingerprints and even any
loose proteins that came from his body would be wiped within a couple of
minutes.


Could he be overreacting? thought
Tony as he headed for one of the nearby train stations.  He forced himself to
take his time, not showing the least amount of anxiety.  There were plenty of
watchers around, both professional and amateurs, all looking for any sign that
someone wasn’t part of the community, not currently caught in the constant brainwashing
that pervaded the environment.


But that wasn’t like Nathan Jerwiki, his off planet contact
to the Opposition.  Tony was not the leader of the entire planet’s
opposition, but he was the designated contact person for this year.  They took
every precaution possible to make sure that the entire organization was not
penetrated by the Secret Police and brought down around their heads.  In
fact, thought Tony with a bit of morbidity, if they captured me they
wouldn’t get much.  Because you can’t get much from a dead man.


The civilian spaceport was ten kilometers from the outskirts
of the city.   Jerwiki ran a tramp freighter, and as a captain was fully
checked out by the government.  He was thought to be completely trustworthy by
that government.  That was the only reason he was allowed to operate his
freighter.  And the reason he was such an asset to the Opposition.  There were
people in open revolt on some of the outer worlds, humans and aliens both. 
Something they couldn’t do, yet, on the Core worlds of the Empire.  But those
people depended on the support of the members who weren’t in open revolt. 
Those who could send material aid to revolutionary organizations.  And Jerwiki
was able to run arms to those organizations along with his more mundane cargo.


In fact, thought Tony as he walked
off the train and headed for the entrance to the passenger concourse, his
ship should be loaded and ready to go.  He tried to stay calm as he walked
toward the security checkpoint, working on his story for being here in his
mind.  He almost had his story cemented when the alarms went off, the doors to
the concourse slid shut, and the security guards all drew their weapons and
stood in front of those entrances.


This isn’t good, thought Tony,
standing in place with all the other people who had been heading to the
terminal on their own tasks.  His first inclination was to turn and walk away,
to get out of the area before anyone questioned his being here.  But that in
and of itself would be suspicious.  So he forced himself to stand in place, the
same stupid look on his face that graced the expressions of everyone else
around him.


A ship roared off into space, a small freighter, not more
than ten thousand tons and very capable of landing on a planet.  It boosted
into the high atmosphere, out of sight in an instant.  It took some time for
pursuit ships, small fighters, to take off and follow.


Dammit, thought Tony, staring into
the sky.  He panicked.  He didn’t know what the man was thinking.  Sure,
the freighter was actually more capable than anyone outside the Opposition had
reason to assume.  But the chances of it getting out of the most heavily
militarized system in the Empire were between remote and nil.


Police started walking around among the crowd, a sweep that
was methodical, as only an exercise conducted by a well-practiced organ could
progress.  They stopped at each person, asking their identity and reason for
being where they were.  They took pictures and cell samples from each person,
then moved on after telling them they could leave.


“What happened?” he asked the police officer that approached
him when his turn came.


“Some subversive tried to escape from justice,” said the
officer, looking closely at Tony’s face.


Tony felt his anxiety grow, and said a calming mantra in his
mind to keep his somatic component relaxed.  “I hope you get him.”


“I’m sure we will,” said the cop, taking a quick holo of
Tony, then a cell sample with a small probe touching the back of Tony’s hand. 
“And what were you doing here at this time, Mr. Garcia?” asked the cop, looking
at his flat comp.


“I was meeting a friend for lunch,” said Tony, glancing back
at the sky.


“The friend’s name?”


“Judith Larenzo,” he said without hesitation, knowing that
the woman, who was a member of his cell, worked at the concourse, and would
back up anything he said, if he had the chance to talk with her.  They
shouldn’t have any reason to talk to her right now, he thought.  There’s
bound to be more important people to talk to, including eye witnesses.


“You can go, Mr. Garcia,” said the cop, nodding his head. 
“We may want to talk with you later.”


Tony nodded, from the tone and expression of the Policeman
sure that contacted him would not be a priority.  He turned and walked away, a
quick frown passing across his face before he got it under control.  I can
only hope that Nathan gets away.  And if he doesn’t, I can only hope he dies
before he is captured.  He shook his head as he walked onto the next
waiting train car.  He knew that was a cold way to look at things.  But it
would not be any favor to Jerwiki to wish his capture, since he would then
experience an interrogation that would not be pleasant, and would end with his
death anyway.  And now we’ve got to find another off world contact, he
thought.  Because whether he is killed or gets away, Jerwiki will not be
coming back to this system as long as the current government is still in power.
















Chapter Eight


 


Most men today cannot conceive of a freedom that does not
involve somebody's slavery.


W. E. B. Du Bois


 


Nathan Jerwiki was pretty sure that he was a dead man.  At
least if they get me out here I won’t be able to tell them anything, he
thought, as he stared at the holo plot that showed a quartet of insystem
fighters on his tail.  He was almost hoping he would elude them, when the icon
of a destroyer started blinking and its vector arrow started turning slowly his
way.  If that one fires on me, I’m dead, thought the New Krakow native.


Lodz’ Pride looked like a
ramshackle freighter, one whose body looked sure to fall apart the next time he
applied major boost.  Looks were deceiving, and he was already putting on more
gravities than the destroyer that was joining the chase could achieve.  The
fighters were pulling a hundred gees more than the freighter, and he was sure
they would have caught him if he hadn’t planned to put on more when needed.  It’s
needed now, he thought, increasing his gee load to seven hundred, well
beyond the capabilities of any Imperial craft.


Good thing the bastards didn’t get all of our secrets out of
us, thought the revolutionary as he started to
gain a velocity advantage on all the ships chasing him.  New Krakow had been a
peaceful world before the Empire set its sights on them. They were about a
century in advance of the Imperials.  That didn’t make much difference when a
hundred battleships came calling, and all the Republic had to face them was a
dozen small system defense frigates.  Still, they had hid some of their
abilities from the Imperials, which was the reason why his ship had better
inertial compensators and n-space acceleration than the pursuers.  And I’ll
be damned if they get their hands on any of my tech now.


That was the reason he had decided to make a run for it in
the ship, instead of just quietly walking away into the city.  Sure, he could
have gotten away, the members of the Opposition would have hidden him. 
But he would have lost his ship, and with it not just the one ton of weapons he
was smuggling among two thousand tons of more pacific material.  But also the
other tech he didn’t want the Imperials to gain.  He had, after all, to think
of his fellow countrymen, who were depending on that tech to give them an
advantage in the coming revolt, when the fighting moved off the surfaces of a
few planets and across the Empire.


“Shit,” he said under his breath, watching as another ship,
this one a frigate, started heading his way from a trajectory that was already
taking it out of the system.  It would only need a minor adjustment of vector
to fall into a following trajectory.


“We are being hailed,” said the ship computer.


“What else is new,” said the Captain, more than happy that he
was the only one crewing this ship on this run.  They had been hailing him ever
since he left the atmosphere of the moon.  They would keep hailing him until
his ship was nothing more than a spreading cloud of plasma.  And I really
don’t want to hear what they have to say.


“We have missile launch,” called out the computer.  A moment
later the vector arrows of missiles appeared on the plot, five of them, all
coming from the destroyer.  I could possibly handle that, he thought,
then frowned as another five missiles left the icon of the destroyer, on an
acceleration profile that would bring both flights into contact with his ship
at approximately the same time.  The missiles would reach him in two minutes,
when he was ten minutes out from the moon, with a velocity of over four
thousand kilometers per second.


Nathan thought for a moment of going to the shuttle bay and
trying to escape the ship.  But that would be picked up just as easily as his
freighter, and he would either be killed in the shuttle or captured, which
would be the worse outcome.  He thought for a moment, then headed for his suit
cubby and got into the hard shelled outfit.  “One minute till impact,” said the
ship’s computer as he moved down a corridor and to the hatch leading to an
escape pod.


I’m not really sure why I’m bothering, thought the man.  He could probably escape detection in the
pod, which meant he would die out here in space, alone.  His survival instincts
were high enough that he was compelled to take that chance.  And it still was
worth a try.  Death was an end.  Escape was probably still an end, but not
definitely.


Jerwiki backed into the pod and closed the hatch, making sure
it was sealed, despite the indicator lights showing that it was.  He tapped in
the commands he wanted on the keypad, setting the pod for manual launch and
taking the distress beacon offline.  Then he waited, watching the missile
tracks coming in on his suit HUD.  When the counter hit four seconds he hit the
commit button.  Nothing happened for two seconds, and he wondered in panic if
he had waited too long.  Then the gee forces of the launch pushed him back into
his seat as the acceleration pushed past the pod’s inertia compensators by
fifteen gravities.


The pod made it out a microsecond before the first two
missiles hit the freighter, converting it into an expanding cloud of plasma
that hid the pod from the other weapons’ seeker heads.  The small object moved
away from the debris of the ship, still traveling on an outer vector of over
four thousand kilometers a second, with an additional acceleration vector of a
hundred kilometers per second in the direction of its launch.  The plasma cloud
and debris continued, for the most part, to travel outward at four thousand
kilometers a second, the same as the pod, which was separating from the debris
at a hundred kilometers a second of side vector.  Within ten seconds they were
a thousand kilometers away, a tiny object moving under its momentum alone, and
unlikely to be detected.


And now I have to figure out my way out of this trap, thought the man, watching a small viewer that was centered
on the destroyer that was coming out to look over the remains of the freighter
it had demolished.  Jerwiki stared at that ship as long as it was on the
screen, looking for the least amount of vector change that might indicate it
was on to him.   He checked his life support, grunting as he saw he had enough
oxygen and water to survive indefinitely with the on-board purifiers.  But
I’ll starve in a month or less, he thought, wondering if he would ever see
that time span pass before he ejected himself into space sans suit, to end his
misery.


*     *     *


“They’re aiming at that freighter, ma’am,” said Captain
Mandrake over the holo.


The central holo tank plot showed the blinking icons of the
ships in question, and the vector arrows of the missiles approaching the
freighter.  She was amazed at the acceleration figures below the merchant ship,
much higher than any of her pursuers, even the fighters.


“Is there any way we can save that ship?” she asked Mandrake,
frowning as the other woman shook her head.


“Not without giving away our position,” said the Captain, as
another holo sprang to life, showing a view from less than a light minute from
the freighter.  “And even then, I would place the odds as remote at best that
we could intercept those missiles.”


Pandora saw that some of her crew were looking at the holo
while whispering words, prayers to their gods.  She didn’t know how much that
accomplished.  She didn’t believe in any kind of God, the legacy of having a
bible thumping father who preyed upon his own children.  But it sure seems
to comfort them, she thought, wishing that she still had some of that innocence. 
And their prayers didn’t seem to have any effect on the real Universe, as
portrayed by the plot.


Pandi stared helplessly at the plot as the missiles gained on
the singular freighter, the seconds counting down, until, with a the blink of
the ship’s icon, it disappeared from the holo.


“They’re gone, ma’am,” said the Captain, shaking her head.


“Dammit,” said Pandi, slamming a fist on her chair arm.  Whoever
was in that ship could have provided us with all kinds of intelligence.  It
was obvious from his fleeing the ships of the Empire that he was not their
friend.  And any enemy of her enemy was sure to be an asset. But not
anymore.


“Our probe is picking up a life pod from the freighter,” said
Mandrake, looking at her from the holo with furrowed brows.


“Do you think the enemy has picked it up?”


“Not sure, ma’am,” said the Captain.  “But it isn’t putting
out any kind of distress signal.  And our probe is barely picking it up from
twenty light seconds distance.”


And the probe’s sensors are orders of magnitude more
sensitive than anything these people have.  “Can we
get a shuttle out there to pick him up?”


“Possibly,” said the Captain, nodding.  “Whether we can get a
shuttle there and back without detection is quite another matter.”


“Shit,” growled Pandi, staring at the plot and thinking of a
way out.  “Could we use the probe to open a wormhole in front of the pod? 
Bring him aboard this ship?”


“He is travelling over four thousand kilometers a second,
ma’am,” said the Captain, shaking her head.  “Our combined closing velocity is
just over nine thousand kilometers a second.  Bringing him aboard would be,
problematical, to say the least.”


“Damn,” Pandi cursed again.  She understood how the wormholes
worked, at least as much as any well-educated layman could.  There was always a
difference in motion between the entrance and exit of a wormhole gate. 
Somehow, most of that energy was absorbed during the transition.  No one really
knew where the energy went.  Watcher had joked that eventually the Universe
would come apart from that excess energy.  The absorption was well and good at
velocities under five thousand kilometers per second.  Above that there were
problems.  If they used a wormhole to snatch the pod from space and brought it
aboard the ship, it would come out of the portal at just over four thousand
kilometers per second relative to the inside of the vessel.  And problematical
was not the term she would have used for such a situation.


Pandora pondered the problem, looking over her resources and
attempting to come up with a solution.  Each of her vessels carried sixteen
wormholes.  Each had a pair of connections back to the Donut, one for
com, one for the heat sink.  There were also two wormholes aboard each vessel
that gave them direct connections to the other two ships in the squadron.  And
eight wormholes that could be used for other functions, like the probes that
currently surrounded each vessel.  It’s worth a try, she thought as an
idea came to the surface.


“Captain,” she said, looking into the holo.  “Here’s what
we’re going to do.”


*     *      *


Well, that worked well, thought
Jerwiki, watching to plot on his HUD, fed to him by the passive sensors of the
pod.  It was not really all that great a view, but good enough to plot the
ships that were moving through space within a light hour of the pod.  Two hours
had gone by since he had launched from the ship.  He figured that if they
hadn’t found him by now, they weren’t going to.  He was just another cold
object drifting along in a system filled with such objects.  At his current
velocity he was moving out of the system at fourteen million kilometers every
hour.  In the month he had, he would be over ten billion kilometers out from
the Odin moon system.  And if I eject myself, my body will go just as
far.


He thought he saw a flash of silver, then doubled over with a
brief but intense nausea.  The plot died, and he wondered if something had
happened to his systems.  A moment later an icon appeared on the plot, a small
vessel within a thousand kilometers of his position, perfectly matching
velocities with his pod and moving closer.


How in the hell did they do that? he thought, wondering if his time had come.  The com light
came on, an indication that whoever they were, they wanted to talk.  Might
as well see what they want, he thought, connecting to the com.  And finding
himself looking into the face of a non-human.


“We mean you no harm,” said the long snouted creature over
the com.  “We will be taking your pod aboard our shuttle, then back to our
ship.”


It’s a Maurid, thought the
man, recalling the pictures he had seen of these creatures from ancient
databases.  And a species that did not exist within the Empire, to the best of
his knowledge.


“Then what are your intentions?” he asked, a sliver of hope
rising within his heart.


“We assume you are enemies with the people who hold this
system,” said the alien in accented terranglo, the language of the ancestors. 
“We too are the enemies of these people.  We would like your aid in helping us
to complete our mission.”


“And what do I need to do?”


“For the moment, nothing,” said the creature, its grin
showing an alarming array of teeth.  “Just relax, while we take you aboard.”


Jerwiki couldn’t think of anything better to do, so he sat
back in his chair and let them take him aboard the shuttle.  He thought that
whoever he was dealing with could not be allies with the Empire, since those
bastards would not use aliens in any kind of military position.


When his pod was opened on the shuttle he found himself
looking at a pair of armed humans, along with five members of three different
alien species.  That the aliens were armed was telling in and of itself.  That
the armored suits they wore, as well as the interior of the cargo bay, were
representative of an advanced technology, was also telling.  Wherever it came
from, this vessel was not of Imperial design.


A half an hour later he was exiting the shuttle on the hangar
deck of a much larger ship, which to his practiced eye was also much more
advanced than anything he had ever seen.  He was escorted from the hangar and
down a corridor to a lift that lowered him to another level of the vessel.  He
was amazed to see humans and aliens rubbing elbows, or other anatomical units,
on this ship.  Could this be the salvation we’ve been looking for,
thought the Opposition leader.  Surely these people could defeat the
Empire.  He told himself to calm down, that one advanced ship proved
nothing, other than the one advanced ship had arrived here.


“Our Commodore wants to meet with you,” said a human wearing
what looked like a military uniform.  All of the humans aboard were dusky
skinned, also unlike any he had seen within the Empire.  There were people with
brown skins in the Empire, just not the shade that most of these people
possessed, along with their particular facial features.  All dark haired and
dark eyed, much like the people of the system they were in.  Not at all like
the mostly fair skinned people of his system.


“I would be happy to meet with your Commodore,” he told the
Captain, for such he judged him to be.


“She is on another vessel.  We will be transferring you to
her whenever our velocities match enough to make that possible.”


“You know this system is heavily militarized,” he told the
man, wondering if these people had a clue as to what they were doing here.


“We understand that,” said the Captain.  “No need to worry. 
Unless they get within a couple of hundred kilometers of us, they will not even
know we are here.”


“That advanced,” said Jerwiki, stunned by the concept of a
ship that stealthy.  What I could do with a ship like this, he thought. 
He followed the Captain into what appeared to be a conference room that had a
holo floating above the table.  The holo showed a representation of the system,
and his eyes immediately sought out the moons of the Odin group.  
“Where are we?” he asked, not sure what the other icons on the holo denoted,
though he was pretty sure the majority of those near the gas giant were
military vessels.


“We are out here, near the edge of the star system,” said the
Captain, pointing at one of the icons on the edge of the holo.  “We picked you
up about here,” continued the man, pointing to a spot near to the ship.


“How in the hell did you pick me up there?” blurted Jerwiki,
his eyes widening.  “I couldn’t have been more than a few light minutes out
from the gas giant.”


“We have our ways,” said the Captain with a smile.  “So, let
me tell you a little bit about us.  The Commodore will have questions for you
when you get to her ship.”


“And where is her ship?” asked Jerwiki, surprised that a
woman was in charge of these ships, however many there were.


“They’re almost at the gas giant,” said the man, pointing at
a pair of icons that were decelerating into the moon system.


“So you’re going to fly me there on your shuttle,” said the
man, doing a calculation in his head and determining that he had at least a
half a day flight ahead of him, depending on their capabilities.


“Something like that,” said the man, gesturing for Jerwiki to
take a seat.  A steward appeared, with a tray of snacks and a carafe of
wonderful smelling steaming liquid.  “Now,” said the Captain as they sat there
with cups of hot coffee in their hands.  “Let me tell you a little bit about
us.”


Jerwiki sat there in stunned silence as the Captain told him
the story behind their mission, how they were attempting to both free and
restore the peoples of the Galaxy.  It was almost more than he could process,
as well as more than he had ever hoped for.


“It’s time,” said the Captain as his eyes unfocused for a
moment, the sign of some kind of mind computer link.  “Let me show you to your
transport.”


The Captain walked him down the corridor to another small
room, in which a rectangular door like frame was set at one end, a shimmering
mirror surface within it.


“That’s, a wormhole,” said Jerwiki, staring at the mirrored
surface.  He had heard them described in the legends, but had never expected to
actually see one.  He walked cautiously toward the surface, reaching out a
hand.


“When you touch it, it will pull you through,” said the
Captain with a smile.


“Is it safe?”


“It’s what transported you from the region near Odin to
out here,” said the Captain, his smile growing.


“That flash?  The nausea?”


“That’s it,” said the Captain.  “The nausea only lasts for a
few moments for most, and it gets better over time.”


Jerwiki stared at the mirrored surface for a moment.  I’ve
been through it before, he thought.  And why would these people save me
just to hurt me?


“Believe me, Mr. Jerwiki,” said the Captain with a smile.  “I
was nervous at first stepping through one of these things.  But it got me from
where I was to a point hundreds of light years away in an instant.  And it gave
me control of this ship, far in advance of anything my own people had.”


“OK,” said Jerwiki, a nervous smile on his face.  He took a
hesitant step toward the wormhole, shrugged his shoulders, and took the last
pace, his right foot going through the surface.  As soon as his foot entered
the hole he realized there was no turning back.  The force of the hole pulled
at him, a gentle force that nonetheless was impossible to resist.  He let his
body go with the pull, and within an instant his body was within the hole. 
Going, where?


To his mind it seemed like he was in a limbo for an eternity,
something he hadn’t experienced the first time through.  It was disorienting in
an extreme, frightening.  He would have screamed if he had the lungs to do so. 
And then his leading foot was hitting a floor, and his body followed.  The room
he stepped into across light hours of space looked the same, except there were
different people standing there looking at him.


Including a most striking red haired woman wearing a uniform
with a single star on each collar.  Her clear blue eyes looked at him out of a
lightly freckled face, her white teeth showing in a brilliant smile.


“Mr. Jerwiki,” said the woman in an accent that the man
couldn’t place, holding out her hand and taking his in a firm grip.  “I am so
happy to see you.  We have much to talk about, and not much time for it.  So,
if you would follow me.”


Jerwiki nodded, then followed her from the room, not sure of
much of what was going on.  Only that it was sure to be interesting.
















Chapter Nine


 


Dictators and oppressors
should continue to fear me because I will be here for a long time.


Lech Walesa


 


“Your trial begins in the morning,” said the Immortal Emperor
Alphonso Kitticaris, standing in the center of the cell and looking down on
Watcher.


There were four armored guards with the man, his personal
bodyguard.  Watcher would still have risked attacking the madman talking to
him.  He was sure he was stronger and faster than the man he saw as a pale copy
of himself, the best the scientific minds of the past could come up with when
they decided that Watcher’s genome was too dangerous.  Of course, chained as he
was to the uncomfortable bed along the wall, he was not in a position to attack
anyone.


“Give me what I want, and I will make sure that you survive
this trial,” said the Emperor, giving Watcher a look that expressed his desire
for some other outcome.  “You will become my right hand, and rule the Galaxy
with me.”


He must really think me an idiot, thought Watcher, who was almost insulted by the offer. There
is no way he would let me have a hand in his destiny.  He has to know that I
will usurp him in the future, whether to take his place, or to stop him, it
wouldn’t really matter to his plan.


“You are lying,” said Watcher, looking straight into the
man’s eyes.  “Those who created you developed the perfect politician, didn’t
they?  Or was that as a spy.  You can lie with almost no change in your inner
or outer physiological signs.  But I can still read those small changes.  So
don’t waste your time.”


“You will not enjoy the trial, Abomination,” said Kitticaris,
his eyes flashing his anger.  “You will be humiliated, vilified, written into
the history books as the greatest criminal in the history of the Galaxy.”


“Those things have already happened to me, you moron,” said
Watcher with a laugh.  “How can you make it worse.”


The man moved in a blur, swinging his hand to strike Watcher
in the face with a crack that sounded through the cell. The guards growled in
anger as the Emperor unconsciously released pheromones that stoked their
emotions.


“After the trial you will be publicly executed in a manner
that people will remember for thousands of years,” he yelled at Watcher,
pointing his finger in the superman’s face.  “It will be long, drawn out, and
painful.  And you will wish you had cooperated when you had a chance.”  With
that the Emperor turned and stormed from the room, two of his guards on his
heels, while the other pair took a moment to stare with murderous rage at
Watcher, before they too walked out and the cell door slid shut with a clang.


Maybe I could have done better, thought Watcher, looking toward the closed door.  Maybe
I could have given him what he wanted.  It wouldn’t have done him any good,
since I’m sure that all the codes have been changed.


But he couldn’t be completely sure of that, since he wasn’t
there.  Besides the codes, there was other information that might be of use to
the would be conqueror.  And he refused to help the man in any manner.  This
was an internal conflict that was as much torture to his system as the physical
torment they were putting him through.  His survival instinct had been hard
wired within him, with the big strong wires of his genetics.  But he was an
intelligent being, able to overcome his genetics, and stubbornness was also a
hardwired trait.


The only thing I can think to do is to kill the son of a bitch, thought Watcher, laying back in his bed and closing his
eyes.  If it’s the last thing I do, and no matter the cost.  Maybe I can
make a satisfying spectacle killing him before the eyes of everyone on this
moon.  That last thought left him with a smile on his face.  He wasn’t sure
how he was going to accomplish it, but he knew he would make the attempt.  He
was still smiling as the cacophonous noise and flashing lights came on in the
cell.


*     *     *


The small probe hovered over the street, all sensors alert as
it scanned the streets of the city.  Only minutes before it had been entering
the atmosphere of the moon, slowly gliding down through the blanket of air with
all stealth fields engaged.  The probe entered on a shallow drop that generated
little heat, and what heat was generated was absorbed through the wormhole,
what didn’t radiate away with the air flowing around the device.


The probed scanned the city from above, looking for the area
that most fit is parameters, then dropping toward that area, scanning for a
region with low sensor coverage.  It located a park, a large area of trees with
a lake in the center, fronted on all sides by robust neighborhoods of well-kept
but low rent housing.  There were, of course, a variety of sensors within the park,
but not all areas were covered equally.  The probe sent the information about
the area back to the ship, and received its next set of instructions.


Now it moved down into the trees, scanning the woods for life
forms based on their heat signatures.  It catalogued thousands of creatures,
birds, small mammals, even a few larger animals it identified as human beings,
though all of those were several hundred meters in any direction from the
probe.  Again the information flowed both ways, and the probe dropped to a
hover near the ground, hidden within several large shrubs from any view from
the nearby walkways.


The wormhole grew from the probe, until it was a two meter
diameter circle that almost filled the entire area.  As soon as it stabilized a
person stepped out, her eyes searching the area to double check the findings of
the probe.  Satisfied that she would not need to jump immediately back through
the wormhole, she sent a signal through her implant and the portal shrank to
its starting microscopic proportions and was absorbed back into the probe.  The
device moved back into the trees, hiding in the foliage and allowing her to
stay in link with her ship, hanging out in an orbit around Odin at two hundred
thousand kilometers.


Pandora moved from the brush and onto the edge of the
walkway, keeping to the shadows.  She was a bit nervous at her isolation.  The
farther she moved from the probe, the longer it would take to get away if
something happened.  Her captains had raised hell when she had suggested that
she needed to be the one to scout out the city and make contact with the Opposition. 
Contact they would need in order to find Watcher.  She had listened to
their arguments, then pointed out that she was more likely to blend in with the
local population than they were.  Nanotech had turned her red hair black, her
eyes brown, and added just a hint of tint to her skin.  They still argued, and
she overruled them.


I should have waited for local morning, thought Pandi, moving in the shadows toward the exit to the
park that showed on the map projected into her occipital lobe.  She looked up
through a break in the trees at the slightly glowing orange body of the gas
giant, Odin, and the huge military station that hung over the city on grabber
units.  That there is a symbol of oppression if I’ve ever seen one, she
thought, staring at the station, her eyes zooming in for a closeup of the
structure.  She could see the laser installations that could vaporize ground
targets at a moment’s notice, or fire upon any ship that approached the moon
from the gas giant side.


She noticed the background noise a moment later, something
else she had been warned about.  To the naked ear it seemed just a low level
buzz.  Using her heightened hearing and the computing power of her neural implants,
she was able to parse the signal and listen in on the subliminals that were
saturating the air.  Messages of obedience, of indoctrination, calls for
snitching on fellow citizens.  Enough to brainwash the strongest mind, though
she didn’t think she was in any danger herself.  With a command to her implants
she blocked the signal, and didn’t have to listen to the offensive propaganda
any more.


Something moved in the woods, and Pandi crouched, staring in
that direction, her augmented eyes drinking in every photon.  It was past
curfew, and she had no reason, and no documentation, to allow her to walk the
streets.  She was taking a risk walking the city at night, but it was one she
was willing to take, since she really didn’t know how much time Watcher had
left.  She dreaded the possibility that she had already waited too long, and
that Watcher was dead.


Jerwiki didn’t seem to believe that had happened yet, she thought with a bit of hope as she saw what looked like
a feral cat come jumping out of the area where she had heard the noise,
something clutched in its mouth.  She allowed herself to relax, then tensed up
as she heard another sound coming from the same general area.  And that’s no
pussy cat, she thought, shifting her own position, moving like she had as a
child in the Alabama woods when playing capture the flag with her scout group.


It took her several minutes, moving slow and quiet, to get a
good look at the area in question.  There was definitely something man sized
there, moving around, squatting over something that looked disturbingly like
another person.  Am I seeing a mugging, thought the woman, not sure what
she needed to do.  What I need to do is not get involved, she told
herself as she started to move away.  A gasp, followed by a sob, stopped her in
her tracks, and she turned to look back at the tableau taking place under the
dim light of the gas giant.


Goddamit, she cursed to herself,
seeing the, person, who was on the ground, struggling to get up, while the
human who squatted over her pushed down with one hand, while he, or she, raised
something that glinted in the night into the air with the other hand.


Pandi ran forward with a rush of speed.  Watcher had
augmented all of her physical systems, which of course included her brain.  Not
to his standard, since there really was no way to do that without starting out
with an embryo.  But to as high a standard as was possible with a normal human
genome as the starting template.  She ran with a speed that would have amazed
the most experienced talent scout for any of the sports leagues of old Earth. 
She covered the more than forty meters in less than three seconds, the man just
starting to turn her way with an expression of shock on his face, his knife
held up for a killing plunge into his victim’s chest.


Pandi struck the big, muscular man with a left hook to the
jaw in passing, then spun in place to throw a straight punch with her right
hand into the center of his face.  Her blows had the force of enhanced muscles
and incredible speed behind them, and the man’s head snapped one direction as
his jaw shattered, then back from the force of the second blow, severing his
spine as the Atlas sliced down into the column at the Axis.


The man was unconscious an instant before his heart and lungs
lost all signals from his brain, and was stone dead by the time he hit the
ground.  He landed across the woman who lay there with glazed eyes and an
expression of confusion on his face.  Pandi grasped the man’s clothing by the
shoulder and jerked him off her, throwing him five meters away to land on the
walkway.


“Are you OK?” asked Pandi, kneeling down by the woman.


“Thank you,” said the woman in a quiet voice.  “He was going
to kill me.”


“You’ll be alright,” said Pandi, patting her on the shoulder,
then standing up.  “I’ve got to go,” she said to the woman, then took off at a
jog back into the wooded shadows.


Now why in the hell did I have to get involved in that? thought Pandi as she moved through the woods.  Now there’s
a witness to my being here, and a goddamned body that someone will find. 
Pandi shook her head as she closed her eyes for a moment, seeing the image of
the woman she had just saved.  You did it because you’re still a goddamn
human being.  You still have a conscience, no matter how much blood you have on
your hands, and you couldn’t just let that woman die because some sadistic
asshole took that moment to sate his psychopathic tendencies on her.  You did
it, and now you have to live with the consequences.  If you’re lucky, there
won’t be any.  If not, you’ll just have to work your way around them.


Pandi slowed to a walk just before she got to the edge of the
park.  She stood under the trees, looking at the map on her implant, finding
the closest route to the apartment she was seeking.  That looked way too exposed
to her, so she decided on the alternate route, one that would keep her in the
shadows and hopefully away from the sensors that seemed to be everywhere.  The
psychopath back in the park seemed to have a good idea on how to avoid them. 
Wonder how many women he killed before I took him out?


I don’t have time for this, she
thought, linking with her probe, then hacking into the computer system that
watched over this part of the city.  She smiled as she saw control of the
systems for three blocks in each direction come under her command.  She made
sure that any sensors that might catch her were looking another direction, then
moved out of the woods and walked quickly across the street.  In a few seconds
she was again in the shadows, any directional lights turned away from her.


The city looked unreal to her.  She had been in many of the
largest cities of old Earth.  New York, Tokyo, London, Paris.  All were alive
throughout the night, cities that didn’t sleep.  People on the walkways at all
hours, going in and out of bars and clubs.  And this city, as large as any she
had ever visited, was dead at an hour that was not all that late.  It made her
feel uncomfortable to think of the isolation these people were forced to endure
with a curfew in place.  She looked around, seeing only the things that were
allowed on the streets at this time.


Now she was exposed to the flashing posters that seemed to
dominate every building side, advertising things like vehicles, household
appliances, and other sundries.  But here again was a subliminal message played
out in subordinate patterns of light, ones she could read with ease.  This
is a slave society, and everyone is kept in line by the powers that be.  Jerwiki
had warned her about this, but to actually experience it was something else. 
If not for her more advanced tech she might find herself caught in the same
trap with sufficient exposure.


Don’t get too cocky now, woman, she told herself as she moved quietly to the end of the
block and turned down the street she wanted.  Her clothing, which looked pretty
much like the latest fashion of this city, blended with the shadows in a manner
that regular garments couldn’t.  Her dark hair altered under the ministrations
of the nanites, losing all reflective qualities.   Anyone who saw her was sure
to doubt what they had seen for the first couple of moments, which could give
her time to move away from the line of sight.  Or at least that’s the
theory.


Pandi moved up the street until she reached an alley.  It was
dark, but her map of the city showed it was well seeded with sensors as well.  
Which made sense, since the dark alley was where people most likely to want to
move without notice would go.  Again she made sure the sensors were not pointed
her way, giving her just enough room to move without making their placement too
suspicious.  That was the real danger.  If there was a human controller sitting
somewhere, monitoring the system, and there was sure to be, they might take
manual control of the sensors and scan suspicious areas.


This is the part I really don’t like, thought Pandi, as she came to the place where she would
leave the ground.  It was foolish to think she could just walk in the front
entrance of this building without someone taking note.  Climbing was not her
favorite activity.  Not that she was afraid of heights, but there was a big
difference from being suspended in space and hanging in the air in a gravity
well.


She reached into the satchel that she carried under her
cloak, her Bag of Tricks as she called it.  She pulled out the special
gloves and slid her hands into them, then reached down and activated the shoes
she was already wearing.  Placing the gloves against the wall, she pulled
herself up till she could plant the toes of her shoes against the surface. 
Then, with alternating movements of her hands and feet, she started climbing
the wall, the nanites in her contact surfaces bonding and unbonding with the
plasticrete of the building.


It seemed to take forever, and even her augmented muscles
were protesting as she reached the top of the building and pulled herself over
the safety wall.  She looked down with quivering arms and legs at the alleyway
below.  I don’t believe I climbed this bitch, she thought as she removed
her gloves, then deactivated the gripping function of her shoes.


There was only one pole mounted sensor on the roof, and she
didn’t even bother to take control of it as it rotated slowly on its path.  She
moved to the door that led into the building, and was gratified to find it
unlocked.  At least I don’t have to cut anything, she thought, ducking
through the door and closing it behind her.


It only took a few minutes to work her way down the building
stairs to the level she wanted, then down the hallway to the door that was her
target.  Well, what do I do now?  Knock?


She wasn’t sure what that would get her.  The man might think
she was mad.  In fact, he might call the police, just to cover his own ass. 
And she couldn’t afford that.


This time she pulled the small laser from her bag and set it
to do the job she needed it to do.  First she hacked into the building system
and through it into the apartment, disabling the alarm that it was equipped
with.  She tried to disable the lock at the same time, but ran into problems
with the manual override, a simple deadbolt that the occupant threw from the
inside.  A one second blast of photons and the deadbolt lock was destroyed, and
she pushed the door open and moved quickly into the apartment.  A dog started
barking, a small animal by the sound, something she really hadn’t expected.


The room lit up as soon as she entered, and she immediately
started looking for the occupant, hoping he was home.


“Don’t move,” said a voice from the living room, and she had
her answer as to where the occupant was.  “I have a gun, and I’ll take your
fucking head off if you make one move.”


*     *      *


“You won’t believe this, sir,” said the uniformed Lieutenant,
walking into the office of the Captain of the Secret Police.


“Amaze me, Lieutenant,” said Captain Rafael Jiminez, looking
up from his flat comp with a frown.  And just what the hell could be going
on at this time of night that could be of any importance?


“There was a mugging in Liberty Park early this morning,”
said the uniformed cop.  “Wendy Luna was out after curfew, with reason it
seems.  And she was attacked by the Cutter.”


“So you have another attack by a serial killer?  Interesting,
but not really in my line of work.”


“We found the Cutter, dead at the scene,” continued the
Lieutenant.  “His victim survived, and saw her rescuer.”


“So some citizen took out the serial killer you all have been
looking for,” said the Captain, giving the uniformed cop a cold stare.  “And I
assume this guy had a good reason for being out after curfew.”


“It was a woman, sir,” said the Lieutenant, a look of
disbelief on his face.  “And our witness said she hit the guy with two bare
hands and killed him.  We’ve looked at the body, and no one I know could have
hit someone like that, much less a woman.”


“And where did this woman go?” asked Jiminez, leaning over
his desk, his attention now focused on the inexplicable.  Which, to his mind,
could only mean someone had come to his planet that they didn’t know about,
with capabilities that screamed danger.


“We have no idea,” said the officer.  “There was no record of
her in the park, and no record of anybody leaving the park during that time
period.  And there is some evidence that the area security systems had been
tampered with.”


“Put out a planet wide bulletin,” said the Captain, sitting
up in his chair.  “We need to find her.”


“Planet wide, sir?”


“I will kick it upstairs and take care of that part,” said
the Captain, closing his flat comp and standing up.  “You just get the local
search organized.  We have a spy in our midst, and I mean to have her in
custody, or her body on a slab, before the day is out.”
















Chapter Ten


 


War is peace.  Freedom is slavery. 
Ignorance is strength.


George Orwell


 


“Just how in the hell did you get into my apartment,” growled
the man, pointing what looked like a large projectile pistol at Pandi’s head. 
The small dog huddled against his leg, letting out a low growl.


I might be able to duck before he hits me, she thought, looking down the what had to be twelve
millimeter bore of the gun.  Then again, I might not.  And it doesn’t do me
a bit of good to take a slug like that in my head.  She wasn’t too worried
about her body.  Her clothing also doubled as impact armor, and only a very
high velocity weapon would penetrate it.  She had the hood of her cloak over
her head, and was protected there as well, though a hard enough impact might
still fracture her carbon fiber reinforced skull.  But a shot to the face would
really ruin her night.


“I asked you a question, lady,” said the man, keeping the gun
steady on to her face.  “You don’t look like secret police, and they would have
just come in as a group and snatched me.  So who the hell are you?”


“Can I sit down?” she asked, showing him a smile.


“Move toward me,” he said, shaking his head.  “Slowly.”


She complied as he backed away.


“Now put your hands on the wall and lean into it while I pat
you down.”


“But we haven’t even been formally introduced,” she said with
a laugh, putting her hands against the wall and leaning forward.


The man kicked one of her feet to widen her stance, which was
the last action he took before she moved.  One hand came around and grabbed the
gun hand, while she twisted her body and brought a foot up to strike him in the
stomach, being careful to not put too much into it.  The gun dropped from his
hand as he grunted and bent over.  Grabbing both of his shoulders, she lifted
him from his feet and tossed him onto the nearest couch.  The dog started
barking again, but had the sense to stay away from her.


“What in the hell are you?” he asked in a gasping voice,
laying on the couch as if afraid to move.


“I’m a friend,” she said, willing her hair and eyes to change
color as a sign that she was not a native of this moon.  “And I meant you no
harm.”


“You could have fooled me,” said the man, rubbing his wrist.


“If I wanted to hurt you, believe me, it would have been a
lot worse,” said Pandi, picking up the gun from the floor, then walking over to
another seat and throwing herself into its padded comfort.  “And your apartment
was not all that hard to break into, giving the right tech.”


“You’re not from the Empire,” said the man, his tone a
mixture of disbelief and hope.


“Give the man a prize.  Nope, Mr. Garcia.  I’m not from
here.  And neither is my bald friend.  You know, the one your head asshole is
holding.”


“And, how did you know to come to me?”


“Mr. Jerwiki told me that you might be able to help me.”


“He’s alive?” asked Garcia in surprise.  “Shut up, Rupert,”
he yelled at the dog, who whined and lay down.


“And well.  And kicking back on my ship.  His own ship is
gone, but we was able to pull him out of space before he joined it.”


“And your, ship?  What are its capabilities?”


“If’n you mean do I have enough power to topple the
government of your Empire,” she said with a cold smile.  “Well, I’ve got three
ships, and I don’t think they give me enough firepower to take this system.  
But, from what I’ve seen so far, this Empire needs to be stopped, and as soon
as I have some more ships, and some bigger ones, that’s just what I’m a
planning to do.  But first things first.  I mean to rescue Watcher.”


“The Abomination,” said Garcia.  “I’m not sure he isn’t worse
than the Emperor we already have.”


“Then that’s a notion you need to be disabused of,” said
Pandi, narrowing her eyes.  “Watcher was not responsible for his actions when
he caused the fall of Galactic civilization.  The man he is now is not the man
he was then, when he was under control of the real villain.  In fact, he and I
plan to rebuild Galactic civilization, and we don’t aim to let a piss ant like
this Emperor of yours to stand in our way.”


“Do not make the mistake of underestimating Kitticaris,” said
Garcia, sitting up on the couch, still rubbing his wrist.  “He is a most
dangerous man, with a most unusual genome.  Not saying you can’t take him,” he
said quickly, staring at the woman who had overpowered a strong man like
himself as if he were a child.


“Tell me about this Empire, about this Kitticaris, and about
this organization of yours,” said Pandi, sitting next to the man.  “I’ve looked
over the databases of one of your warships I raided, but I would like to hear
your impressions, from someone who has been there.”


They sat there and talked through the night, until the
cityscape outside the window began to lighten as the orbit of the moon took it
around the gas giant primary.  And the more Pandi heard about the society she
had come to battle, to greater grew her rage.


*     *     *


“What are you doing?” hissed Garcia as Pandi turned into an
alley, walking quickly and waving for the man to follow.  “You’re making us
look suspicious.”


“Those boys have already made us,” said Pandi, looking back. 
“I could see it in the way they were looking at us.”


“But, how?” asked Garcia, looking back.  “I’ve been doing
this for a long time, and I didn’t notice anything different about them.”


But you don’t have enhanced senses, darling, thought Pandi, stopping and looking around.  “This should
be good enough.”


“For what?” protested Garcia.  “It looks like a fucking trap
to me.”


“Depends on what’s gonna get trapped,” said the woman with a
smile.


“Halt,” yelled one of the pursuers, a man in a patrol
officer’s uniform, black, with an armband showing an iron fist against a red
field.  He had a pistol on his side and a hard baton in his hand that looked
like it was more than a club.  The other man was dressed in civilian clothes of
a dark cut, and had the cold eyes of a psychopath that glared at Pandi.


“What can I do for you gentlemen?” asked Pandi in a sultry
voice, almost laughing at the caught off guard expressions of the two.  Of
course, I’m supposed to be terrified of you two.  Not being sassy.


“You fit the description of someone we are looking for,” said
the man in plain clothes, who had to be a member of the Secret Police.  “Where
were you last night?”


“In my lover’s arms,” said Pandi, reaching out and touching
Tony on the chest and shoulder, running her hand over him suggestively.


“Your identification, please,” said the uniformed cop,
pulling a small device from a pocket.


And I don’t happen to have one, sugar, thought Pandi, reaching forward with an upturned wrist that
would have exposed the identichip that citizens had implanted in that spot.  In
another hour she would have one.  Unfortunately, she didn’t have that hour. 
But she did have two baboons standing here in front of her ready to make trouble.


“Afraid I can’t help you, gentlemen,” she said, staring into
the eyes of the one in civies.  “Now, if there’s nothing else?”  She started to
push her way past the men.


“Are you insane, woman?” asked the plainclothes policeman,
pushing her back.   “You go when we tell you that you may go.  And the only
place either of you are going is down to the station.”


“I don’t think so,” said Pandi, glancing over at Tony and
smiling as she saw the look on the man’s face.  “I don’t accept your
authority.”


“Then I will have to teach you to, accept my authority,” said
the uniformed officer, pulling his staff back to deliver a backhand blow.


Pandi stepped inside the blow, her right hand coming across
and pushing the man’s forearm away with a hard shove.  She rammed her left
elbow into the cop’s solar plexus, then brought her left hand up into a hammer
strike to the face.  The man fell to his knees, sputtering, and Pandi swirled
toward the plain clothes cop, who was in the process of pulling a pistol from
under his coat.  She struck his wrist with a knife hand, then clamped her other
hand down on the pistol and pulled it from his grip.  She hit him in the face
with the gun, then leaned back to bring a side kick into his stomach.  As the
man bent with a grunt she brought her knee up into his face.


Watcher had trained Pandi in many forms of martial arts.  He
had sparred with her for hundreds of hours, and she had worked thousands of
subjective hours in neural simulators.  She was not a practitioner of any
single martial art.  Instead, she had blended them until she had come up with a
form that she made her own.  These were men used to terrorizing others with
their positions, having people cow down before them, that they could do their
worst.  They were small minded, sadistic men, now facing a warrior such as they
couldn’t have imagined in their worst nightmares.


Pandi smashed the plain clothes cop’s face with her knee,
then brought both hands together over his ears, popping the drums.  He opened
his mouth to scream, then gurgled as her hard fist hit his throat.  With a spin
she finished him, a three hundred and sixty degree backhand to his temple that
carried all of her strength and speed, which shattered his temple and dropped
him twitching to the ground, his nerves firing their last chorus before death.


Pandi jumped over the man and struck the uniformed cop in the
back of the neck, sending him falling to the ground, his own pistol falling out
of his hand.  She kicked him in the ribs, then again, rolling him over till he
was looking up at her.  She pulled the small laser flashlight from her bag,
adjusted it with her thumb, and pointed it at the man.


“You can’t do this,” said the man, his eyes wide in shock. 
“We’re the police.  You can’t do this.”


Pandi triggered the laser, sending the invisible beam into
the man’s forehead with the sputter and pop of flesh and bone burning away. 
The beam ate into the brain, and the policeman’s protestations stopped.


“Maybe that was once true,” she said to the blank face of the
dead man.  “But things are a changing.”


“You’re crazy,” said Garcia, walking up beside her and
staring down at the bodies.  “You just can’t kill policemen, especially secret
policemen,” he said, kicking the leg of the plain clothes man.


“If I wasn’t crazy, I wouldn’t be here,” she said to the man,
looking straight into his eyes.  “I’m here to rescue my man, no matter what it
takes.  And then I’m taking the whole rotten framework of this society down,
hard.  You and your people will be free human beings again, or die trying.  On
that you have my word.”


Pandi shoved the thin cylinder of the flashlight laser back
into her purse, then turned to her new partner.  “I’m guessing we need to get
out of here, and to your people.  So, if you will lead the way.”


“Just try not to kill anyone else before we get under cover,”
said Garcia, looking around for a moment, then leading the way to a sewer grate
at the end of the alley.


“I’m not promising anything,” said Pandi, spitting on the
body of the secret policeman.  “Just keep me out of range of these bastards,
and maybe I can get through the day without killing any more of them.”
















Chapter Eleven


 


Emancipate yourselves from
mental slavery, none but ourselves can free our minds!


Bob Marley


 


“This is fucking insane,” said Jorge Hernandez, glaring at
Garcia, then shifting his look to Pandi.  “You want us to invade a maximum
security prison, and try to release the most notorious criminal in history?”


“He is not a criminal,” said Pandi, returning the man’s
glare.  “And he may be your salvation.”


“Be that as it may,” said Katherine Ramirez, holding up her
hands.  “You want us to invade a maximum security prison, a facility guarded by
hundreds of police and soldiers.  And we don’t even know which one he is being
kept at.”


“How many are there?” asked Pandi, wondering if she had been
too optimistic about finding Watcher.


“A dozen in this region alone,” said Tony, shrugging his
shoulders.  “And probably some we don’t know about.”


“That many,” said Pandi, a feeling of helplessness coming
over her.  I won’t give up.  No matter what.  I didn’t come this far to give
up.


“The regime locks a lot of people up,” said Freddie Santana. 
“Some they reprogram.  Some, just disappear.  And they don’t want people like
us knowing where particular prisoners are kept.”


“I hadn’t thought of that,” said Pandi in a whisper.  “How
much time do I have before they execute him?”


“He will be put on public trial, starting tomorrow,” said
Jorge, his expression showing that he thought that might be a good thing.


“And how long will the trial last?”


“Depends on how much of a show the Emperor wants to put on,”
said Katherine, looking at a hand comp.  “It could only take an hour.  The
preponderance of evidence is so heavy against your, consort.  He really has no
defense.”


“And is that what you think will happen?”


“No, Ms. Latham,” said Katherine, who worked as a lawyer for
the very government she opposed when she wasn’t plotting its downfall.  “I
think the Emperor will want to use all of the evidence at his disposal, in
order to show the people how effective a ruler he is.  After all, if he could
bring down the most vile criminal in history, he must be the greatest ruler of
all time.  He will compare himself to the Emperors of old.”


And these people think Watcher is a criminal as well, thought Pandi, who had to admit that the evidence of
history was against him, and all she had to clear him was her word.  And
that just might not be enough at this time and place.  Watcher can, of course,
prove he is a changed man.  But not in this place.


“What kind of help can you give me, if I can locate where he
is being kept?”


“I am not sure we should offer any help to free that, thing,”
said Jorge.  “I know I will not order any of my people to risk their lives for
such a being.”


“And if this is your only chance for freedom?” asked Pandi,
looking at the man she gauged to be her greatest opponent at this table.


“Can you guarantee that you will be able to overthrow this
government?” asked Jorge with a raised eyebrow.  “I know your ships are very
advanced, but you only have three of them, by your own admission.  The Emperor
has over four hundred ships in this system alone.  I wonder if you can even get
away from here once you free your friend.  That’s saying, if you can free your
friend.”


“And if you continue to fight this battle on your own you
will most definitely lose,” said Pandi, looking from face to face, reading the
doubt and fear on each one.  “You can fight for a while, maybe even score a
victory now and then, but over time there will be fewer and fewer of you, until
this mind control nightmare takes over everything.”


“But, you won’t let that happen, right?” said Katherine,
glancing over at Tony, then back to Pandi’s face.  “Didn’t you say that you
were setting up this, Donut thing, and getting other people on board to
unite the Galaxy?”


“Maybe I did,” said Pandi, crossing her arms over her chest
and pouting.  “And maybe I’ll just withdraw back to the Donut, and let
you people take care of your own problems.  We could very well blockade this
Empire, keep it from sticking its nose into other people’s business.  And get
on with raising the rest of the Galaxy back to where it used to be.”


“You wouldn’t” exclaimed Katherine, her eyes wide.   “The
suffering.  It would be on your head.”


“And I don’t see it like that,” said Pandi with a cold
smile.  “You can blame me all you want, but if I don’t accept the guilt, your
blame means nothing, at least to me.”


“Perhaps we could hold you,” said Jorge, pointing a finger at
the woman.  “For safekeeping, until you help us.”


“I wouldn’t suggest that, Jorge,” said Tony, a grim
expression on his face.


“Why not,” said the other man.  “She’s only one woman.  And
her people won’t try anything while we have her.”


“Tony is warning you, Jorge,” said Pandi with a smile,
“because he knows I don’t need anyone to handle all of you in this room.  And
if you don’t believe that, I can promise that you will be the first to die if
you lay a hand on me.”


Jorge started to come out of his seat, but Tony grabbed his
arm and held him back.  “She means it, you idiot.  So check your machismo and
listen.”  He looked back at Pandi.  “We really don’t have the people to storm a
prison.  But if we can get you his location, do you have the firepower to break
him out.”


“I think we can do something like that.”


“You don’t know what you're talking about,” said Jorge with a
sneer.  “They will have more firepower than you can deal with.”


“There will be more firepower than someone can deal with,”
said Pandi, shaking her head.  “It just remains to be seen who that someone
is.” 


*     *      *


Watcher sat in his cell, looking at the half empty plate that
had contained his breakfast.  He knew he should eat more, to fuel his body, but
his appetite was reduced by the stress over what was coming this day.


“They’re ready for you, Monster,” said the Guard Captain that
came for him moments later.  Four other guards held sonic stunners on him,
making sure they could put him down without lethal force.  Two other guards
moved in and attached the manacles at his wrists and ankles.


Watcher thought for a moment of resisting, then stifled the
urge.  The only thing he would accomplish was to get stunned, and possibly to
soil himself before being dragged to the place they wanted him to be anyway. 
He checked the manacles, noting that they were the old fashioned type with
mechanical locks.  No way some electronic command was going to order them to
open.


“Come on,” said the Captain, stepping aside.  When Watcher
didn’t move fast enough to suit them one of the guards hit him in the kidneys
with a rifle butt.  Outside of the cell were more guards, and a line of them
stretched down the corridor every ten meters.


They must think I’m the real Superman, he thought, recalling the comic hero from ages past that he
had read about.  An impossible character, and one that Watcher wouldn’t mind
being at the moment.


They escorted him to a lift, then up through many levels
until the elevator stopped, the door opened, and they exited into a large
lobby.  Over a hundred people waited for his arrival, many in suits, others in
some kind of uniforms.  All staring at him with hate on their faces.


And after what they’ve been told about me, who can blame
them, thought Watcher, keeping his head up, refusing
to act cowed.  They just don’t understand.  But maybe I can make them
understand that it wasn’t really me.  He laughed at that last thought,
drawing angry looks from the guards, and murmurs from the crowd.  They
continued moving him to a set of wide double doors, which opened as they
approached.


Watcher followed the first pair of guards into a large room. 
There were bigger chambers on the Donut, but this was a truly impressive
room.  It was circular, and had to have measured three hundred meters at least
in diameter.  Overhead was a dome, the apex at least a hundred meters above the
floor.  Seats were arranged in a slope much like that of a sports arena.  A
forty meter diameter section occupied the center, with several raised boxes
which had to be witness stands, as well as a larger area that he thought would
be the judges’ box.  Two sets of balconies ran around the room, and one large
box, currently unoccupied, draped in the flags of the Fascist nation.


Cameras floated in the air, augmented by actual manned units
at several locations around the room.  They looked somewhat primitive to
Watcher, compared to what he was used to.  But they certainly seemed to do the
job, as evidenced by his twenty meter tall holo in midair.


Boos and catcalls erupted as he was escorted down to the
center and up the steps into one of the boxes.  A guard attached the chain that
linked his manacles to a ring set in a metal support in the box.  The guards
walked away, stopping about five meters in a circle around the box, their
stunners at the ready.


“All stand for the Emperor,” shouted an amplified voice over
a loudspeaker.  Every member of the crowd jumped to their feet and looked
toward the Imperial box, expressions of adoration on their faces as they raised
their hands in the air in salute.  Watcher felt very uncomfortable at the
actions of these people, who all acted like mind wiped slaves.  The Emperor
raised his hand and waved to the crowd, then glared down at Watcher for a
moment before taking his seat.


“All stand for their honors, the men who will judge the
Abomination,” called out the same voice.  Five men in black robes walked from
the opposite entrance, while the crowd stood and bowed their heads.


Watcher stared at the faces of the men, all middle aged and
above, all staring at him as they walked without a touch of compassion on their
visages.  Not a good sign, that announcer saying they were here to judge the
Abomination.  Like this is a foregone conclusion.  He looked back up at the
Emperor, who was talking and laughing with the other people in his box.   The
other Immortal looked back at Watcher for a moment, the smile still on his
face.  There was a smile in his eyes as well.  The smile of a predator who knew
he had his prey where he wanted him.


Another man stood up and walked to the other box to the left
of Watcher’s.  The man was dressed in a suit that screamed lawyer.  His glare
let Watcher know which side this man was on.  “Ladies and gentlemen.  Honorable
Justices.  We are here today to pass judgement on this creature before us.” 
The man pointed an accusing finger at Watcher.  “I cannot call him a man.  He
was made to be better than other men.  That project was a failure, as he turned
out to be a demon.  A demon, responsible for the deaths of trillions of
sentient beings, and the fall of civilization, that has accounted for many hundreds
of billions more since then.  No other being in the history of the Galaxy is
responsible for more death and misery.  And I will prove, beyond a shadow of a
doubt, that this creature, this Abomination, is responsible.  That he is guilty
of the crimes he is accused of, too many crimes to list.”


The man sat down in his box.  Moments later, another man
stood.  Watcher knew that this was Estaban Morales, his defense attorney. 
Watcher had met with the man before, and knew that the Defense Attorney’s heart
was really not in it.  He had considered defending himself, but thought that
the native attorney might be able to elicit more sympathy from the judges. 
Now, seeing the judges arrayed against him, and the attitude of the courtroom
crowd, he wasn’t sure anyone would be able to gain any sympathy for himself.


“Ladies and gentlemen of the court.  Honorable judges.  Our
Glorious Emperor.  I will prove to you that this man, for man he is, despite
his origins, is innocent of the charges against him.  That he was as much a
victim as any of the people that died in the events that proceeded beyond his
control.”


Voices rose at that point, people yelling, cat calling,
drowning out the Defense Attorney.  One of the Judges pushed something on the
bench, and a loud booming sounded through the chamber, louder than the calls of
the people.  “I will have order in this court,” said the middle Judge, who was
obviously the leader of the panel of justices, his amplified voice rising over
the crowd, and the attention getting boom as well.  “Anyone who cannot conduct
themselves with decorum in this court will be removed.”


The Judge glanced up at the Emperor at that moment, a cowed
look on his face as he saw the one man he couldn’t order out of the court
room.  Watcher looked over at the Emperor as well, knowing who the real judge
was here.  The rest of this was just a show for the people, so that the Emperor
could say Watcher had been given a fair trial.


“The Defense Attorney will present his first exhibit,” said
the Chief Justice, pointing over at the first attorney.


“I present as my first exhibit,” said the Prosecutor,
pointing to a large holo that formed in the air over the center of the
chamber.  “Actual video footage of the fall of this planet.  From the hordes
released by this creature.”


Images formed in the holo, of a large city, air cars filling
the travel lanes while crowds of people thronged the parks below, and
megascrapers clawed their way to the clouds.  A prosperous, high tech
civilization, at least a millennia beyond what these people knew.  Lost in the
mists of time.  The view zoomed in on one large building, with the look of a
transit center.  A train was exiting one side of the building, while an airbus
rose through an opening in the roof.  Watcher recognized the type of building,
and knew that inside, beyond the site of the vid camera, were several wormhole
gates, linking this city with transit centers like the Donut, as well as
some of the other bodies of this system, possessing as it did multiple
habitable planets.


Figures began to issue from the main entrance of the
building.  At first they looked fairly normal, though their gait was a little
strange.  Then the nearest humans began to fall to the ground, many with clouds
of reddish steam rising from them, and angry red beams struck out.  The view
zoomed again, to show the figures in closer detail, now recognizable as robots
in the form of aliens, Hustedeans, Maurids, others.  They started sweeping
their beams around, cutting deadly swaths through the people who were trying to
get away in panic.  Rockets rose into the air, striking down aircars, blasting
into the sides of the megascapers and sending torrents of debris into the
streets below.  Moments later larger robots pushed their way out of the
building, fractuals that could come through a passenger gate in a long column,
then reassembled into huge battle bots.  More rockets flew, more buildings
fell, and the human defenders began to arrive.


The human police fought back with courage.  It took courage
to approach and fire upon robots that were their superiors in protection, speed
and firepower.  The police picked off some of the robots, and were slaughtered
in return.  Aerial vehicles entered the fray, and robots reconfigured and rose
into the air to battle them.  The manned fighters held their own, modern
inertial compensators allowing their human crews to handle as many gee forces
as the robots could.  Still, they were outnumbered, and it only got worse.


And then one of the larger robots took to the air, gaining
altitude until it was looking down on the city.   It launched a missile, then
another, then a third, all on different trajectories that blanketed the city. 
The first hit, at what must have been ten kilometers away, and a bright flash
indicated that these were not conventional missiles.  Buildings crumbled from
the strike as a mushroom cloud rose into the air.  A second flash, a second
multi-megaton blast, then a third.  The firestorm pushed inward, killing
everything in its path.  And then the vid died, along with the city.


“As proven by this video evidence, the Abomination was
responsible for the deaths of millions of people in that city, a metropolis
that used to reside upon this world,” said the Prosecuting Attorney, pointing a
finger at Watcher.  “And not just this city, not just this world, but on
millions of worlds across the Galaxy.”


“I object, Your Honors,” said the Defense Attorney, standing
up in his box and gesturing at the now blank holo.  “While I do not dispute the
visual evidence that this vid displays, that an army of robots came out of the
wormhole gates of legend and destroyed that city, in no part of the vid does it
show that my client initiated these actions.”


“Point taken,” said the Chief Justice, nodding his head.  He
looked over at the other Attorney.  “Would you like to answer that objection,
Counselor?”


This was not following the procedure that Watcher associated
with courtrooms.  Of course, he had seen the records of many famous trials
through history, and all were somewhat different according to culture, time and
place.  At least the Judge was asking for evidence that actually showed Watcher
doing something.  I can only hope they don’t have that kind of evidence,
he thought.


“I have further evidence, Your Honor,” said the Prosecutor,
making a hand motion.  The holo reactivated, this time with a view of Watcher
himself.


No, not me, thought Watcher,
taking in the cast of the eyes, the expression on the face.  Vengeance.


“What are you doing?” called out a voice, obviously coming
from a com.  “We are not a military vessel.  There are children on board this
ship.”


“Then so much the better that I kill them before they become
adults, and cause more trouble than they’re worth,” said the cruel voice.  Two
wave patterns appeared on the side of the holo, superimposed over one another.


“These voice patterns are both taken from the same creature,”
said the Prosecutor, pointing at one, which glowed red for a moment.  “This is
from the Abomination those thousands of years ago, when he cruelly destroyed
helpless passenger liners that were trying to evacuate a planet near to his
station.  This other,” said the man, as the second pattern lit, “was taken from
this self same being, when we stimulated his brain to make him say the same
words.  As you can see, there is a very close match between them.  Close enough
to convict, under our legal system.”


“That was not me,” exclaimed Watcher, all of the guilt and
sorrow over what his body had been forced to do by the computer coming over him
with overwhelming force.  “The station computer was the thing that destroyed
civilization.”


“And it is well known that the comp systems of the time were
not able to perform actions that killed sentient beings without the orders of a
living, that is, biological, being,” said the Prosecutor, waving aside
Watcher’s protest.


“It used my body, taking over my mind, to give the orders to
the robots and automated ships.  I had no choice in the matter.”


“So, the Abomination admits that it gave the orders,” said
the Prosecutor, ignoring the part of what Watcher said that didn’t fit his
purpose.


“My client admitted no such thing,” said the Defense
Attorney, looking over at the Prosecutor.


Watcher could tell that the man’s heart was not in the
defense by his very tone.  He was going through the motions, and not even doing
a very good job of doing that.


“Your Honor,” said Watcher, looking at the Chief Justice.  “I
request permission to conduct my own defense in this trial.  I have no choice
but to assume that my attorney is not wholeheartedly on my side.”


“The accused’s request is denied,” said that Judge, as the
booming sound came over the speakers again.  “It is the judgement of the court
that the accused is not capable of defending itself, and lacks the knowledge of
our legal system to do so.  Continue with your objection, Counselor.”


“As I was saying, your Honor.  My client was not in his right
mind at this time.  As he has admitted, he allowed a computer, a machine, to
dictate his actions.  I wish to call Dr. Mendoza to the stand as an expert witness
regarding this aspect of the defense.”


“Very well,” said the Chief Justice, nodding to one of the
bailiffs that were scattered around the courtroom.


A distinguished looking man walked to a box that was rising
from the floor, and was sworn in, declaring in the Emperor’s name that he would
give true testimony.


“How would you judge the sanity of my client at the time he
was ordering the destruction of Galactic Civilization?” asked the Defense
Attorney.


Watcher winced as he heard how the Attorney phrased the
question, admitting that Watcher was already guilty of such an act.


“Only a being who was insane could order the destruction of
so many sentient beings, for no reason other than a computer told him to,” said
the good Doctor.  “He was deranged and delusional at the period of time when he
ordered these actions.”


“And his mental state at this time?” asked the Defense
Attorney.


“He seems to be sane,” said the Doctor.  “But remember, he is
also magnitudes more intelligent than any of us.  With,” the man added hastily,
looking up at the Emperor’s box, “the exception of our glorious ruler.”  He
looked back at Watcher, his eyes narrowing.  “This creature is capable of
deceptions beyond the scope of lesser beings.  He could be acting sane at this
moment, while underneath he is plotting to finish the destruction he wrought so
many millennia ago.”


“But I’m not,” said Watcher, looking around at the sea of
cold faces that surrounded him.  “I’m not.  I’m not the same being that ordered
those robots to kill all those sentient creatures.”


“The Defendant will be silent until he is asked to speak,”
said the Chief Justice to the accompanying boom that simulated a gavel.  “Any
further attempt to speak will be met with physical restraints to stop him from
interrupting.”  The Judge glared at him for a moment more.  “And let the record
show that the Defendant made an admission of guilt with his last statement.”


Watcher realized that he was well and truly screwed at that
moment.  No matter what he said, these people would use it against him.


“The prosecution requests that the charge against the
Defendant be changed, due to the testimony of Doctor Mendoza,” said the
Prosecutor, who was now totally into his showman’s role.  “We request that the
Defendant be considered insane, in the past and the present.”


And maybe I’ll get off with some kind of treatment, thought Watcher with a flare of hope.  He looked up into
the intense eyes of the Emperor and knew that wasn’t going to happen.  He
wants information from me.  Or he wants me dead.  Or both, probably.  And he
will settle for no less.


The Judge consulted with the other judges for a moment, a
sonic field around them keeping their words to themselves.  Finally, the Chief
Justice looked at Watcher.  “This court judges the Defendant to be insane under
the laws of the Empire.  Therefore, the charges are changed to Mass Murder by
reason of insanity.”


That doesn’t sound any more promising, thought Watcher, who knew that in some cultures insanity
was not really a defense.  And he doubted it would be so in this one.


The day wore one, with more recovered videos, more than
Watcher thought could have survived outside of the Donut.  Of course,
they might have been fakes, but there was no way he could prove that.  And even
if he could, he had no reason to think that the court would listen to him at
all.  And then more expert testimony.  He was surprised that a verdict was not
rendered that day, and again thought back to what a splendid spectacle it was
for the Emperor, another jewel in his crown, to bring the ultimate criminal to
justice.  And a pageant he was not going to waste with a quick resolution. 
















Chapter Twelve


 


No pen can give an adequate description of the all-pervading
corruption produced by slavery.


Harriet Ann Jacobs


 


Admiral Nagato Krishnamurta glared at the tactical plot in
the holo tank in the center of his bridge.  I don’t have time for this,
he thought.  But how, in good conscience, could he refuse to render aid to
ships that were at risk of being destroyed by a cruel power like the New
Galactic Empire.  From what he had seen of the Empire so far, they were not
quite as bad as the Nation of Humanity.  Which, from his point of view, was not
glowing praise either.  They’re more of equal opportunity assholes, he
thought, looking at the system centered in the holo that showed eight planets
in orbit around a G class star.  They don’t want to wipe out all aliens. 
They just want to enslave them, along with any humans they also find.


“We’re getting ready to jump into normal space, Admiral,”
called out the Fleet Navigation Officer.


Krishnamurta nodded his head.  And won’t the asshats be
surprised when we come poking our noses out of hyper.  All of his ships
were much more advanced than that of the enemy, with much more finely tuned
hyperdrives.  They could penetrate all the way into the life zone of a system
while still in hyper V, and translate out almost next to some of the planets in
that zone.  Like this one in particular.


Lucky for them the ship they sent out found us in the right
time and place, he thought, looking over at the three aliens
who sat in VIP chairs on the Flag Bridge.  Not exactly humanoids, they were
instead radially symmetrical creatures of a little over a meter in height,
standing on four equidistantly spaced pillar like legs.  They had four arms,
spread around the trunk at ninety degree arcs from each other, ending in three
fingered hands.  There was a breathing orifice under each arm.  Four
eyes, each situated just above an arm, and a central eating orifice completed
the arrangement of outer organs, and the entire creature was covered in a
smooth mahogany colored skin.


No one could pronounce the creature’s own names for
themselves, so the crew had christened them Posts.  That they were
strange was proven by their appearance.  That they were intelligent was proven
by the hyper VI ship they had used to seek help, a vessel of their own
construction.  He didn’t know what form their souls might take, but he was sure
they had one.  And the New Galactic Empire had come calling on their home
system, with a demand that they submit and become absorbed by the human
polity.  A demand which they had, of course, refused.


The Admiral was on a mission to support whatever insane idea
Pandora Latham was implementing in the home system of the Empire. 
Communications with Captain Mandrake, just after they encountered the aliens,
had indicated that Pandi was on the enemy planet on a recon, and that, so far,
everything was going according to plan.  His ships were not necessary at this
time, though he still had a bad feeling that would not be true for too long. 
And his mandate, the reason he had been given these marvelous ships, and the
powerful station, to play with, was to aid other people in the Galaxy who might
be suffering in the misery of low tech civilizations.  Or the even worse misery
of high tech assholes who wanted to use them.  And here was one of those
situations right here, right now.


“Translating now,” called out the Fleet Navigation Officer. 
The lights dimmed aboard the flagship, the familiar feeling of nausea came over
the Admiral, and outside shone the stars of normal space.


The Admiral looked over at his guests, who were hooting
excitedly to each other.  They look none the worse for wear, he thought
in envy as he tried to control his own stomach. The databanks of the Station
had hinted at the fact that some species handled hyper better than others.  And
it seemed that the Posts were better at handling it than most.  Then all
of his attention was drawn back to the tactical plot, showing the planet, and
the over one hundred warships surrounding it.


I should have brought a bigger fleet, was his first thought on seeing the icons of all of those
ships on the holo.  About a score of cruiser class vessels were in close orbit
around the planet, bombarding the surface, an indication that the world had yet
to submit.  About an equal number of battleships were out in a higher orbit,
while more cruisers and escorts surrounded the world like a blockading globe.


The Admiral had had a good idea how many ships he would be
facing, information downloaded by his guests from their ship.  His intelligence
and operations officers had assessed the information, and thought that his
force of twelve ships was more than a match for what they would find.  They
couldn’t, of course, guarantee an easy victory.  And now, seeing those actual
ships in the flesh, he was besieged by the doubts of any commander going into
combat.


“Probes are almost to the targets,” called out the Fleet
Sensory Officer.


“Establish communications as soon as they reach range,” he
order the Com Officer.  And this should be an interesting conversation.


“Who the blazes are you?” asked an accented voice as the
figure of a middle aged man appeared on the holo.  “This is the territory of
the New Galactic Empire, and you do not have our leave to be here.”


“According to what our friends here have told us, this is
their territory,” said the Admiral, as the alien visitors appeared on the
holo.  “You are not only trespassing on their territory, but are waging an
unlawful war of aggression against them.”


“Unlawful, according to whom?” asked the enemy Admiral with a
sneer.


“According to the laws of the Galactic Confederation,” said
Krishnamurta in a cold voice.  “Of whom I am a representative of.” 


“Never heard of you,” said the opposing officer, glaring into
the holo.  “And if you don’t piss off, I will destroy that little force of
yours, and no one will hear from you ever again.”


“You will be hearing a lot more from us in the future,” said
Krishnamurta, his temper flaring.  “And I am giving you one minute to cease
your attack on that planet.  Our probes are in close and locked on, and we have
perfect firing solutions on each of your ships.”


“I don’t believe that for a moment,” said the other Admiral. 
“You are still ten light minutes away.  You.”  A look of confusion came over
the other man’s face, and Krishnamurta realized that the enemy officer had
finally noticed that they weren’t communicating like two craft with a ten
minute one way time lag.


“Took him long enough,” said one of the bridge crew.


Krishnamurta nodded his head.  If this is the best they
can do for flag officers, their Empire won’t be holding out against us very
long.


“They’re opening fire Admiral,” called out the Fleet Tactical
Officer a moment before vector arrows appeared on the tac plot.


“All ships,” called out the Admiral over the com.  “Fire at
will at all enemy ships.  And make sure that nothing hits that planet.”


That meant that they had to be careful of their targeting,
not engaging anything that a miss of might hit the planet.  Which still left
them with plenty of targets.


Thousands of vector arrows were now leaving the enemy force,
grouping into several big close waves meant to swamp the Suryan defenses.  The
missiles were pulling four thousand gravities each, and would be coming in at a
respectable velocity of about seventy thousand kilometers per second after a
thirty minute flight.  Hundreds of vector arrows were leaving the Confederation
vessels at thirty thousand gravities, and would be coming in at well over a
hundred and eighty thousand KPS, about point six light speed.  The Admiral
wished they had fired from a little further away, and would amend his strategy
in the future.  But they would still score many hits against the more primitive
vessels than they would get in return.


The first wave of Confederation missiles took out all of the
Imperial battleships, including the flagship of the enemy commander, who called
his surrender frantically at the last second.  Too late, as his vessel added
fifteen million tons of plasma and small debris to the surrounding space.  
Accompanying the battleships were all but four of the cruisers, and they only
because a miss of them might have hit the planet.  The second wave of missiles
were launched before any of the Imperial missiles were on final approach, what
few of them were left.


Krishnamurta cursed as one of his destroyers sustained damage
from a near miss, and then again when another took more significant damage. 
But that was all the harm he sustained, as the warships interlocked their
defensive fire through the command and control offered by their wormhole com
links.  The second wave of his own missiles took out all the enemy cruisers and
two thirds of the destroyers, leaving a mere nineteen of the tin cans. Those
ships powered down their weapons and struck their colors in no time.


“What are you going to do with their ships?” asked one of the
aliens through a translation program.


“The ships are yours,” said Krishnamurta after a moment’s
thought.  “We will help you to disarm the crews.  Then, except for a few we
will take along for information, the rest of them are yours to do with as you
please.”  And I wonder what form of punishment your people subscribe to?


“We do not have a death penalty,” said the leader of the
aliens, looking at the holo that showed his home world, clouds of particulate
matter obscuring the surface, which was sure to have been scarred by kinetic
strikes.  “But these creatures can labor to help repair the damage they have done.”


“Reconfigure their ships to suit you,” said the Admiral,
pointing at the nearest enemy destroyer.  “Use them to defend yourselves.  And
talk to your leaders about the possibility of joining our Confederation.”


“And you will still go into the heart of this foul Empire to
rescue your people?”


“That is my mission.”


“Then you are good friends to have, human, and terrible
enemies.  I think our leaders will agree to be your friends.”


 


 


 


 


 


 
















Chapter Thirteen


 


Dictators must have
enemies.  They must have internal enemies to justify their secret police and
external enemies to justify their military forces.


Richard Perle


 


Pandora Latham watched the day’s proceedings on the trivee,
tears of frustration in her eyes as she saw what her lover was subjected to.   It’s
so unfair, she thought, her fists balled up.   He’s already paid for the
crimes committed by his body, in guilt.  And he was working to make amends to
the Galaxy.  But of course the Empire did not want to hear that.  They had
the monster they were looking for, and they were going to get all the mileage
out of him they could.


Pandi watched as they escorted him from the courtroom,
wondering where he was being taken.  Maybe I could stage a raid at that
court, she thought, imagining her Marines and robots blasting into the
building and getting Watcher out.  There could be considerable collateral
damage from such a raid.   She doubted that these mind controlled people really
deserved that, as angry as they made her.  It really wasn’t their fault.


And then there was the problem of getting her force away once
she had him.  Four hundred Marines would take some time to get through the
wormhole.  She wasn’t really all that worried about the combat robots.  They
could all be ordered to take to the sky and self-destruct.  If it comes down
to it, and there’s no other way, I’ll raid that court room like it’s nest of
bootleggers.   As sure as I’m alive, I will.  But with that determination,
came the counter that she would not do that unless she had to.


Pandi sent a command through her implant, then moved to an
apartment window  to push it open.


‘What are you doing?” asked Katherine Ramirez, whose
apartment Pandi was staying for this night.


“I’ve got a delivery coming,” she told the woman, looking out
on the street below that still thronged with people.


“From who?” asked the alarmed woman.  “We didn’t say you
could bring anyone here.”


“And I’m not bringing anyone here,” said Pandi with a smile. 
“Or at least no one living.”


“What are you talking about,” said the Opposition Member. 
Her words trailed off as a small object flew in through the window and a
silvery surface expanded from the probe.


“Are you OK, ma’am?” asked Mandrake over the com.  “We have
been watching the proceedings up here, and we’re very concerned.”


“Everything’s fine, Dasha,” said Pandi.  “I’m still trying to
locate where they are keeping him.  If I don’t find him in the next couple of
days, I may have need of all the Marines for a raid of the courtroom.  So get
them ready, and prep a couple of more probes for insertion.”


“I hope it doesn’t come to that, Ma’am,” said the Captain. 
“But if it does, we will be ready.”


“In the meantime, this is what I need right now.”


A little over a minute later bags of equipment came through
the portal, flying out and plopping to the floor.  After the fifth bag the
wormhole shrank, followed by the probe going back out the window and flying to
another place of concealment, this one closer to Pandi’s current location.


“Was, that a wormhole?” asked a wide eyed Ramirez, staring at
the window as if it were something wondrous itself.  “Where does it lead?  
Back to the station of legend?” 


“Hate to disappoint you,” said Pandi, zipping open the first
bag and grunting in satisfaction over the contents.  “That one goes back to my
flagship.”


She started pulling out the contents of the bags and
strapping equipment on her body, starting with a tight fitting undergarment,
then belts and pouches over it.


“What is all that?” asked Ramirez, a frown on her face.


“The best recon gear the old Empire developed,” said Pandi,
strapping on a holster, then pushing a weapon into it.


“And just what in the hell do you think you’re doing?”


“Going on recon,” said Pandi, putting the helmet on her head
and strapping it tight, then lowering the visor.


“You’re not supposed to leave here,” said the woman, raising
her voice.


“That’s for me to say,” said Pandi, moving to the window.


“What’s going on here,” growled Jorge, running into the room.


“I’m going out and look around,” said Pandi, engaging the
stealth field on the suit and starting to climb out the window.


“We have orders to keep you here,” yelled Jorge, running for
her and sweeping his hands through the now empty window area.


And I’m not subject to your orders, Jorgi, thought Pandi as she floated off into the night.


The equipment she wore was the best spying and espionage
ensemble of the ancient, technologically superior, age.   She was invisible to
all sensors, even infrared, thanks to the heat sink that fed through the
wormhole in her suit.   Watcher had related the story to her one time about the
difficulties people had with sending one wormhole through another. 
Difficulties as in big hawking explosions that destroyed entire spaceships. 
They had finally solved the problem, after over a century of trial and error
experimentation.  Now a mishap would just cause both wormholes to blink out of
existence, and was a rare occurrence to boot.  So she was completely invisible,
with a field that would bend all electromagnetic radiation around her, while
all of her heat was sent to regions beyond the scope of any sensors.


Antigrav units allowed her to fly, from centimeters above the
ground to outside of the atmosphere, something she was not really prepared
for.  Antigrav was not as powerful a propulsion system as grabbers, and also
generated a much smaller heat signature.  Of course, that heat was also fed
through the wormhole.  The wormhole also gave her communications with her ship
and its computer systems.  While the visor on her helmet gave her a complete
active and passive sensor suite, though the active was powered down at this
time.


She spent a moment hovering in the air over the street,
watching the people interact as they moved along, shopping and heading home
before the curfew that came down like a steel curtain a couple of hours before
midnight.   In fact, there were quite a few people out walking, trying to get
in what socializing they could before being confined to the housing of theirs
or others.  She noted there were a lot of men in black uniforms, with the sword
in fist symbol of the Empire.  The uniformed police of the Empire, and in a
greater density than she had ever seen.


Prior to going into space, Pandi had visited some of the
Police State cities of her home planet.  Chicago, New York, Beijing, cities so
crowded and crime ridden that a strong armed presence was needed on the
streets.  Or at least so the governments thought.


All of the uniformed police carried powered up stunners,
which gave off an electronic signature that was like a beacon on her passive sensor
suite.  The other holster carried a weapon that gave off no signal, obvious
projectile weapons that didn’t power up until ready.   She noticed that there
were also people, men, walking along in civilian clothing, with the same
electronic signature as the stunners carried by the uniformed men.   As one of
them nodded at a uniformed cop she knew she was looking at the secret police.


Are they always this thick on the ground? thought the woman, floating like an invisible spirit above
them.   Or is this the result of someone killing two of them, and rescuing
one of their citizens while they were busy cracking down on the curfew?


Pandora shook her head at the disgusting display of
totalitarianism, then moved up into the air to get a better look at the city.   She
stopped at a thousand meters up, which gave her a high flying bird’s eye view
of the metropolis.  It stretched out like a checkerboard of  streets going on
for scores of kilometers in all directions.  Everything was well lit, lights
shining from the windows of buildings from megascrapers down to single story
dwellings.  The lights of aircars moved through the skies, public vehicles and
the cars of the wealthy flooding the lanes.


“Warning,” yelled the voice of the suit comp in her ears. 
She turned just in time to see an oncoming aircar, picked up by her passive
sensors of its own navigational radar.  She boosted down, her augmented
reflexes allowing her to react ten times faster than she had before the
improvements.  Still, the car, while not hitting her dead center, clipped her
and sent her plummeting toward the ground.  The section of the suit that was
hit went rigid as its fabric converted to impact armor.  The invisibility field
died on that section, and the passenger of the car, which had hit her because
it couldn’t detect her, looked out of his window to see a small object, what
part could be seen, falling away.


“Shit,” said Pandi as she fought her way out of the tumble
that was making it impossible to control her altitude.  She lost five hundred
meters before she gained control and stopped the fall.  You need to stay out
of the traffic patterns, idiot, she told herself, rising up a hundred
meters and keeping a close watch for aircars.  After a couple of moments she
found some space free of the cars, just above the top of a building whose
flashing strobe warned them away.


Pandi studied the city, the information she had downloaded
from the local net meshing with her comp system.   She found and tagged the
secret police stations, the regular precinct stations, of which there were
many, military barracks, com relay centers.  Also the other free standing jails
and prisons serving a city of fifteen million people with a huge number of
enforceable codes.  And probably an incarcerated population of one hundred
thousand, mostly those locked up to undergo reindoctrination.  Next she found
the government offices, including the Imperial Palace and the Parliamentary
offices and main building.  And finally the courthouse where the trial was
taking place, the building of interest.


If I don’t locate the right prison, then we’ll have to
assault that bastard during the trial.  She wasn’t
sure how long the trial would run.  Tony thought it would go at least a week,
so the public could be exposed to just how evil Watcher was, and what a
wonderful thing their government was doing to bring him to justice.  I hope
he’s right, because I really don’t want to have to hit this courthouse, with
two barracks and seven police garrisons within five kilometers.  Not that I
don’t think we can take it, but the collateral damage could be terrible.  If’n
we can even get him out without his being killed, since he won’t have armor on
at the start of the assault.


Pandi moved her suit down to a couple hundred meters above
the streets and made her way toward the courthouse.  Along the way she saw some
soldiers, if they weren’t policemen, also moving through the sky.  They were
sweeping the region to their front with radar, for what purpose Pandi couldn’t
say, since there was nothing visible in the air that was not on their side.  Unless
they're looking for me, she thought, following the radar beams on her HUD. 
Her suit was picking up the bleed from the beams, and the HUD indicated that
her equipment was absorbing over ninety nine percent of the energy from the
radar.  An overlay showed where it might be possible for a radar beam to pick
her up, which, according to the inverse square law, was only about five
meters.  At least as far as she could guess the enemy capabilities.


She moved up twenty meters to avoid a couple of fliers that
were heading in her direction, then back down, continuing on her way toward the
courthouse, which sat in a large square of parks and fountains.  That area
looked pretty, but also served another purpose.  It gave anyone defending the
courthouse great fields of fire, and observation of any group that might try to
get to the building.  She picked up a number of radar and laser sensor beams
crossing the square, and sweeping the space above it.


This is going to be a bitch trying to get in without anyone
seeing us, she thought, moving over the building,
watching the readouts of beam strength and feeding the patterns into her
on-board comp.  Her com uploaded the information to the ship above, where it
would be analyzed by her Marine tactical team.  Of course, things will be a
little different during the daytime, when there are people crowding this
square.  Bound to be more police, and possibly soldiers, here.  And more sensor
beams.  She shook her head at that.  There would probably be more human
surveillance, but less in the way of automated systems that might be tripped
off by the numbers of people moving through here.


She next moved around the building, checking out the doors
entering the main lobby area, and all of the side entrances.  The side entrance
doors, including a couple of loading bays, were of much more robust
construction that those of the main, which were made more for decorative
purposes than security.  It was obvious that the main entrance was defended by
electronics and human security.  And when the courtroom was open, those doors
would also be unlocked, though guarded, and probably heavily.


Pandi spent the next hour looking around, planning where her
forces would enter the square, their path into the building.  She still hoped
it didn’t come to this, but unless they found out where Watcher was being kept
at night, there would be nothing else for it but to strike during the day.


A beam of radar swept across her position, and she cringed
for a moment as the signal bounce went over the threshold, for a moment.  She
moved out of the beam, worrying for a moment that she might set the alarms
off.  She continued to move away from the square, wondering if there was a
silent alarm.  Some of the fliers were now moving this way, and she looked up
to see a patrol aircar coming on.


I better get out of here, she
thought, boosting into the air, reaching two thousand meters and looping a
hundred and eighty degrees before moving away in the opposite direction from
her original approach.  She looked back to see the fliers moving past each
other while shouting out something, while the aircar curved around the building
and went back the way it had come.  I’m guessing I didn’t set anything off,
she thought as she moved back over the city and continued her surveillance for
another couple of hours.


What she saw raised her rage to epic proportions.  People
being bullied by the police, uniformed and secret, while the rest of the people
moved around like sheep, not paying attention to the state they lived in.


 The many clocks on the building faces struck the half hour,
thirty minutes before the start of curfew.  People looked up, some with panic
on their faces, many more with a touch of anxiety.  Some continued to move at
the same speed, people who obviously lived close by, while others hurried to
tram stations.  The police ramped up their efforts to harass people, increasing
the anxiety of those who still had a ways to go.  And I bet being stopped by
the police is not an excuse for being out after curfew.  Unless you’re high
enough up the food chain that you don’t have to pay attention to any of this
shit.


Pandi watched the advent of curfew as the hour struck. 
Everyone was off the street by that time, with the exception of the police that
were there to enforce the rule.  Pandi watched them for a few minutes more as
they patrolled the streets like bulldogs guarding a junkyard.  She shook her
head in disgust and raised her form into the sky, getting herself oriented on
her HUD and heading back toward the apartment.


“Let me in,” she shouted as she banged on the door of the
apartment, then waited for someone to come and open it.  The window had been
closed and locked with a mechanical device, and other than breaking through the
glass that way was barred to her.  So she came in through the main entrance,
making sure that no one was watching when the door seemingly opened on its own.


“Where the hell have you been?” asked Tony Garcia, pulling
open the door, then looking confused when there was nothing there.


“On a scouting mission,” Pandi said, pushing past him, then
disengaging the stealth field.  Jorge and Katherine were also in the room,
anger and shock warring on their faces as they stared at the woman.


“You were told to stay here through the day,” said Tony, eyes
wide at the now revealed woman.


“I don’t follow your orders, Tony,” said Pandi, walking past
them and into the living room of Katherine’s apartment.  “I am not a member of
one of your damned cells.  I’m here on a mission of the utmost importance to
myself and the Galaxy.  And there was no risk, as you can plainly see.”


“I have to admit, your technology is impressive,” said Tony,
watching as Pandi took a seat on the couch.  “But that doesn’t guarantee that
something wouldn’t happen to give you away.  Or that you wouldn’t lead the
authorities back to us.”


“That was a risk I was willing to take,” said Pandi, glaring
at the Opposition leader.  “The only way I’m going to free Watcher is by
getting the intelligence I need.  And that’s the only way you’re ever going to
get this asshole of an Emperor off your backs.”


“We might be able to overthrow him ourselves,” said Jorge in
a voice that didn’t sound very sure of itself.


“From what I’ve seen so far, Jorge, you don’t have a chance
in hell of overthrowing this government,” said Pandi, pointing her finger at
the man.  “How many people do you have in your organization?  A hundred?  A
thousand?  A couple of thousand?  And how many did you have last year?  Fewer? 
I would guess more, isn’t that right?  You lose people every year, and the new
recruits don’t make up for the loss do they?”


“We have been losing members every year,” admitted Tony,
nodding.  “And there are fewer of the immune to recruit every year.”


“So your movement is dying,” said Pandi, “by your own
admission.  So your best chance of overthrowing the government happened years
before.  And now, right now, this year, is the best chance you will ever have
from now on, and it will decrease next year.  So let me ask you this?  How
close are you to overthrowing this government, right now?”


“We cannot overthrow the government,” said Jorge, bowing his
head.  “Our only chance is in killing the Emperor.”


“And how much of a chance do you have of doing that?  With
all of the security he has around him, I would think it would take an army to
take him down.”


“We have no chance of, taking him down,” said Tony,
frowning.  “The best we can do is hold on, and hope something comes along to
help.”


“And Watcher is that something,” said Pandi with a smile. 
“He’s going to lead a crusade to free the Galaxy from people like your ruler.”


“And you can’t do it yourself?” asked Jorge.  “I find that
hard to believe.”


“Oh, I could do it,” said Pandi, turning a fierce gaze on the
man.  “Sure enough I could.  But Watcher is the one who has the plan, and I
won’t move without him.  Not while he’s still alive.   And before you say
anything else, he dies here, you all go to the end of the liberation line, as
far as I’m concerned.”


“Your people would probably help us if we held you as a
bargaining chip,” said Jorge, pointing a finger at Pandi.


Before the man could blink Pandora was in his face, her left
hand grabbing his throat and squeezing while lifting him into the air. 
“Holding me would be the problem, sweetie,” she said, turning him in the air
and throwing him onto the couch.  “Your whole cell is no match for me hand to
hand.  And if it came to a weapon’s fight, you would all be dead in an
instant.  So don’t start throwing around threats when you don’t really know
what you’re dealing with.”


Pandora looked at Tony, seeing the smirk on his face as he
looked at Jorge.  She had already gauged that the other man was the
troublemaker of the organization, one that Tony would be glad to see reined in
a little tighter.  “I will be in the second bedroom for a while,” said Pandi,
turning and walking away.  “Do not disturb me unless it’s something of vital
importance.”


“We’ll let you sleep,” said Tony, looking over and making eye
contact with Jorge.


“Oh, I won’t be sleeping,” said Pandi, pulling the helmet off
her head.  “I’ve got some data to look over.  I really don’t want to assault
that courthouse.  But unless I have another target to hit, it just might come
down to that.”


Pandi closed the door behind her and sat on the bed.  An
argument ensued in the living room, and her sensitive ears listened in on every
word.  But her mind was elsewhere, as she brought up the images recorded on her
implant through her eyes, and the other data recorded by her helmet.  She
accepted the analysis from the shipboard computer, and the Marine analysts, and
looked over the plan they were in the early stages of formulating.  After
looking at it for a couple of hours she gave her head a satisfied shake.  The
plan might work.  Again, it might not.  But either way, the people of the New
Galactic Empire would be talking about the day the Confederation went to war
with them for many years.
















Chapter Fourteen


 


An empire founded by war has
to maintain itself by war.


Charles de Montesquieu


 


Admiral Emilio Tounces stared with some trepidation on the
home system as his borrowed flagship came out of hyper.  There was always the
feeling of happiness at seeing home.  And the fear that the Emperor would not
be well disposed towards him after hearing the news.  But first, he had another
report to make.


“We have made contact with Station Delta Four,” said the Com
Officer, a man who the Admiral didn’t even know.


Tounces nodded.  Delta Four was one of the perimeter
stations, one of eight built out near the barrier, and orders were to report in
to the nearest one when coming out of hyper.  Even though he outranked its
commander, he was still nervous about sending in the report he had dictated
about his failure to stop the enemy force from penetrating the Empire.  Even
though no one else could have done any better, he thought, pushing the transmit
button on the arm of his command chair.  It was superior tech.  None of our
ships could have handled them.


But in the New Galactic Empire there was no excuse for
failure.  Officers and senior enlisted personnel were expected to follow their
orders and succeed, or to die trying.  And his surviving the encounter would be
considered failure, despite his bringing vital information back to
headquarters.


The message that contained his reporting into the system was,
of course, encrypted with codes that could be deciphered by the station.  But
the report that told of his encounter with the infernal woman that had
destroyed most of his force was a different matter.  It carried a top secret
encryption that could only be deciphered by Naval Headquarters on the home
world.


Tounces waited for the message to get to the home world,
about twenty light minutes away.  Then the wait for them to look it over and
make a response, and probably report it to the Emperor, another hour.  And then
the twenty minutes back.  A face appeared on the holo, one he recognized as the
Fleet Commander, Grand Admiral Esparanto, an old man that Tounces was sure was
too superannuated to actually command anything.


“Admiral Tounces,” said the old man, glaring out of the
holo.  “You have failed, and you know the price for failure.”


Tounces wanted to answer back, to defend himself, but the old
man was twenty minutes com time away, and any reply he made would only confuse
the situation.  So he forced himself to remain silent and hoped he would have
time to defend himself later.


“Still, the Emperor thinks you showed great courage in
bringing this information to him, and not just sending a messenger to risk his
displeasure.  He understands the threat these people impose, and is willing to
forgive this failure, this single instance.  You and your ship are ordered to
report to the home world, where you will be questioned and debriefed about her
force and its capabilities.”


Which they already have within the report, he thought, knowing there had to more to it than just a
debriefing.  More like an interrogation.  And one I might not make it out
of.


But he really didn’t have much of a choice.  He was here, in
the system, in a warship that would now take him to the planet, no matter his
wishes.  He was certain that orders had been sent to the ship’s captain, who
was currently in the CIC, and would not obey any commands he might now give.


“We will see you at Naval Headquarters when you arrive,” said
the Naval Commander, and the holo went blank, leaving Tounces alone with his
own thoughts.  Moments later the ship started to accelerate toward the gas
giant on a least time profile.


*     *     *


“We have lots of movement, ma’am,” announced the Tactical
Officer.


Captain Dasha Mandrake looked up from the screen she was
studying, almost thankful for the interruption.  She had been working her way
through a series of higher math problems that illustrated the use of
hyperspace, a theory she still felt a little vague about.  After all, up to a
couple of months ago, she only had an understanding of the more primitive
inertialess drive that Suryan ships used.  And now she was commanding a ship
she really didn’t understand, even if she did know the proper commands to give,
and the crew the proper buttons to push.


Which was one reason she spent so much time on the bridge and
had been getting so little rest.  If Pandora Latham had been aboard, she was
sure that she would have been ordered to take rest.  But if the Commodore wanted
to play spy on the planet, then her Flag Captain would do what she wanted to
aboard the Niven.


“How many of them are involved in this movement?” she asked,
standing up and walking to the holo, where red vector arrows were appearing
with frightening rapidity.


“It looks like every military ship in the system, ma’am,”
said the Tactical Officer, pushing a panel that made every enemy vessel in the
star system start to blink.  Almost half the icons were vector arrows, while
more were turning into that kind of marker every second.


As she watched, hundreds of more arrows appeared on the holo,
all showing tiny mass figures as compared to a warship.


“It looks like every ship in the system is launching smaller
craft,” said the Tactical Officer.  “Like they’re planning to do a concentrated
sweep and search.”


“That’s exactly what they’re planning to do,” said Mandrake,
her eyes narrowing as she watched the smaller craft begin to form up in squares
that would sweep forward, covering the greatest amount of space while bringing
their sensors within detection range of any known ships.  And possibly their
own.


“Give the other ships the heads up,” ordered the Captain,
pointing at the Com Officer.  “Tell them to make sure they are not putting out
any unnecessary energy emissions.


“Engineer,” she said, linking into the shipboard com system. 
“Make damned sure that we aren’t putting out anything we have the capability of
controlling.”


Dasha sat back in her chair and looked at the holo.  More
small vessels were moving out into the space around the warships, some already
starting their sweeps.  So far there was no way to tell what the pattern was,
though there was sure to be one.  And if they got close enough to her ships, or
ran into one, the game would be up, and they would have to fight their way out
of the system.


Dasha knew that her three ships had capabilities far beyond
those of the people they were facing.  Including stealth.  The hulls were well
insulated to the extreme, and nanotech made sure there were no large openings
or seams that went past that insulation.  The grabber units were powered down
to station keeping, and most of their waste heat was being fed back into the
ship through superconducting cables, and into the wormhole heatsink, like most
of the thermal generation on the ship.  The hull absorbed over ninety nine
percent of sensor beams, leaving very little return, especially wide angle
transmissions from distance.  And the invisibility field made sure there was no
image to detect, while the same absorptive features of the hull turned it into
a black body that would not be visible to any but the closest scans, even if
the field dropped completely.


Still, there was some radiation going on.  Neutrons, photons,
and neutrinos were being released into space and moving outward in more or less
a sphere.  At a light hour away, they were pretty much indistinguishable from
the background of space.  At a half light hour there were four times as many of
them per square kilometer, which still amounted to maybe one particle.  It was
only when ships got within a thousand kilometers that there was a noticeable
difference between the point in space the vessel occupied and the background.
And too often it was still too faint to be noticed as anything but a small
anomaly.  But if a ship with a good sensor suite got within a hundred
kilometers of one of the vessels there was a chance they would notice
something.  At fifty there was four times the chance, and so on.


Right now it looked like her two close in ships were still
safe, sitting a ten thousand kilometers from the gas giant.  The one sitting
out beyond the hyper barrier was even more secure, as the fewer ships sweeping
that area had a much larger area to cover.  But if the people they were trying
to hide from really thought there was something here, they were unlikely to
quit anytime soon.


“Get the Commodore on the com,” she told the Com Officer,
then waited a moment until Pandora linked in.  There was, of course, no visual,
as she was communicating through her implant, the signal going to the nearby
probe’s wormhole.  But as soon as she was on the link the com let Mandrake
know.


“This is an alarming development, Commodore,” she told her
commanding officer.  “I think someone came into the system recently and told
them about us.”


“And I probably made a mistake letting that son of a bitch
Tounces remain where he was,” said Pandi with a regretful tone.  “I didn’t know
what else to do, besides killing him when he and his people were more or less
helpless.  And now it’s going to bite us in the ass.”


“Want do you want us to do, Commodore?” asked Mandrake,
watching the holo as the now thousands of ships were moving across the system. 
She looked at another screen that showed the intensity of active sensors that
were hitting the ship, nothing too dangerous to them yet, but a sign that this
enemy was serious about finding them.


“For the moment, stay put,” said Pandi.  “Try to stay out of
their pattern.  If worse comes to worse, move out of the system beyond their
search.  After all, the wormhole will still connect me to you, no matter how
far you’all move away.”


“Any luck finding Watcher?”


“Not so far,” said the woman after sighing.  “We may have to
take him from the courtroom.  If that happens, I want you all back in close. 
Even though you don’t need to be for the wormhole to connect us, I may want
your weapons in a ground strike role.  Or to take out their air support if they
try to interfere.”


“I hope you don’t get us involved in a bloodbath, Commodore,”
said Dasha, imagining what their weapons might do to the large city their
commander was operating in.


“I’ll try to avoid that,” said Pandi.  “I really don’t hold
many of these people responsible, beyond their Emperor and his cabal.  The rest
are just brainwashed.  But like good little automatons, they will do all they
can to protect him, and get in our way.  And I will not have anyone get in the
way of getting Watcher free.  Understood?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Just make sure the Marines are prepped, and the battle bots
are all ready and able to fight, and I won’t have any problems with you or your
people.  And keep those ships safe.  I don’t want anything happening to your
people, and I will need something to get us away from this place when the time
comes.  Latham out.”


Madrake sat there for a moment after the com died, wondering
how much of this did she really want to get involved in, especially since they
were talking about military action among a large civilian population.   We
all gave her our oaths, she thought, looking at a side holo that showed the
blue globe of the moon against the orange backdrop of the gas giant.  We
swore to her, and through her, Watcher, to do what was needed to reestablish
Galactic civilization. And Pandora doesn’t believe we can do it without
Watcher.  Who am I to say she is wrong, the greatest mind in the Galaxy. 
Surely that is an important enough resource to warrant the collateral damage it
might cause to free him.  And not just because she loves him.


Mandrake sat there watching the holo for some hours, thinking
about this whole situation she found herself in.  Command had always been
something she had dreamed of.  Now, she wasn’t sure the ambiguities were worth
the power.  And the enemy ships continued to sweep, the closest first moving
through the space near to the gas giant and its moons, then moving out to the
next sphere when finished.


Space was alive with energies as radar and lidar beams swept
in a circle in front of each craft.  They finished the next spherical layer and
moved further out.  Mandrake knew it would still be some hours before they
reached their level, and she planned accordingly.  When the enemy got to the
sweep of her level, they would not be here.  She would move her force closer to
the gas giant, into the area they had already swept.  They would probably come
back to that area, eventually.  And then she would move again, until they
either decided there was nothing there, or that there was something there, but
they weren’t going to find it.


*     *     *


“We have news,” said Tony Garcia from outside the door.


“Come on in and tell me about it,” said Pandi, still studying
the holo schematics of the courthouse, trying to come up with a plan that would
guarantee success while minimizing collateral damage.  And failing at meshing
such incompatible goals together into anything workable.


“One of our people found out where he is being kept,” said
Garcia, walking into the small room.


“For the night, or longer?”


“Our man seems to feel that he will be kept there for the
entire trial, and possibly beyond,” said Garcia, shrugging his shoulders.  “But
we really don’t know.”


“And this man of yours.  Who is he?”


“He works as a sergeant at the facility,” said Garcia.  “One
of the few people we have been able to get into any position of authority, low
as it is.”


“And what did you mean possibly beyond?” asked Pandi, her
eyes narrowing.  “I thought he would be executed after the trial.”


“Maybe,” said Garcia, shaking his head.  “And maybe not. 
There are hundreds of political prisoners in that facility, many of them
supposedly dead.  The Emperor’s people are experts at staging such spectacles,
while the real victim goes and rots in confinement, until they figure out a way
to mine them of information.”


“But, you can’t guarantee that Watcher will be one of them?”
asked Pandi, wanting to be given such a promise, but not believing it would be
forthcoming.


“Of course not,” said Tony.  “I wish I could, but I would
have to know the mind of the Emperor.  And I’m not sure I would want to dwell
in such a dark place.”


“Where is this prison?” asked Pandi, pulling up a holo that
floated in the center of the room.  “What’s its name?”


“It doesn’t really have a name, other than the Prison,” said
Garcia.  “It’s not supposed to exist, though most people have heard the
rumors.  But we know it exists, since we have someone who works there every
day.”  The man looked at the holo and pointed a finger to a section of the
outskirts of the city, which zoomed in as he moved his hand.  A building
appeared that looked no different than most of the surrounding buildings, which
appeared to be apartments and warehouses.  The warehouses were all massive
construction, thick walls of concrete or more advanced plasticrete.  All had
large loading docks on their sides, and flat landing pads on their roofs, and
some had retractable doors on those pads leading down to shipping areas for air
transport.


“That building doesn’t look any different from the others,”
said Pandi, leaning forward and studying the large structure.


“That’s the point,” said Garcia, changing the view to a
street side panorama.  “They actually ship freight from there, and simulate the
shipping of much more.  Still, people in the area know there is something
different about it, but in the case of most of them, what they know is not
much.”


“Defenses?”


“We really don’t know.  Surely it must have some, maybe as
many as the Imperial Palace.”


“Then I need to scout it,” said Pandi, getting up and walking
to the door.


“Now?”


“I can’t think of a better time,” said Pandi, picking up her
helmet from the floor and putting it on.  She had kept her suit on, and it only
took a moment to strap on the other equipment she thought she needed.


“I don’t think it’s a good idea to go out now,” said Garcia
in alarm.  “The nighttime security around that place is sure to be fierce. 
They might be able to pick up even that invisibility suit of yours.”


“If they can, I’ve already failed,” said Pandi, making a last
minute check, then opening the door, satisfied with the power levels of her
suit.  “I should be back in a couple of hours.”   With that said, she activated
the stealth field of her suit, and became a slight blur in the air in front of
the man.  At more than ten meters, or at night, she wouldn’t even be that.


She walked silently through the living room, not even
attracting the attention of the people still sitting there, Katherine and
Jorge, until she reached the door.  Even with practice there was still the
slight disconnect as she reached for the knob with an invisible appendage, but
she got it done without too much trouble.  The pair on the couch jumped to
their feet with shouts as the door swung open, and Tony was in the living room
in an instant.


“She’s going out again,” he told the pair, motioning with his
hands for them to return to their seats.  “We’re not being raided, so calm
down.”


“Is she crazy?” said Jorge in a hiss.  And then she was out
the door and away from the argument, although her super sensitive ears could
still follow it until she was out the door at street level.


Uh oh, she thought, as she looked at the Secret Policeman,
the only civilian appearing person out on the street, looking at the door she
had opened and was now closing.  The man started walking over, and she knew
that the people who were helping her would have a problem if this was reported.


Your unlucky night, thought Pandi
as she ran at the man, who, of course, couldn’t see her coming.  She hit him in
the throat with a hard fist, then grabbed the choking man, securing his head
and snapping his neck, holding him up for a moment while she thought of her
next step.


She felt some guilt at killing the man, but not all that
much.  He was, after all, one of those assholes who made his living tormenting
people.  She flew into the air, lifting the man with her hands under his arms. 
It was dead weight, difficult to handle despite her strength.  It also threw
off her flight profile, and she was tempted to dump the body on a nearby
building, but decided on the smarter tactic.  Dumping the body on a rooftop
over a kilometer away from the apartment building she was staying at.  That
done, she headed off for the prison, her mind running through fantasy scenarios
where she could get Watcher out this night, and knowing they were lies.
















Chapter Fifteen


 


One does not establish a dictatorship in order to safeguard a
revolution; one makes a revolution in order to establish a dictatorship.


George Orwell


 


“Sir, we’ve found a body,” said the Secret Police Sergeant,
stopping at the Captain’s door.


“What’s so unusual about that?” asked Captain Rafael Jiminez,
reaching for his mug of coffee over the report he was reading on a flat comp. 
He looked with disgust on the three quarters empty glass of cold liquid, then
sent a request for a hot cup to his secretary through his implant.  I really
hate the night shift, he thought.  But as a fairly new captain, he was
forced to pull his share of them.  He looked out the window for a moment.  Odin
was still in the sky, as always, but there was no hint of the light of day. 
His implant could have given him the time to the last second, but, like most
people, he still preferred to use his own eyes.


“Because this body was that of SP Detective Paris Romanov,”
said the Sergeant.


“Shit,” said Jiminez, putting the cup down.  He stared at the
Sergeant for a moment while his secretary came into the room and poured hot
coffee into the almost empty cup.  Two in two days, he thought, shaking
his head.  Normally they had a dozen secret policemen killed in a year,
planetwide.  Everyone knew that their people were inviolate.  Only the
terminally stupid would try to take out one of the secret police, though there
were those, hence the dozen deaths a year.  He didn’t count the uniformed
officer who had been killed along with his man.  Fifty of them died a year in
the line of duty, dealing with crimes of passion and domestic disturbances as
they did.  “How did he die?”


“The broken neck was what did him in,” said the Sergeant.


“By the Emperor.”  Secret Policemen were augmented to the
same extent as Imperial Commandos.  Their bones were reinforced with carbon
fibers.  There was no way a citizen could break the neck of an operative.  
“Did he fall from a high place?”


“He was found on the top of the highest building in the
area,” said the Sergeant, shaking his head.  “His throat had been crushed prior
to his vertebra snapping.  And forensics thinks the perp hit him from the
front, in clear view of Romanov.”


“So someone hit a secret police detective in the throat,”
said Jiminez slowly, trying to absorb it all.   “Someone he was looking at, and
he didn’t stop it.  Then broke his neck and carried him to the top of a, how
high was this building?”


“Forty stories,” said the Sergeant.  “We checked the
elevators and stairwells, and found no genetic evidence of Romanov.”


Which there should have been, thought the Captain, looking back down at his flat comp and
pulling up the dead operative’s file.  He should have been dropping cells in
either of those places, whichever was used to get him to the top.  Saliva,
possibly blood, after the body was banged against things on the way, skin cells
on those objects.  So he was brought up there by air, with no one seeing them. 
Fucking impossible.


Jiminez looked at the file, starting with the image of the
man in question.  Romanov was not a small man.  He wasn’t actually from Kallis,
or even the Odin moon system.  He was a heavy gravity dweller, already strong
and muscular, even before his augmentation.  And someone had hit him in the
throat, most likely from the front, and then snapped his neck.


“And no sign of the perp?”


“No one saw anything.  We have people interviewing the people
who live in that building, and the buildings around there.  But we really don’t
expect much.”


No, because no one wants to cooperate with us, because they
see us as the bad guys.  Jiminez recalled times
when he thought they might have been correct.  But after, sessions of
reprogramming had pushed those doubts to the bottom of his consciousness.  They
were still there, but it wasn’t often that they poked their noses into his
awareness.


“We’re also talking to the people living near where he was
stationed last night.”


“Wait.  How far was it from where he was supposed to be to
where he was found?”


“Over a kilometer,” said the Sergeant, looking at his own
palm comp.


“And we got warning overnight about an alien presence in the
system,” said Jiminez, rubbing his forehead.  “And the two deaths from the
night before.  Also unexplained, though the perp was seen at that one.”  He
took a sip of hot coffee and thought, then looked up at the Sergeant.  “They
have people on this world, among us.”


“What do you want us to do, sir?” asked the Sergeant.


“We need to get an alert out to the Imperial Military,” said
Jiminez, getting up from his seat and coming around his desk.  “It’s all well
and good that they’re looking for ships that infiltrated the system, but I
think those ships have already done what they came for.  They have agents on
this world, and we need more manpower to look for them.  And the only one I can
think of to give us that manpower is the Army.”


*     *     *


“We’ve just received an alert from the Capital City Secret
Police, my Lord,” said the advisor, walking into the Emperor’s office after
Kitticaris had allowed him entry.  “They suspect that the Watcher’s people have
an agent on the surface of Kallis, if not more than one.”


The Emperor looked up from the information he had been
studying on his flat comp, then brought the alert up on the device.  He stared
in disbelief at the data that his eyes were feeding at high speed to his
superintelligent mind.  “Of course they have people on the surface,” he said,
throwing the flat comp on the desk and glaring at his subordinate.  “Why wasn’t
this brought to me sooner?”


“I guess, my Lord, that the Secret Police did not make the
connection after the first incident,” said the cowed advisor.  “They thought
that the first incident, involving the two officers, must have been some
revolutionaries or insurgents.”


“Fools,” growled the Emperor, slamming a fist on the desk and
cracking the wood.  “Revolutionaries don’t kill cops in broad daylight, with
people around.  Not even in an alleyway.”


“What do you want done, my Lord?” asked the white faced
advisor.


Kitticaris could smell the fear on the man, a scent he found
delicious.  But one he didn’t need in his subordinates at the moment.  He released
some pheromones, and the man calmed as soon as he smelled them.  “Contact the
local Army barracks and get their men out on the streets, immediately. Then
order the commanders of all the garrisons on the continent to send men here.”


“What about the other cities, my Lord?” said the now grinning
man, nodding his head.


“The one they seek is here,” said the Emperor, wondering if
he had overdone the chemicals this time.  “This is where their agents will be. 
So get as many soldiers as possible here.  And planet based Spacers as well. 
Now move.”


The smiling man left the room while the Emperor shook his
head.  I have idiots working for me.  But he really had no choice,
according to his way of thinking.  People who thought for themselves were not
trustworthy, and needed to be herded.  That this was a fundamental weakness in
his system escaped even his great intelligence.  He had his own mindset, and
that was the way it was, no matter what.


I may need to wrap up this trial, he thought next, something he didn’t want, but maybe
something he would be forced into.  It was a great spectacle, and one that he
thought would bring even more adoration from those he controlled.  And destroy
the hopes of those he didn’t.  They would see any chance they had for freedom
crushed, as the Immortal Emperor expanded his rule across the Galaxy.  Why
not the whole Universe? he thought in a moment of megalomania.  Why not? 
Sure, other Galaxies were a long way off, the nearest over a hundred years at
the fastest interstellar velocity his civilization could achieve.  But not the
fastest possible.  And if he could gain control of the generation of wormholes,
he could link Galaxies in the same way the ancients had star systems.


Kitticaris sat back behind his desk, his mind a whorl of
possibilities.  I need that damned station, he thought once again.  And
Watcher is the only way I’m going to get it.  That meant further problems,
if people were looking for him, trying to free him.  So I need to make it
look like he is executed, until I can get the secret out of him.  Or I will be
forced to build my own.  After what?  A century of work.  Too much.


“Get me the CNO on the com,” he said into the air, alerting
his secretary.  I need to find those ships, and those agents, now.  And if
we can capture them?  His was already the most advanced military in the
region, rolling over every other power.  Thoughts of what he could do with the
tech from Watcher’s station almost caused him to salivate.


*     *     *


“They’re changing their pattern, ma’am,” said Tactical
Officer.


Captain Dasha Mandrake looked up from her chair, where she
was continuing her studies of the tech under her control, if not her complete
understanding.  Niven and her sister were now in an orbit seventy
thousand kilometers from Odin, thirty thousand kilometers outside the orbit of
Kallis, at about the same orientation from the inhabited moon.  The search had
moved passed them as they had snuck into another holding position.


“Have you discerned the pattern yet?” she asked, looking at
the arrows on the holo.


“It looks kind of random at this point,” said the Tactical
Officer.  “Maybe after some time we will be able to figure it out.  Unless they
are really going for randomness.  But that wouldn’t make any sense.”


They already tried a pattern that pretty much combed all of
the local space, she thought.  And that didn’t find what
they thought was here.  So now they try pot luck, and hope.


“We have missile launch,” called out the tactical officer. 
“Missile launch, from over fifty ships.”


The vector arrows appeared on the holo, moving away from
their launching platforms at four thousand gravities.  Over a hundred missiles,
moving away at what looked like random paths that covered a large area. 
Minutes passed, the bridge crew staring at the holo, wondering just what their
enemy was up to.


The first warhead exploded, not in a single blast of megaton
range, but a small explosion that sent hundreds of smaller warheads out in a
sphere from the missile.  Minutes passed, then all of the smaller warheads went
off, a megaton explosion of bright light and radiation.


“They’re blasting space with antimatter,” said Mandrake,
scowling.  “They’re trying to locate us by blasting space.”


“Will that work?” asked one of the bridge officers.


“Probably not,” said the Captain, looking at all the space
involved in the search.   “But there is always the chance they will get a hit,
or a near enough miss to locate us.”  But would a near miss even work. 
Sure, it might show them where we are for the moment.  But then we would just
fade back into the background and move away again.  Unless there’s something
else to this strategy.


“Do a complete spectrographic scan on those explosions,” she
ordered the Sensor Officer.  “Let me know if you find anything unusual in
them.”


“Yes, ma’am,” agreed the officer.  “Any idea what you’re
looking for?”


“Just a hunch.  But they might be seeding space with
something that would give us away to their sensors.”


“And in the meantime, ma’am?” asked the Tactical Officer.


“In the meantime, we just sit and wait,” she replied, sitting
back in her chair.  “They’re nowhere near to us, yet.  So we wait until we see
where they’re probing next, and plan our moves from there.”


*     *     *


Pandi finished her scan of the building as the sun was rising
around the side of Odin.  She had spent several hours in the air, moving around
the prison, noting the energy signatures of weapons and sensor emplacements. 
Enough for a fortress, and she was sure that what she had detected was not all
of them.


Then she had stood on the roof of a taller building and
watched as several airbuses were raised to the roof and took off.  Dozens of
aerial troop carriers circled overhead, while even more ground attack ships
moved over them.  Higher up streak the contrails of atmospheric fliers moved on
several paths.


It looked like an impossible task, trying to free Watcher on
the way to the courthouse.  Not that she couldn’t bring down enough force on
them to beat this security force.  The question was, would Watcher, in one of
those airbuses, survive the assault.  That was something that she couldn’t
risk.  She had to depend on Watcher to act in his own defense while the rescue
was going on.  And sitting in chains, which she had to assume he would be,
while in the back of an airbus, was not a position that allowed much in the way
of action. 


She followed them with her eyes as the convoy moved away, the
airbuses shifting position as they flew, the entire group heading first to the
north, then changing direction, still not on a straight line course to the
courthouse.  And they’ll probably change their path every day, she
thought, wondering if that was for her, if they knew she was here, or just a
general precaution when transporting high profile prisoners.


She took to the sky as the sun seemed to move around the side
of the gas giant.  There seemed to be an unusual number of aircars up this
morning, most of them moving on what looked like patrols.  She looked down at
the streets below, and was even more surprised to see soldiers moving along them
in squad formations, while others set up checkpoints, and police and other
troops walked into buildings.  People were being stopped and searched, most
passed on, others segregated for further questioning.


This doesn’t look good, she thought as
she flew back to the apartment building, continually scanning the ground.  The
air was filled with the energies of radar and sonics, looking for anything in
the air that might be moving.  Radar was no problem.  Her suit could absorb
that energy.  Even beams of light could be deflected from her suit, bent around
by the electromagnetic field and aimed at the receiving set, completing the
circuit.  Sonics were more of a problem.  They were also beams that went from
projector to receiver, and anything that got in their way set off the alarm at
the receiving set.  There was nothing on her suit that could retransmit those
beams, which were switching frequencies every second.  Fortunately, her
auditory sensors could pick up the hums of the beams, and give her a good idea
of where they were.  Still, it forced her on a weaving path between buildings,
constantly changing her altitude to avoid the beams that were projected between
those structures.


It didn’t look any better when she got back to the building
she was staying at.  The streets for blocks around were filled with an even
denser pack of police and military.  What the hell have I done? she
thought, realizing that she had to be the cause of this.  She had killed one of
the secret policeman, without thinking about how he might also be tracked by
his own people, that they might know where he had been when he disappeared. 
Then again, she couldn’t let him go after seeing a door open by itself.  Maybe
I could have, she thought, blaming herself for this situation.  It just
would have been a door opening, falling open because it wasn’t locked, then
closing with the wind.  The cop might not have been bright enough to figure
that there was no wind.  He would have approached the door, found nothing,
closed it, and walked away with a head shake.


She knew there was no way to get into the building without
chancing some suspicion.  The door was not open, and if she opened it the
action would be seen.  There were no open windows, and opening one would be
sure to attract attention.  So what the hell do I do now, she thought.  Wait
for the police to leave?  That might take some time, possibly more than a day.


The front door opened and a uniformed cop came walking out,
followed by what must have been a secret policeman.  And then, to her horror,
Garcia came out of the building, his hands restrained behind his back, and
another uniformed cop with his hand on the Opposition Leader’s shoulder. 
Following him were Ramirez and Hernandez, also in restraints, pushed along by
more police.  They were led to an airbus with police markings that was sitting
in the middle of the street.  After they were placed in the van it leapt into
the air, rose above the buildings, and curve around in the direction of the
nearest police station, highlighted on the map on her HUD.


I better follow, she thought,
shooting into the air and catching up with the van.  She didn’t know what she
was going to do, but finding out where they were being taken was a good first
step.


*     *     *


“Open the damned door,” yelled the voice over the pounding. 
“This is the police. Open the door or we’ll break the damned thing down.”


Tony looked in panic at the door, then turned to look at
Jorge when he heard the sound of a chemically powered pistol round being jacked
into its chamber.


“Put that damned thing away,” he hissed at the man.  The gun
was highly illegal, and sure to get them all arrested if it was found.  And he
couldn’t delay opening the door much longer, or the police would break through
the door, and possibly start a gunfight that Tony and his people couldn’t win.


Jorge, white faced, acted like he wanted to hide the pistol,
but couldn’t think of a place.


“Here,” said Katherine, reaching for the gun, “give it
here.”  She grabbed the gun and ran into another room.  A couple of moments
later she was back, nodding her head.  The door was shaking, then splintered as
the people in the hall slammed a ram into it.


“Hold on,” said Katherine, who was the renter of the
apartment.  She ran to the door and shot the dead bolt open.


The door flew open hard enough to hit the wall, and three
policemen, two uniformed, one in plain clothes, pushed into the apartment, guns
in hand.


“Why did you take so long to answer?” asked the plain clothes
man, standing in front of the woman while the two uniforms moved into the
apartment.


“I was sleeping,” said Katherine.


Garcia almost cringed at her reply.   It was morning, all of
them were dressed, and no one was going to believe such a lame answer.


“Identification, please,” said the Secret Policeman, holding
out a scanner.


Katherine held out her right hand and the cop ran the scanner
over it.  He grunted as he looked at the screen.   “Katherine Ramirez?  And
this is your apartment?”


The woman nodded, and Tony wondered why they were even
bothering to ask.   The scanner gave the cop that information.  But it was all
part of procedure, and meant to trip people up when they weren’t thinking
clearly.


“Hey,” said Katherine ,as the sounds of the other cops
tearing apart one of the bedrooms came to them.  “What the hell are you doing?”


“A secret policeman who was on duty in this neighborhood was
killed last night,” said the Secret Cop, giving Katherine a cold glance.  “We
are searching for the perp.  Do you have any idea what might have happened?”


Tony stared at the man in shock.  What the hell did that
damned woman go and do? he thought.  It had to be the Latham woman.  There
was no other explanation.  No local would kill a cop, not unless they were able
to get that cop in isolation, and then they would make damned sure that the
body wasn’t found.  She had said she had come to help them, but had so far
caused nothing but trouble.


“I know nothing of any killing,” said Katherine, shaking her
head.


“And who are you?” the cop asked Tony, motioning for him to
make his hand available.


“Tony Garcia,” said the Engineer, reaching his hand out. “I
am a friend of Katherine’s, staying the night here.”


“You are far from your home, Mr. Garcia,” said the cop with a
cold smile.  “Why did you stay here last night?”


“Me and Jorge are friends, and I was spending some time with
them.   Had much to drink, and missed curfew, so I stayed the night.”


“And you,” said the man to Jorge, holding out the scanner
again.


“I’m Jorge Hernandez.  Katherine’s boyfriend.  And I often
spend the night here.”


“Find anything?” asked the secret cop as one of the uniformed
men stuck his head back in the room.


“Nothing yet,” said the man.  “I’m going to scan the other
bedroom now.”


Garcia did not like the sound of that.  Latham had spent
considerable time in that room, and there was sure to be skin cells, hair,
something from her, in that room.


“So, none of you have any knowledge of what might have
happened to our man?  Nobody we have talked to so far in this building seems to
know anything.  Yet our man was patrolling this area last night, and he would
not have left his post unless something unusual had happened.”


The Secret Cop walked to the window and looked out on the
street.  He turned back and pointed a finger at Tony.  “And I have to assume
that you are loyal citizens of the Empire?”  He looked at the screen attached
to the scanner that made it a multipurpose data access tool.  “According to our
records, the three of you have all reported to regular indoctrination
sessions.  That has to mean that you are good citizens, doesn’t it?”  The man
looked away for a moment, then back at Garcia, again pointing his finger at
Tony’s face. “Unless you three are immune,” he said in a voice filled with hate
and anger.


“Sir,” said the cop who had gone into the spare bedroom to
scan it.  “I’ve picked up genetic traces of someone else in the other room.”


“Well, who is it?” growled the Secret Policeman, looking over
at the uniformed cop.


“No one in our database,” said the other cop.


“A stranger?” asked the lead cop, his eyes narrowing.  “A
stranger.  An outsider.”  He looked back at Tony.  “And just who the hell were
you harboring?  Obviously someone from outside the Empire.”  The cop walked up
to Garcia and grabbed his shirt, pulling him forward and pushing his pistol
under the man’s chin.  “Who was she?”


Tony closed his eyes, prepared to die before he gave up any
information to this man.  The cop pulled his pistol away and shoved Garcia in
the chest.  “You are all under arrest,” he yelled.  “Maybe we can get you to
answer some questions in an interrogation chamber.  Even the immune can be
broken in one of those.”


Tony didn’t even have to ask what the charges were.  On
Kallis, one could be arrested and held indefinitely with no charges at all. 
And there was circumstantial evidence that they had committed treason, which
was enough for charges to be leveled.


“Cuff them,” he ordered the other two cops.  “We’ll see how
much they like the accommodations in the pit.”


Tony was walked downstairs by one of the cops, his two
compatriots behind him all the way.  Why the hell did she have to come?
he thought.  Why the hell did Nathan have to tell her about me?  We have
gained nothing, and lost everything.


The world seemed to end as they closed the doors of the
airbus behind them, leaving them alone in the back except for the three
uniformed cops and the Secret Policeman who had taken them into custody.  Not
even allowed the privacy to talk to each other.  And Tony worried about what
was in store for them the entire way.  They were immune to the subliminal
persuasion that the Empire used on all citizens.  Torture might be something
else entirely, and Garcia was certain that all three of them would break sooner
or later.  He wasn’t so much worried about what information they might give the
authorities about Pandora Latham.  There wasn’t really much they could tell
them about her that would cause her harm.  But his own people, the other
members of his cell, and what little information he had on the other cells in
his position as leader of the Opposition?  That was enough to cause great
concern, and a wish that he could commit suicide before that information was
ripped from him.


*     *     *


Pandi followed the airbus through the sky, detouring at times
to avoid sonic beams that were searching the air for her.  She really wasn’t
sure what she could do.  Her particle beam pistol could bring the craft down,
of course.  But she wouldn’t be able to pull more than one of the prisoners
from inside and lower him or her to the ground.  Assuming the beam didn’t kill
them when it ripped through the van, or that they didn’t get trapped in
wreckage that prevented her from getting to them.  So she followed helplessly
until the van reached the landing pad on a squat building that was identified
on her HUD as a police station.


Any thought of  a rescue from the roof was squashed when she
saw the number of armed men on that rooftop.  Including soldiers with much
heavier weapons than the many policemen waiting for the van.  And she was
picking up the energy signatures of multiple heavy weapons emplacements.  Again
she was faced with a hopeless situation.  She would only able to free one of
the prisoners, and at the risk of that person being killed as she tried to
whisk him away.  So she floated in the air and watched as the three prisoners,
people she felt responsible for, were taken from the van and walked in
restraints toward a lift that lowered as soon as they were on it.


Shit, thought the woman from the
past, watching for a few moments more in impotent rage.  I will get you out
of this, if I have to topple the government of this Empire.
















Chapter Sixteen


 


It has been claimed at times that
our modern age of technology facilitates dictatorship.


Henry A. Wallace


 


Admiral Nagara Krishnamurta stared at the tactical holo that
showed the relation of his force to the target system, wishing that he could
push them forward with his mind at a faster speed.  Of course that was
impossible.  His ships, traveling through hyper VIII at point nine eight light,
were moving at as high a pseudospeed as any vessel in the known history of the
Galaxy.  The only faster method of travel was by wormhole, and there was still
a slight risk in moving one through another.  If one in a ship caused the
wormhole they were moving through to collapse, that ship would be destroyed, as
the parts of the ship in different areas of space were cut apart.  The odds
were a thousand to one against, but they still existed.  Not the catastrophic
destruction that could occur before the ancestors figured it out, but still bad
enough for those in the ship.


And we don’t have a ship gate ready for us on the other end, he thought, which made that wishful thinking moot as
well.   He did not have a direct wormhole connection to the system that
Latham’s force was in, only a com link through the Donut.  So they could
only move through hyperspace, like they had been moving, and get to the target
in the calculated time.


And the enemy knows they are there, even if they can’t find
them, yet, he thought.  Latham had a strong force. 
Strong enough to fight off hundreds of enemy ships?  Probably not.  And Pandora
had to move fast to rescue Watcher, which would give the enemy even more
evidence that they had a Confederation task force in their system, and cause
them to redouble their efforts to find it.


Mandrake still hadn’t told Latham that Krishnamurta was
coming.  The Admiral had thought it a bad idea to inform her of that fact,
which might make her even bolder, at a time when caution was called for.  Until
she goes for the rescue of Watcher, he thought.  Then all hell would break
loose.


*     *      *


“We think we’ve figured out what they’re up to, ma’am,” said
the Chief Engineer over the com link.


“And what is that, Engineer?” asked Dasha Mandrake.


“Each of those blasts is spreading an ionized cloud of
positive particles,” said the Engineer.  “Protons of superplatinum.  Enough of
them interacting with the negative charge of our invisibility field will allow
them to track us.”


“Shit,” cursed Mandrake, getting up from her chair and
stalking toward the tactical holo.  “Show me,” she said to the Tactical
Officer, who was listening in on the conversation.


Thousands of small glowing globes appeared on the holo, each
around where a warhead had gone off.   There were none near either of her
ships, yet, but almost a third of the area around the gas giant was now covered
after fourteen hours of operations.  As she watched more missiles were launched
on their paths to areas that were not yet covered, exploding in pinpoints. 
Minutes later the glowing globes of positive ionic superplatinum appeared,
moving out.


“How much of a chance that this will work, Engineer?” asked
Mandrake, giving the holo a jaundiced eye. 


“I’m not sure, ma’am.  If we drop the invisibility field,
then the ions will not be drawn to us.  But then we are detectable to their
sensors.”


“Could we change the polarity of the field to positive?”


“Possibly.  The field was really not made to operate at
reverse polarity.  And repelling the ions might have the same effect as
attracting them for all we know.”


Madrake shook her head.  Superplatinum was more expensive to
produce than antimatter, about the same as negative matter.  Especially for a
tech base such as this Empire possessed.  They had already pumped enough of it
into the local space to build the grabber units on a hundred battleships, which
meant they really wanted to find them, even at the cost of their future
production.


“Well, work it out and see what you can do,” she told the
Engineer, who like her, was used to working with a much lower tech base.


She went back to her chair and back to staring at the holo,
wishing she were anywhere but this system at this time.


*     *     *


Another day and he was back in the defendant’s chair, while
the prosecution presented more evidence that the defense really couldn’t
dispute.  I wonder why they’re even bothering to pile it on, he thought,
looking around the courtroom as another holo played in the air, this one
showing robot vessels destroying all civilization on the surface of a habitable
planet.  The eyes of the people were riveted on that scene, almost a religious
frenzy on their faces.  The spectacle was what was driving these people to that
frenzy, the whole object of this thing.


“Enough of this exhibit, Counselor,” said the Chief Justice,
waving at the holo.  “Move on to your next presentation.”


Watcher looked back in surprise as the holo died, then up at
the Emperor to see him nodding.  Something is going on.  Something that they
didn’t plan for.  He had noticed that security was much heavier around the
courthouse this morning than on previous days.


Pandi?  Is she here?  Then she needs to get the hell out of
here, and now.  But he didn’t know how to get that message
to her, to tell her to call off whatever operation she had planned.  Not
that she’d listen to me anyway, crazy woman.  What the hell did I do to inspire
such loyalty?


Since I can’t make her call off whatever crazy plan she has
in mind, the only thing to do is to be prepared to act when she triggers the
operation.  That meant paying attention to his
surroundings and keeping situational awareness of what was going on.  And
making sure that he was ready to do whatever he could to cause the most
confusion for his captors.  I should be up to that, he thought, even
with some slight awareness of the damage that had been done to his brain when
his implants had been taken out.  Watcher was the most intelligent being in the
known Galaxy.  Even with superficial damage, he should be smarter than any of
his captors, including the Emperor that was a bargain basement copy of his
genome.


*     *     *


The Emperor sat in his box and watched the spectacle with
mixed feelings.  Of course he was reveling in the trial of the most hated man
in the Galaxy, at least among those civilizations that remembered the fall. 
Which, as far as he knew, was his empire, and his empire alone.  Still, he
would be remembered as the Emperor who had brought this man to justice.  But in
another respect he regretted that such a trial had been necessary.  Why
couldn’t he just give me the information I wanted, he thought, glaring at
the bald creature who occupied the defendant’s box.


The man had been resistant to all of the methods they had
tried to break him.  There were rumors of techniques even more advanced than
those employed by the Empire, though Kitticaris had doubts that such techniques
would work on such a being.  They wouldn’t work on him, and Watcher was
supposed to be an even more capable agent.


And that’s why he must never again gain access to high tech, thought the Emperor, narrowing his eyes.  He could not
stand the thought that there was a being in the Galaxy that was his
intellectual superior.  Not just a little bit more intelligent, but almost an
order of magnitude.  Kitticaris wanted to rule the Galaxy, and having someone
with the capabilities of Watcher at large was too much of a risk to his rule. 
As a captive, he would serve the purpose of someone the Emperor could
communicate with, even though he was having second thoughts about leaving him
alive.  Maybe I can keep him as a captive for a limited time, then kill him
and incinerate the body.  The populace doesn’t have to know that he outlived
his execution.  And that execution would also be quite the spectacle, one
that the gullible people would eat up.


Kitticaris looked again on his people, his glance falling on
the judges and moving on.  He truly believed that he was the salvation of the
Galaxy.  Humans were not all that intelligent as a group.  There were
intelligent individuals, people who could think coherently.  But not enough of
them.  A guiding hand was needed to keep the Galaxy from devolving into
thousands of powers, all wanting the whole pie, warring for centuries, or maybe
millennia, until peace was again possible.  If ever.


For the good of the human race, of all the species of the
Galaxy, I must unite them under my banner.  He
looked at Watcher once again, wondering if the trial had gone on long enough. 
Watcher had agents on the planet, and so must have them in the system’s space
as well.  He could end the trial, have the show execution, and move on.  There
was no way his people could get him out of the prison he was now in without
blasting a hole in the crust down to the facility, which would most likely kill
everyone there.


One more day, he thought,
thinking of the rest of the evidence they had to present, videos and records
that would make Watcher even more of the hated villain than he already was.  One
more day, and I’ll give the Galaxy what they want.  The head of the man they
believe was responsible for untold misery.


*     *      *


Pandora floated above the courthouse for hours, helplessness
in her rage at both the system she was battling and her own mistakes.  The
guilt of involving Garcia and his friends in her plan, and then leading the
authorities to them with her actions, was enough to confuse her thinking.  And
this was a time when she couldn’t afford confusion.


We have to get them out of that station as well, she thought,
looking on at the hundreds of troops that occupied the plaza around the building. 
Most were in soft uniforms, carrying rifles, but there was also a share of men
in powered armor, as well as about a dozen tanks and over a score of other
armored vehicles.  She recognized them as armored personnel carriers, command
vehicles, and some triple A vehicles.  Those vehicles could play hell with any
kind of rescue attempt, though she was sure her methods would get them past
those as well.


And how do I go about getting them out of the police prison
they’re in?  I don’t want to split my forces.  That would risk defeat in both
places.  And, I’m sorry to say this Tony, Watcher comes first.  After we get
him out we can see what we can do about you.


So she floated through the sky into the afternoon,
monitoring, planning, waiting for time to pass until she could act.  As she
followed the airbus and its protectors back to the prison, she was surprised to
see that it was the same facility, something she had not predicted.  For a
moment she thought about calling the operation immediately, with the prison as
the target.  She discarded that idea.  There was no planning or preparation in
place for such an operation.  She didn’t even have a layout of the place. 
Going in there just might get a lot of her people killed, for no return, and
could get Watcher killed as well.  No, it’s better to just go with the plan I
have.


As soon as the airvan had lowered into the building she left,
flying back to the park she had entered the planet from, and called the probe
to her.  When the gate dilated she walked through, covering the eighty thousand
kilometers to Niven in an instant.


“Welcome aboard, Commodore,” said Captain Mandrake as soon as
she was aboard.  “What’s the word.”


“The word is go, for the morning,” she said, shrugging out of
her backpack and unbuckling her weapons and equipment belt.  “I will meet with
the Marine and Naval landing force commanders immediately.”


Mandrake nodded her head and walked out of the room, leaving
Pandi alone to complete her disrobing, allowing her to put on a ship suit.  A
moment later she was walking down the corridor to the conference room, her
thoughts a muddle of plans, predictions and fears.


*     *     *


“Well, what did you get out of them?” asked Captain Rafael
Jiminez to the Inquisitor walking into his office.


“Garcia is not cooperating,” said the man.  “And neither is
the Ramirez woman.  Now, we might get something out of them later.  In fact,
I‘m sure of it, once we start putting the pressure on them.”


“And Hernandez?”


“He is singing like a morning bird,” said the old man with a
smile.  “He has been a wealth of information.  We didn’t even have to apply
much in the way of, persuasion.  Just the threat, and he was talking so fast we
didn’t have time to process the information.”


“And what information was that?” asked the Captain impatiently. 
The old Inquisitor sometimes tried his patience.  But the man was very good at
his job.  Besides, anything he could do to the fellow would wing its way
upstairs, and Rafael Jiminez would find himself in hot water.


“He told us about the woman who is a friend of the
Abomination,” said the Inquisitor.  “Turns out she’s the lover of the freak. 
And she means to steal him away from us.”


“Did he say where she intends to commit this theft?” asked
the Captain, thinking of the honors that would come his way if he could capture
the person who was Watcher’s second in command.


“He wasn’t sure.  But his guesses were that she would make a
try at the prison, or the courthouse.”


“I can’t imagine her taking him from the prison,” said
Jiminez in a quiet voice.  “Of course, I can’t imagine her taking him from the
courthouse either.  Not by herself.”


Jiminez looked down on his flat comp and keyed the report
they had received from headquarters.  It had been reported that Watcher’s
people were probably in the system in force, at least two ships, maybe more.  
And they could do a combat assault from space, with a more advanced force than
anything the Empire had.


“Did he tell you anything about the Opposition?  The
structure of the cells?”


“I didn’t waste time asking him about that,” said the
Inquisitor with a sneer.  “There’s not much those people can do at this time. 
I did ask if they were going to assist her in the rescue, and he said that they
didn’t have any plans to aid her.  Or at least his cell didn’t.”


“Good job,” said the Captain, coming to his feet and around
his desk, clapping the old man on the shoulder.  “I’m going to pass this up the
line.  I’ll make sure that you get credit for getting the information.”  That
was something Jiminez truly believed in, giving credit where it was due, and
blame as well.  It just worked out better for all involved.  Even though,
for what the Inquisitor says, a new recruit could have gotten the information
from that coward.


It wouldn’t do the man any good, the Opposition traitor.  He
would still be tortured, after he had given up all the information that he
knew, just to make sure he wasn’t holding anything back.  And, unlike tortures
that didn’t have a technological edge, the information they got would be
accurate.  Then the man would be tried and publicly executed.


Jiminez sat back behind his desk and hit the button on his
intercom.  “Get me headquarters.  Priority Alpha One.”


*     *     *


We should have held sentencing today, then held the public
spectacle, thought Kitticaris, looking over the text part
of the message that verified the holo transmission he had received minutes
earlier.  But maybe we can use this to our advantage.  If we can crush the
rescue attempt, and get rid of his lover and lieutenant, we can discourage their
entire alliance.  And maybe the woman will give us what we want.


He laughed at that last thought.  Of course she would give
him what he wanted.  Unlike Watcher, she was just a normal human, augmented or
not.  One taste of his pheromones and she would be his, to do with as he
pleased.  And maybe, after he had gotten the information he wanted out of her,
he would take her as his lover, see what it was about this woman that so
attracted Watcher.  And maybe, just maybe, use her to get at him.  How will
you feel, brother, when your woman is on my arm as I visit you?  How will you
feel, knowing hat I am taking her into my bed at night?


“Get me the commander of the city garrison,” he said into the
air, activating the com.  And tomorrow, you will have a surprise like
nothing you imagined.


*     *     *


The plaza around the courthouse, which should have been
empty, was anything but as the clock struck the hour after start of curfew. 
Soldiers in battle armor moved through the shadows, filing into the nearby
buildings, while technicians worked on the area weapons’ systems, adding new
capabilities.  And in the near distance came the sound of armored vehicles on
the move, getting into position for the coming day.
















Chapter Seventeen


 


There is no crueler tyranny than that which is perpetuated
under the shield of law and in the name of justice.


Charles de Montesquieu


 


“They’re on the move,” called out the Tactical Officer from
the bridge.


Pandi looked at the holo on the flight deck that showed an
aerial view of the prison, with the airbuses and escort vehicles starting onto
the air.  She breathed a sigh of relief as she noted that the security seemed
to be no heavier than the day before.  Seems is the operative word, she
thought, following the convoy as they moved on their random path to the
courthouse.


“One hour,” said Pandi, looking over at her Marine Force
Commander, Major Ajit Sengupta.


“The men are prepped and ready, ma’am,” said the senior
Marine of the task force.  “The robots are ready to go as well.”


Pandi nodded and looked back at the holo, commanding it
through her link to center on the courthouse.  She saw that the soldiers were
already in the plaza, as normal, along with the armored vehicles.  All of the
weapons positions were charged and ready.  And the six wormholes that probes
had delivered to the planet were standing by, ready for inflation.


“Still no combat robots,” said Satyapathy, the Tactical
Officer, who was responsible for coordinating the support for the operation. 
“I wonder if they have them?”


“Seems that they don’t like them,” said Pandi, remembering
that the Suryans sure didn’t care for them when introduced to them on the
station.  They’re the boogie man to most of the civilization here abouts. 
The things that destroyed Galactic civilization.  What they tell children about
at night to make sure they don’t wander.  It’s taken them quite a while to warm
up to the things.


“Better for us if they don’t,” said Sengupta.  “But I
wouldn’t jump to conclusions that might bite us in the ass.”


“At least I can be sure that if they do have any, they won’t
hold a candle to ours,” said Pandi, almost laughing as she saw the look of
confusion on the Marine’s face.  The Suryans still had problems with her
colloquialisms at times.  But they’re learning, and that’s all that counts.


The airbus came in for a landing, actually several airbuses
in a square, while the escort troop carriers flew overhead.  Out of the back of
each car came a man in a red jumpsuit, a hood pulled tight over his head.  All
were led into the courtroom, a precaution to protect the man that someone might
want to assassinate for the publicity, or mistakenly thinking they were
performing a public service.


A minute later a second holo sprang into existence beside the
first.  It was from the newsfeed inside the courtroom, showing Watcher, sans
the hood, being led to the defendant’s box, while people stood up and yelled
curses at him.  As soon as he reached the box the Chief Justice activated the
hammer sound that signaled quiet.


“Does the prosecution have any more evidence to present?”
asked the Judge, looking over at the Prosecutor’s box.


“We believe we have presented our case, your Honor,” said the
man.  “Any other evidence would constitute an unnecessary redundancy.  We
believe we have stated to the satisfaction of the court the guilt of the
defendant, and eagerly await the only verdict that is called for in this
instance.  Guilty.”


“Damn,” growled Pandi.  “This is going faster than I had
planned.  We go in ten minutes.”


Acknowledgements came back immediately from every group
commander involved.  The Marine contingent of each ship, the Robot controllers,
the ground attack craft.  Pandi did a last second check on her suit, making
sure everything was powered up and ready to go.


All of the Marines were wearing heavy combat armor, the most
advanced the Donut had to offer.  Massing over a ton a suit, they
provided Marines with state of the art protection, movement, communications
and, most important of all, firepower.  Pandi’s suit was a different model,
specially modified by Watcher for her personal use.  It was lighter at four
hundred kilograms, and much leaner, but had all the capabilities of the larger
suits with one exception.  It was much faster and more maneuverable.


“Does the defense have a closing statement?” asked the Judge,
looking over at the other box.


“No, your Honor,” said the other attorney.  “We have
presented our case to the best of our ability.  I believe the evidence does not
prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that my client is guilty, and so a verdict of
innocent should be delivered.”


“Very well,” said the Chief Justice, looking up at the box
where the Emperor sat.  “I believe we can dispense with the formalities here,
as I talked with my fellow Justices before the start of this day’s court.  We
all agreed that a verdict of guilty was the only one that we could give based
on the evidence.  So we find the being known as Watcher guilty on all charges. 
The sentence is death, to be carried out in public on this day.”


Pandi watched the holo as it panned in on the Emperor,
smiling from his box, surrounded by his security.  It would sure enough be
great to take that bastard down as well, if we get the opportunity.  The
holo panned back onto Watcher, standing straight faced in his box as his fate
was decided.  The armed Bailiffs started for his box, and she gave the
execution command.


*     *     *


Outside the courthouse, in the shadows between several of the
buildings that fronted the plaza, three wormholes expanded.  The moment they
were large enough objects started to come through, so fast that, if not for
their superior reflexes, they would have been stumbling over each other.  Some
were in the shapes of large humanoids, some the kangaroo like forms of Husteds,
more running on all fours, in the shapes of Maurids.  As hundreds of the battle
bots came from between the buildings and into the plaza the wormholes expanded
further, and larger robots started through, while their smaller brethren began
to fire on the soldiers as they came into view.


Particle beams lanced out, angry red as their protons heated
their way through the atmosphere, a sound like an angry swarm of bees
accompanying them.  Where they struck soldiers’ uniforms flared with flames as
the flesh underneath vaporized from heat transference.  Within seconds almost
all the uniformed soldiers were down, while screaming civilians ran for cover,
many of them in panicked paths that took them anywhere but to safety.  The
soldiers in battle armor fared better, for a moment.  It took more than an
instant’s touch to burn through their tough suits, and some were able to get to
cover while still alive and operational.  They returned fire as their fellows
died, getting in some hits on the fast moving robots.


The tanks went into action, their crews taken off guard for a
moment.  Turrets turned, beams and high velocity projectiles screamed from
heavy weapons.  Some hit robots, tearing off limbs or shattering torsos. 
Others missed and went ripping into people, or they collapsed the facades of
buildings.  The robots went after the tanks and other armored vehicles, hitting
them with beams and fast moving projectiles, most of which, while they could
destroy an APC, did very little to the tanks.  That was when the heavy robots
got in on the action, firing hypervelocity missiles and heavy particle beams
into the tanks, blasting holes through hulls and turrets.


“It looks like we’ve neutralized their forces outside the
courthouse,” said Satyapathy from his bridge station.  “And it looks like it’s
drawing the response from the building that we wanted.”


Pandi nodded as she looked at the holo that now showed about
half the soldiers in the building, heading for the exits to engage the enemy
that they thought was trying to fight its way into the building.


“Time for phase II,” she said, leading the way toward  the
wormhole.


*     *     *


Kitticaris stared at the holo that showed the battle going on
outside the courthouse, cursing at his lack of foresight.  Robots?  I never
expected them to send battle bots into action.  And how in the hell did they
get them here?  He watched as the robots all but annihilated the force he
had in the courtyard, only a few suited soldiers still firing from hasty cover,
and his tanks.   Their heavier armor was protecting them somewhat.  But the
larger robots took out those tanks, and the men under cover found themselves in
an untenable position.


Where the hell are the rest of my men? thought the ruler, sending out a priority alert on his com
link.  The alert was answered immediately, as well as a sitrep from the nearby
barracks that showed that all available forces were preparing to vector toward
the square.  Including air cover.


That was when the wormholes expanded within the building, two
near the top of the dome.  An instant later big armored suits started coming
out of the portals.  The first was speared in a dozen particle beams fired by
some of the men within the main court chamber.  His suit resisted for a moment,
something the suits of his own people never would have been able to do.  Then a
couple of holes burned through, the steam of vaporized body mass shot out, and
the suit went limp, still floating in the air on its grabbers.


By the time that man died there were a half dozen more suit
floating in the air, firing down at the targets on the floor.  They had the
disadvantage of being out in the open, and the advantage of quick movement,
tough armor, and superior targeting systems.  Within ten seconds half the
courtroom guard force was down amid the roasted pork smell of charred meat and
rising smoke.


“Kill the Abomination,” he yelled, standing up in his seat
and glaring down at the object of this rescue attempt.


A pair of guards near the defendant’s box, staying low and
using the panicking spectators for cover, stood up and turned toward Watcher,
pulling their magrail rifles to their shoulders and taking aim.


*     *     *


Pandi stepped out of the wormhole and into a corridor of the
courthouse.  She had insisted on being the first to go through this portal. 
The Marines and her crew had balked, but had been talked into it since it was
the portal that would not be under fire.  Or at least it was hoped.


There was a guard stationed in the corridor for some reason. 
That man had frozen in shock when the wormhole expanded ten meters from him. 
He had recovered just enough to start bringing his weapon around when Pandi ran
through.  She was surprised by his presence, in his Storm Trooper type uniform
and magrail rifle.  Surprise was not shock, and her right hand pistol was
tracking in on him before he could complete his aim.  The red beam cut through
the magrail rifle and into his body with a spurt of red steam.  She was jumping
over the body before it could complete its fall, the sounds of the rest of her
team coming out of the wormhole behind her.


“Wait, Commodore,” yelled the voice of Major Sengupta from
behind.


“Follow faster,” she yelled back, increasing her speed as she
ran toward the door that led into the courtroom.  She was monitoring both
battles, the one in the courtroom, and the one outside, on small views on her
HUD.  Outside was going well.  Inside was also, except…


Pandi screamed and ran through the door to the courtroom, the
strength of her suit bursting the heavy steel door outward and shattering the
faux wood paneling to fly into the chamber like missiles.  A couple of fleeing
spectators who had been heading for that door went down, one with a large
splinter through her chest.


Collateral damage, thought Pandi,
as she saw the dying woman who had just been in the wrong place at the wrong
time.  She knew she would feel guilt later.  At the moment she didn’t have time
for it.


A magrail round bounced from her shoulder armor, and she
tracked her left hand pistol on the new target that was firing at her on full
auto.  He would have been better served to have fired single shots at higher
velocity.  It still would have been unlikely to have penetrated her tough
armor, but all the scattering of shots were doing was bouncing off.  Her beam
didn’t have that problem with cloth impact armor and flesh, and the man went
down, the beam scorching through him and hitting another spectator.


Pandi shook her head, wondering if this had been an
ill-conceived plan after all.  She had counted on the courtroom spectators
causing confusion for the guards.  She hadn’t counted on so many of them
getting in the way.  And now she had been responsible for the deaths of at
least two of them.  Then she had no more time for thinking as she looked over
at the defendant’s box and saw Watcher, and the two men that were aiming rifles
at him, their fingers on the triggers.


No way, you assholes, she thought,
launching herself into the air and tracking a pistol onto each target.  Her
particle beam blasts hit dead center, and both men went down, one’s weapon
firing as he was hit and barely missing Watcher.  In a couple of seconds she
was dropping into the box.


“Get down, you big lummox,” she yelled at Watcher as she
fired both pistols at some more guards.  One shot hit, one missed.


“I’m glad to see you too, my love,” said Watcher, crouching down
in the box.  “I wish you would have planned a little less exciting rescue
though.”


“Take that cutting tool off of my belt,” she said, sparing
him a glance, then turning her attention back to the fight.  She had lost maybe
six men, but otherwise things were looking good.  Good, that is, except for the
dozens of battle suited men the enemy was pouring into the room.  Those people
were trying their best to kill hers, and they didn’t seem to care if civilians
got in the way.  One burned down a dozen people trying to get through to one of
her Marines.  And all it got him was a grenade impacting on his faceplate and
blasting through.


“OK,” said Watcher, starting to stand.  “I’m free.”


“Then keep your head down and get into this protective suit,”
she yelled, pushing on the crown of his hat rack toward the floor with a
gauntleted hand.  She moved her other hand just enough to intercept another
round that would have hit that head, bouncing it back into the air.


Watcher grabbed the box she had dropped and held it to his
chest, activating the device as soon as it was in place.  The box expanded,
thin plates of metal moving over his torso, then branching out over his head
and limbs, the nanotech sealing the armor as soon as it was in place.  In
moments he was encased in a light armor that, while nowhere near as effective
as Pandi’s battle armor, was near the match for the Imperial suits when it came
to protection.  The sensor suite and propulsion systems were also nowhere near
as efficient, but were better than his natural equipment.


“Take this,” she said after looking down to see if he was
prepared.  She handed him her left hand pistol, then pulled another from a
shoulder holster on her suit and handed it down to the man as well.  She pulled
her last pistol from the other shoulder holster, and they were both fully
armed.


“Oh shit,” she said, as a wave of aircraft and tanks
supported by suited infantry entered the fray outside.  This is not looking
good, she thought, as she called up the last reserves she had in her arsenal.


*     *     *


The fucking idiot, thought
Watcher as he watched Pandi come flying toward him in her battle armor.  Of
course her face was covered, but he would have recognized her specially made
suit, the one he had put together for her, anywhere.  The little fool. 
Gods, but I love her.


She had shown him the tool for cutting his restraints, then
dropped him the suit that gave him more protection that most of the people in
the room.  And a pair of pistols.  And he suddenly felt better than he had in
months.  He was armed and again dangerous, with enemies around him.  To
Watcher, the ultimate genetically engineered soldier, this was what he was made
for.


As soon as he had the guns in his hands, he was looking for
targets.   The first to fall to his rage was a battle armored soldier trying to
change positions so he could get a better shot at a Marine.  Watcher hit the
soldier with both beams, and kept them in contact with the running man until
his suit armor ruptured from contact, and the body slid to the floor.  Watcher
switched his aim to two targets, taking out one uniformed guard and making
another in battle armor dive for cover after brief contact.


“Kill them,” yelled an amplified voice, one he would never
forget.  He looked up to see the Emperor Alphonso Kitticaris standing in his
box, flanked by his guards and pointing down at the box. 


Fuck you, thought Watcher, as he
raised his pistols and took quick aim at the man who had caused all of his
recent problems.  He lined up both pistols to put a shot through the torso and
squeezed the triggers.  The angry red beams connected his pistols to the body
of the Emperor in an instant.  The beams were only traveling at point four c,
but at the range of less than forty meters, they might as well have been traveling
at light speed.  They hit the Emperor and tore through.


And the figure of the Emperor, distorting a little on the
edges, looked down on him with a predatory smile.


*     *     *


“We’re taking fire from that large structure in lower orbit,”
called out Satyapathy.


The tactical holo zoomed in on the space station that was
hovering about a hundred kilometers over the capital city.  The structure was
blinking red, and targeting reticles appeared over areas of the station that
were firing on the ships, lasers and missile tubes.


“Take it under fire,” ordered Mandrake.  “Make sure you don’t
knock it down.  Just take out those weapons emplacements.  I don’t want it
coming down in the city.”


Satyapathy acknowledged and went to working his board, while
the Com Officer sent the directive to the other ship.  Lasers lanced out, each
striking through a cold plasma field erected around the station to defeat
them.  The field had an effect, dispersing the beams a bit.  Beams from the
local ships would have been reduced to less than half strength.  The advanced
beams, terawatts of power, were reduced by ten percent, and struck for the
instants they needed to destroy weapons installations and missile tubes, as
well as knocking the already launched weapons from space.  The station started
to turn, to bring its remaining weapons to bear, and each in turn was destroyed
as soon as it entered the targeting solution of the ships.


“Make sure that any small craft that leaves that station is
destroyed,” called out the Captain, pointing at two icons that appeared on the
tactical, a small portion of the holo zooming in to show what looked like
attack craft.
















Chapter Eighteen


 


I have sworn upon the altar of God, eternal hostility against
every form of tyranny over the mind of man.


Thomas Jefferson


 


“The outer assault party is being overrun,” called out
Satyapathy, bringing the view of the plaza up on the main holo. 


Madrake looked at the feed, seeing what looked like a
disaster in the development.  There were still robots on the ground, and they
had given a good account of themselves, probably inflicting over twenty to one
casualties against soldiers, most of whom wore heavy powered armor or had
fought from battle vehicles like tanks and APCs.  Unfortunately, the Imperial
Army had reacted faster than expected, and what looked like at least a brigade
of soldiers were now engaging the robots.


“Send another group through,” she told the Tactical Officer. 
“And raise wormhole three into the air.  I think it’s time to send some air
support through.”  And I wish to all the Gods that Pandora would hurry up
down there.


“Move the ships closer to the moon,” she ordered the
Helmsman.  “I want us over that city, in case they need some more support.”


She took another look at the tactical holo that was live beside
her command chair.  The enemy ships were starting to break off their patrols,
now on vectors for the moon.  Of course her ships would get there first, even
while still stealthed.  But the enemy vessels wouldn’t be far behind.


“And get those shuttles warmed up, just in case we need
them.”  She looked back at the holo, following the battle and trying to gauge
if their reinforcements had arrived.


Eight hundred ton tanks were now firing into the square,
their hypervelocity rounds tearing through the large battle robots that were
their targets.  Unfortunately for the city, they were still mostly intact and
carrying a considerable velocity after they hit the bots.  Some tore into
buildings fronting the plaza, other into the courthouse building that was the target
of the mission.  One building was hit four times in rapid succession, and the
entire façade of the structure came tumbling down into the plaza.  One ripped
through the dome of the courthouse, blasting stone rubble into the air.


The smaller bots were most capably avoiding the large
projectiles, but were still falling prey to tank mounted and infantry wielded
particle beams.  They had fought their way into the plaza, and were now in a
very exposed position relative to the heavy units closing in from all sides. 
And then the aircraft started in, coming down from the sky at supersonic speeds
and flushing missiles and guided bombs into the clusters of robots still
around.


One of the wormholes elevated in the air, expanding,
attracting the attention of ground based and aircraft weapons.  Most missed the
fast moving hole, some shots went into the mirrored surface, and the first
object to come through from the other side came as flaming debris.   What
followed was anything but a wreck, as a three meter wide UAV came roaring from
the hole and immediately pulled skyward, its particle beams taking down a
ground support aircraft in a flare of flame and molten metal.   It flipped over
in midflight, launching a pair of missiles that tracked in at a thousand
gravities on two more aircraft, raining their parts on the city below.


The second UAV came through a second later, going into a turn
while dropping low, then firing a pair of hypervelocity missiles at two of the
tanks that were surrounding the plaza.  For all their tough armor they were no
match for the missiles that sent two turrets spinning through the air.


The next two also went into ground support mode, while the
two after that joined the first in battling the aircraft.  In moments the air
was a mass of swirling, diving aerial vehicles, all trying to kill those on the
other side.  The UAVs had the advantage, robotic craft capable of pulling
thousands of gravities and outmaneuvering any manned craft.  They seemed to
turn at right angles from high Mach speed, while their opponents could at best
manage tight curves.  Their weapons were also much more accurate, and every
shot a UAV took knocked a manned aircraft out of the air.  Still, with so many
aircraft seeking their destruction, a hit was bound to occur, and one of the
UAVs fells flaming from the sky after it was struck by several projectiles,
followed by a missile.


The ground support UAVs continued to strike at tanks, while
the other two wormholes disgorged two companies of battle bots, the remaining
reserves, which struck the tanks and infantry from the rear.  The attack
started to roll the Imperials up, but the look down view showed more units on
the move, heading for the plaza.


The last of UAVs to make it through the wormhole came on just
before a dozen aircraft and as many ground based weapons took the wormhole
itself under fire.  Nothing could harm the wormhole itself.  Anything that hit
the mirrored surface simply disappeared and reappeared on the other end, which
faced out into space on the Vengeance.  The frame that supported the
wormhole was another matter altogether.  It was a thin strip of superhard alloy
that could telescope from a centimeter to three meters, holding a layer of
negative matter in a magnetic field.  Though the material was tough, it was also
fragile due to its lack of thickness.  It didn’t have the mass to absorb the
heat of a dozen particle beams, or the concussive effects of several missiles. 
The ribbon disintegrated, and the wormhole slammed closed on another UAV,
cutting the craft in half and dropping the forward portion onto the plaza.


“I didn’t see that coming,” shouted Satyapathy.  “Shit,” he
yelled again.  “A grenade just came out of wormhole four and exploded in the
room.  The wormhole went down.”


“Get a message down to the Commodore that she needs to get up
here, now.  And get some fire on that advancing armor.”


*     *     *


“He’s a holo,” shouted Watcher as he watched his beams go
through the image of the Emperor with no effect.


The guards in the Emperor’s box were not holos, and their
particle beams exploded the defendant’s box around them.  Watcher dove from the
box to the floor, turning while still in the air to see Pandi diving in the
opposite direction.  He started to fire back at the guards before he hit the
floor, tracking one blast into the first guard on the right, while Pandi hit
the one to the left.  The holo of the Emperor continued to yell at them,
pointing down at the floor.


Something hit the roof of the structure, blasting out part of
the dome and sending rubble to the floor.  There were still civilians in the
room, some frozen in place by fear, others moving in a panic and making no
headway as they ran in circles that led nowhere.  Some were struck down by the
rubble, as were a few of the remaining uniformed soldiers.  Large pieces of
stone bounced from battle armored Imperials and Confederation Marines with
little harm to the men inside.


Loud booms sounded through the hole in the dome, and
indication of the ferocity of the fight going on between robots and men.  And there
seemed to be more battle armored Imperials in the room every moment, arriving
through side doors that had not been secured.


“Is this how you planned it,” he yelled to Pandi as he rolled
behind an overturned spectator bench and laid down fire on one of the doorways
the enemy was entering from.


“Not so much,” she yelled with a smile.  “But this is a lot
more interesting, isn’t it?”


*     *     *


“Enemy ships are entering effective beam range,” called out
the Tactical Officer, who had switched off from controlling the ground action
to resume his original purpose.


Madrake looked at the tactical and saw that thirteen enemy
vessels were closing on orbit.  All were destroyer class, but there were some
cruisers class vessels forty thousand kilometers behind them.  All were within
range of her weapons, of course, but chances were always better the closer they
were.


“Fire on the destroyers with beam weapons, then take out the
cruisers with missiles.”


“Avenger reports she is closing on our position,”
called out the Com Officer, looking back at the Captain.  She’s at six light
minutes and moving forward at fifty thousand KPS.”


“Order Avenger to launch missiles at any target near
the orbit of the gas giant,” ordered Mandrake, pointing at the tactical holo. 
“Designate our targets, so they don’t go after the same.”


The two high tech destroyers, each five times the mass of the
enemy cans, opened up with all laser rings.  They burned through the
electromagnetic shields of two of the destroyers in seconds, then through the
armored hulls in seconds more.  Both ships erupted with fire as superheated
atmosphere gushed from the holes.  Moments later explosions erupted from both
hulls as the superpowerful lasers dug deep.  One ship rolled over as she lost
half her grabber units, while the other erupted into plasma as its matter
antimatter reactor breached.


Particle beams hit two more vessels at the same moment.
Travelling at point nine nine nine five light, they blasted their streams of
antiprotons through the negatively charged electromag fields and into the
hulls.  Antiprotons exploded on the hulls, sending both ships spinning off
their courses.  The two were fortunate.  Though most of their systems were
down, the majority of the crew members were still alive.


As soon as those two were out of action, the destroyers fired
on the next four, while launching missiles that sped at thirty thousand
gravities toward the cruisers.


“As soon as you take out those four switch laser fire to the
planet,” ordered Mandrake.  “Particle beams can continue to service enemy
ships.  Now get your asses out of there Commodore,” she whispered under her
breath.  “I know we’re bad, but maybe not quite that bad.


*     *     *


“You need to get out of there, Commodore,” came a call from
the ship.


“Understood,” yelled Pandi back to the com officer on the
other side of the transmission.


“The wormholes,” yelled the holo of the Emperor, pointing at
one of the two floating in the air.  “Destroy them.  Now.”


The Imperials seemed confused for a moment, then started to
fire on the wormholes.  Particle beams, rifle grenades, even some suit launched
antiarmor missiles were soon headed for the two wormholes.  At first there were
no hits, though some grenades went through one of the wormholes.  Some
particles came back through, and the hole collapsed on itself.


“Keep them from shooting at that hole,” she yelled. 


“Get out of there now, Commodore,” said the Com Officer. 
“They’re taking out our wormholes.  If you don’t get back here, fast, there
won’t be an egress waiting.”


“Understood,” said Pandi, taking out one of the Imperials
before he could launch a missile at the chamber’s remaining wormhole.


“We need to get out of here,” she yelled in the com to the
Marines. “Get the first platoon through the hole.”


Acknowledgements came back, men started to rise to the
wormhole while the rest laid down covering fire.  Eleven Marines made it
through, three were knocked to the floor in masses of destroyed metal, while
the men on the ground poured every bit of firepower they had into the enemy. 
Marine number twelve never made it completely through the portal, which
collapsed as its ribbon was destroyed.  The Marine’s lower torso and legs fell
to the ground, blood flowing from the severed major arteries as the metal
encased limbs kicked.


“Everyone,” shouted Pandi on the command circuit.  “We need
to make for the last wormhole.”  She looked up over the cover she was using to
see that the enemy had a platoon sized force covering that doorway.  I
thought I had left people to guard that corridor, she thought, then
realized that whatever she had left there had been overrun.


*     *     *


The Emperor stood in his office, mimicking the stance that
the holo was projecting into his personal box in the courtroom.  He thrust a
fist into the air as the second wormhole died in that chamber.  I’ve got them,
he thought, listening to the coms coming in from his soldiers.  The fight was
still going on outside, but they had taken out one of the grounded wormholes
out there as well.  The fight was also still going on inside the courtroom, and
the Confederate Marines were still killing off his people at the rate of twenty
to one.  But they have no way to reinforce, he thought, looking at a side holo
that showed their one functioning wormhole, and the team that was preparing to
send a surprise through it.


“We’re launching now,” called out the officer in charge of
that team.   A hyper velocity rocket, one of the larger type made to kill
heavily armored tanks, flew from its launcher like a streak of light.  Almost as
soon as it disappeared an explosion rippled back through the portal, knocking
the other launcher over and throwing men against walls, floor and ceiling.  If
not for their suits the blast wave would have killed them.  As it was, stunned
men were struggling to their feet, in confusion trying to get to the second
launcher and get it back into action.


*     *     *


“We have an explosion in the hangar deck,” yelled out the CPO
in charge of damage control.


“How bad?”


“It took out a shuttle and blasted a hole through the hangar
doors,” called back the Chief.


“What happened?”


“It looks like someone on the ground fired a hyper velocity
rocket through the wormhole.  The rocket went through the bulkhead, the shuttle
and the door.”


“Is the wormhole still working?” asked the Captain, a feeling
of panic coming over her.  We’re shit out of luck if they took that one out.


“It’s still working,” cut in another voice, an officer down
in the area.  “But the enemy controls the other side, and I’m afraid they could
keep sending those things at us if it remains so.”


And we don’t have any more battle bots to send through, thought the Captain.  And maybe a half dozen Marines,
and sending them through might just be sending them to their deaths.  But can
the Commodore and Watcher make it to that portal?


“Can you open the doors?” asked Mandrake, looking at the
damage schematic, another plan forming in her mind.


“Give us five minutes and we’ll get them cut open, ma’am,”
said the Chief.


“Then do so.”  She switched back to the officer.  “Send
something bad through the wormhole, then kill it,” she told him.


“How bad?” asked the officer.


“Bad enough to take out the corridor the enemy is occupying. 
And any armored troops that might be in it.”  She looked over at the Com
Officer and pointed at her, giving her the signal to connect her to the
Commodore.


“Ma’am.  We’re losing all the wormholes but the one outside. 
I’m going to send shuttles and attack craft down to take you off.”  If we
can last long enough to bring you aboard and boost away, she thought,
looking at the enemy craft coming toward them on the holo.


The closest destroyers had all been taken out, and most of
the cruisers had been damaged.  They hadn’t escaped unscathed.  Vengeance
had some hull damage, and one grabber unit was off line, while Niven had
not only the damaged hangar door, but another hole through its armored hull. 
And there was another layer of ships on the way, more destroyers and cruisers,
and several light minutes out, the first of the battleships.
















Chapter Nineteen


 


From behind the Iron Curtain, there are signs that tyranny is
in trouble and reminders that its structure is as brittle as its surface is
hard.


Dwight D. Eisenhower


 


“We got more problems, lover,” Pandi whispered in Watcher’s
ear on the com.


Many more, and we won’t get out of here, thought Watcher, taking a shot and scoring a hit on the man
who had been the target of the second.


Before he could answer, something exploded behind the
Imperial soldiers who were barricading the way out.  The blast wave threw several
of them over the barrier they had erected from debris.  Those soldiers were
dead in an instant as they were targeted by the Marines.


“Was that where our wormhole was?” asked Watcher, staring at
the hole in the wall that led to a corridor, filled with what looked like dead
men in wrecked suits.


“That was it,” said Pandi with a nod, stopping for a moment
to get off shots from both pistols at a rifleman who was lurking on one of the
spectator balconies.  That man scooted back out of sight.  “Looks like we’re
going to have to find another way out.”


The man came back into sight, scooting forward with rifle
raised, just in time to take a pair of Pandi’s particle beams in the face.


“And is it a way to get out of here without killing the
entire city?”


“Of course, lover,” said Pandi, her faceplate rising for a
second to show her smiling face.  It dropped down in an instant when a fast
moving pellet came cracking near.  “The real problem is whether or not we’re
going to get ourselves out, not the state of the city.”


Watcher nodded, then concentrated on shooting at another
group of Imperial soldiers coming over a balcony railing, their suits dropping
them slowly to the floor.  Too slowly, as they made good targets for the pair
and the thirty-two still effective Marines with them.  Three quarters of the
men were dead before they hit the floor, and only three were still alive to get
to cover.  Cover that didn’t really help much as Marines sent armor piercing
rockets into those positions.


“We’re clear, for the moment,” called out Major Sengupta over
the com.


Watcher looked at the HUD on his own suit.  His armor might
have been thinner than that of the Marines, the price of a truly portable
emergency suit like he was wearing.  But his com system was first rate, and he
was getting the feed from the Marines around him.


The Marines had launched thousands of microdrones as soon as
they had entered the building, their suits automatically releasing the tiny
robots to fan out over the building and provide intelligence.  They were not
nanoscale, since nanoscale robots were actually quite fragile.  And they hadn’t
penetrated all areas of the building, which had been sealed off to them until
the Imperial troops had come out of those hiding places.


About a third of the robots were still working, and were
sending back their data.  And that data was not very comforting.  While there
were not any Imperial soldiers left in the chamber, there was definitely a
horde of the bastards on the way, coming from tunnels that ran into the basement
of the building.


“Marines,” called out the Major.  “Check your weapons and
equipment.  Anyone without heavier ordinance, get some.  Check the bodies of
our killed and get what you need.”


The men moved across the room, quickly, stopping at the
bodies of their dead comrades and taking power packs, proton stores, grenades,
rockets, anything that would allow them to keep on fighting.  Meanwhile, the
Major was planning his dispositions, putting his men in positions to take all
the entry points under crossfire while protecting his own people.


“If I might make some suggestions, Major,” said Watcher over
the com, thinking the dispositions fine, but seeing a couple of improvements.


“Of course, my Lord,” said the Major, continuing to move what
he could to build one of the redoubts he had planned.


Watcher assigned some of the men his HUD signified as the
best marksmen, and put them on the balcony, including the now evacuated
Emperor’s box.


“Thank you, my Lord,” said the Major, making the changes and
sending the men to their positions.


Not a moment too soon, as Imperial soldiers came rushing
through four entrances into the chamber.  Right into crossfires that dropped
dozens up them to the floor in groups that soon grew to heaps that made the
advancement into the room all but impossible.


A soldier dropped through the hole in the ceiling, what the
enemy must have hoped was a surprise attack.  His body fell hard to the floor,
leaving a clear shot at the next man.  In moments more fire was directed toward
that means of entry, as less was needed to strike at the four entrances, and
soon the bodies of Imperial soldiers were falling in a constant rain to the
floor.  All was going well, until a blast on the roof blew a much larger hole
into the chamber, one that would allow ten men to fall through at once.


*     *     *


“Launching shuttles now,” called out the hangar control
officer.


Five icons representing heavily armed and armored assault
shuttles appeared on the tactical holo, along with six fast attack fighters. 
Six shuttles and six fast attack fighters were also launching from Vengeance,
all on a heading into the atmosphere of the moon and the city where the rescue
mission was taking place.


The two destroyers shifted their positions somewhat, their
grabbers holding them in a steady position between the shuttles and the
oncoming enemy.  Their laser rings continued to fire on the enemy ships, while
retaining ten percent capacity to help support the assault.


*     *     *


“I want those shuttles splashed, and I want them down now,”
called out the Emperor, following the icons of the ships as they entered the
atmosphere.


“We’re launching aircraft now, my Lord,” said the panicked
officer on the other end of the com.


“Tell those pilots it will be their heads if those shuttles
take off the Abomination and his party,” roared the Kitticaris, slamming his
fist down onto his desk.


The Emperor turned in his chair back to the feed coming from
the courthouse.  His holo projector to his box was no longer working, taken out
by enemy fire.  As were all of the sensors in the room.  He was getting the
combined take of the suits of the men still assaulting the enemy Marines.  It
was a very disjointed picture, wavering at times as men were taken off the net,
their suits knocked out, their bodies savaged by modern weapons.


But all in all it was not looking good.  Even with the new
hole in the roof, his forces couldn’t feed men in fast enough to get any of
them to the floor, and anyone floating in the air in that chamber was soon
dead.


He looked back at another holo to see a view of one of the
military airfields outside the capital, as long, lean shapes rocketed into the
sky to try and bring down the enemy aircraft.  He cursed as the next four ships
to roll down the runway exploded, the cloud of debris illuminating the
invisible laser beam coming from above and destroying them.  That beam swept
on, hitting more of the fighters that were waiting their turn.  Of course they
could have lifted vertical, and not used the runway, but they saved energy by
doing a standard takeoff.  Now they had no choice, and fighters began to leap
into the air, maneuvering all the while to present the hardest target
possible.  Some were still knocked from the air.


A nearby missile battery sent a pair of weapons into the air,
both to explode before they had gotten a kilometer into the sky, while the
battery itself went up in a ball of fire.


“And get those damned spaceships,” he yelled into the com.


They’re making my military look like idiots, he thought, not even realizing that such was an effect of
his method of ruling.  And that even a force led by military genius would still
have problems with the tech they were trying to deal with.


*     *     *


Ensign Nishtha Chopra wanted to cringe as she watched the
sensor screen, showing as it did so many aircraft and missiles rising from the
surface to try and blot her shuttle from the sky.   Normally the third
Engineering Officer on Vengeance, like all officers she had also been
trained to pilot shuttles and fighters.  And because of that she found herself
outside of the well protected engineering section of the ship.


I can’t show fear, she thought,
glancing over at her copilot, a Petty Officer who actually had more experience
piloting than she did, and so was the actual controller of the craft.


“Get them,” yelled out the Petty Officer, as a half dozen of
the rising enemy fighters disappeared from the tactical plot, victims to the
lasers of the spaceships above.  


The fast attack fighters boosted ahead, ramping up to Mach
thirty as they sought out their prey, anything that might threaten their
charges.  Several launched missiles that streaked away like beams of light, and
more enemy fighters disappeared.  They flew through the first wave of enemy
fighters, blasting most of them from the sky, their stern lasers continuing to
fire after they had  flown past and started their tight turns back to come in
behind the foe.


Chopra took charge of the shuttle’s own weapons, mostly
monitoring the targeting and making some corrections as needed.  The nose laser
took out a fighter while the wing particle beams knocked four missiles from the
air in rapid fire.  And if it gets any heavier, we’re going to start taking
hits.  The shuttle was heavily armored, or as much as a flying craft could
be, with a strong electromag field.  Any beam weapon mounted on one of the
enemy fighters would most probably disperse on the field and reflect from the
armor.  Missiles were another thing altogether.


The HUD showed the surface of the planet, and the icons of
aircraft launching from several fields.  It was looking to get worse very soon,
when the icons started to disappear from the display.


“Yes,” shouted the PO, a smile on his face.  The destroyers
were only putting ten percent of their laser power into supporting the shuttles. 
That meant multiple aimed beams from each ship, and they only required less
than a second to blast through any protection the enemy craft had, blowing them
out of the air.  Or off the ground, in the case of craft still trying to get
into the air.


Those poor people, thought
Chopra, looking at one of the secondary views on the HUD that showed aircraft
being blasted before they could get more than ten meters above the ground. 
Pieces of aircraft flew through the air as the fuel cells blew out.  On one
aircraft the rag doll of a body could be seen among the debris, whole for a
moment, then separating into pieces that flew through the ball of fire.


“Better them than us,” said the PO, glancing over at that
screen.


Yes, thought Chopra, launching some of her own air
to air missiles at enemy craft that had gotten past the fighters.  Better
you than us.  So eat fire, you sons of bitches.


*     *     *


Mandrake watched as the bright pinpoints of kinetic strikes
appeared on the globe on the viewer.  It was still daylight below, which, while
washing out the harsh brightness of the blasts, was still not enough to mute
them entirely.


And they’re only one megaton yield, she thought, shaking her head.  She had the capability to
hit with hundred megaton weapons, though there seemed to be no need for that at
the moment.  The weapons she was dropping were enough to take out any air or
light space craft on those fields, and any missile batteries that had raised to
fire, while not doing too much damage to the buildings around the fields. 
Built of materials that were super tough, even if several generations behind
the tech she was using, it would take a much more powerful blast than what she
was unleashing.


“All enemy ships in firing arc of us have been destroyed or
disabled,” called out Satyapathy.


The tactical holo showed a half dozen enemy ships, blinking
red to show both their side and their status.  All were adrift, except one that
was making slow acceleration away from the gas giant, Odin.  A few had been
captured by the gravity of the huge planet, and would eventually fall into the
gravity well, though that would take weeks to months.


And the tactical holo also showed the many ships that were
coming in from the space the moon was shielding them from.   They didn’t have a
shot at the Confederation ships, yet.  But soon some of them would.


That’s not strictly true, she
thought, looking at Avenger, the only ship not being shielded by the
moon, making her way here and striking at the enemy ships from long range.  Avenger’s
icon was showing varying acceleration figures, and a zoom in on her position,
transmitted through several of the many probes that were in that section of
space, showed that she was going through heavy evasive maneuvers.   Every beam
weapon fired at her missed, or, if scoring a lucky hit, only touched long
enough to do no or superficial damage.  She was knocking down every enemy
missile, they not being launched far enough away to build up to more than
sub-relativistic velocity.  While Avenger’s missiles were building up to
from point four to five light before they entered their final attack envelop. 
Most were still being knocked from space, few were getting through.  But those
who came through were kills.


And soon they will start taking hits themselves, thought Mandrake, considering ordering the ship away, to
keep range and head for the outer system.   Unfortunately, the holo showed that
Avenger was now surrounded, and any path she tried to take out of the
system would lead her into effective beam range of enemies.  And she only
has so many missiles, thought the Captain, bemoaning the fact that they had
used so many of them while engaging Tounces’ force.   They didn’t have enough
to fight off this entire force, and would be reduced to beam weapons themselves
on the way out.  And when they reached effective range of the enemy, they would
also be within that enemy’s effective range.


“Come on,” she whispered to herself, looking over at the holo
that was showing the shuttles and fighters sweeping down to the surface and turning
on a heading into the city.  Two shuttles and three fighters were gone, taken
out by the enemy.  They had killed more than a hundred enemy aircraft, but in
proportion their losses were more damaging.  The enemy had many more aircraft
to launch into the fray, and some of those would be coming into range at
hypersonic speeds.


And then her craft were into the city, going low and fast
through the buildings, using them for cover against many of the enemy
antiaircraft weapons, while exposing themselves to weapons of lesser
capabilities.  Madrake cursed right after that thought crossed her mind, and
one of the shuttles flew into the building, a moment after being hit by a
powerful particle beam in the rear.


“Signal the Commodore that she needs to be ready to evacuate
in,” Dasha checked the timer she was accessing with her implant.  “One minute. 
In one minute they need to unass that building.”


The Com Officer nodded and started transmitting, a moment
before the ship shook with the hit of a powerful beam weapon.


“We’re taking fire from the planet’s surface,” shouted
Satyapathy, glancing from his board for a moment before going back to work. 
The holo of the planet’s surface lit up with the blinking icons of shore
batteries, ten of them, all well away from any city.  “Eat this,” shouted the
Tactical Officer.


Niven shook again, then in a
sympathetic vibration that told of several hits.  Mandrake checked the damage
status and cringed when she saw that one of the laser rings was out, as well as
a section of electromag field projectors.


Bright dots appeared on the planet, much larger than the one
that had struck the airfields.  Three, moments later another three, then
another, and finally a last strike.


“What the hell did you use, Tactical,” she called out,
looking over at Satyapathy with wide eyes.


“The biggest thing we had,” said Satyapathy with a smile. 
“Hundred megaton penetrators.  Five from us, five from Vengeance.  We
each have three left, if needed.”


The penetrators were basically a thousand tons of steel that
fell into the planet on a programed course.  They had built in grabbers that
set them on the proper approach and sped them on their way, before burning off
in the atmosphere.  They could penetrate several kilometers of rock, of scores
of meters of the toughest armor, imparting their kinetic energy into the
targets.  Those in the batteries hadn’t stood a chance.  Even if they had hit a
penetrator, even if they had put enough energy into it to turn it into a molten
mass of metal, it still would have hit with enough power to vaporize everyone
in the control center.


And, Gods, help me, I may have to use those we still have to
get us out of here.
















Chapter Twenty


 


The secret of freedom lies in educating people, whereas the
secret of tyranny is in keeping them ignorant.


Maximilien Robespierre


 


“What the hell are you doing, General?” demanded the Emperor,
looking through the semi-transparent holo of the man to the city beyond.  There
was smoke over the center of that city, mostly near the courthouse, which was
most likely a complete wreck by now. But much of the city had been hit by
misses, tank shells, missiles that had been knocked out of the air, crashed
aircraft.


“We’ve sent everything we have against them, my Lord,” said
the man, his lips quivering with fear.  All know it was not a good thing to
fail, and so far every action had resulted in failure.


“Nuke that fucking courthouse, General,” he yelled at the
man.  “Hit it with the heaviest warhead you can get on it in the next minute.” 
At least I can still kill Watcher and that damned woman, he thought.  A
million casualties will be satisfactory collateral damage.  I’ve got a lot more
where they came from.


“Are you sure, my Lord?” said the General, his face turning
whiter still.  “My family lives in the center of the city.  And all of my men
in that area?”


With a thought the Emperor switched the com to the General’s
second in command, a Brigadier who had been raised to his position by
Kitticaris himself.   “Brigadier Leon.  You are ordered to arrest and execute
General de Sosa.  And I am ordering you to hit the courthouse with a nuke. 
Now.  Do you have any problems with that, Brigadier?”


“No sir,” said the man, nodding to someone off the holo.  “It
will be taken care of.”


“Don’t fail me, Major General Leon,” said the Emperor,
enjoying the smile that appeared on the face of the man on hearing his new
rank.  And someone I can trust in the future to carry out my orders without
question.  If not, then there are others who would love to have that position.


*     *     *


The eight shuttles still in operation weaved through the
streets of the city,  a hundred meters above the pavement.  Tall buildings
towered to either side of the wide street, over fifty meters in width.   The
shuttles, with a wingspan of fifteen meters, would have seemed to have plenty
of space, until one factored in the need to keep maneuvering to avoid the fire
coming up from the ground.  Most of it was simply nuisance fire, personal
weapons and light vehicle mounts that didn’t have a prayer of penetrating the
shuttles.  Some were heavier weapons, and when it was coming up at a shuttle it
all looked much alike.


Chopra targeted a pair of vehicles that were sitting on the
tarmac ahead, firing heavy particle beams up the street while the missiles
launchers on top rotated into position.  She lit both of them up with targeting
laser, then dropped two assisted smart bombs which streaked into the targets
and sent them flying into the sky.  One hit a building, punching through the
steelglass sides before dropping back down to the street.  The other flew
higher, and the Petty Officer cursed as he pitched to the left to avoid the
vehicle.  The wing of the shuttle struck the hard steelglass of the buildings,
sparking the glass as the even harder alloy of the craft scraped along it.  The
PO pulled the shuttle back into the street, dropping a little more.


“We’re almost there,” said the Ensign, looking at the map on
the HUD.  “I want us directly over the courthouse.”


“That’s going to attract a lot of fire,” said the PO, grinning.


“Then the others might not have as much directed toward
them,” she said, returning the grin.


The remaining fighters, nine of them, put on the
acceleration, shooting over the plaza while releasing smart weapons and waves
of microrobot bombs.  Explosions rocked the plaza as tanks and APCs went up in
furies of flame, and the microbots homed in on any suited human who was not
giving out the proper IFF (Identification Friend or Foe).  Each fighter shot a
split second of particle beam into the troops gathered over the building, then
banked to turn back over the city, speeding away, then turning for another run.


“Where the hell are they?” yelled the PO.  Another shuttle
took a hit from a missile and went down, veering to the right and going into a
building at one of the lower levels.  The side of the building collapsed,
dropping hundreds of thousands of tons of structure on the shuttle.


The top of the dome exploded outward, and Chopra was sure the
people they were after would be coming through that hole any instant.  “Over
the hole,” she shouted to the PO. 


He nodded and flew toward the dome, decelerating to come to a
perfect stop in the perfect place.


*     *     *


“Blow another hole in the dome,” yelled Pandi.  “And I mean a
big one.”


Major Sengupta acknowledged with a quick word, the relayed
the order to the two heavy support Marines that were still standing.  Those men
flew to position in their oversized suits as the twin rocket launchers on their
backs rotated up on extending arms and swiveled into position.  The first man
fired, a rocket streaking out of each launcher and striking the stonework of
the ceiling.  They burst through, then exploded as their penetration reached
the optimal thickness.


The second Marine fired two rockets as well, hitting to the right
of the first man’s shots and widening the hole.  The first fired again, and the
hole grew wider, while stone rubble and pieces of steel support rained to the
floor.  The second fired again, then his launcher rotated back out of the way
so his backpack storage could reload the weapons.  The first man had more
weapons in his launchers, and fired another pair, followed by his last rocket.


“Everyone out,” called out Pandi over the com.  “Our ride is
here.”


The suits started rising into the air, the first couple
hesitating for a moment so they could form an outward oriented square.   They
shot through the hole with particle beams blazing, spreading out so more could
rise behind them.


“Time to go, lover,” she told Watcher, as she lifted into the
air.


“I would prefer for the Marines to board first,” said
Watcher, taking a look around the room and feeling a stab of guilt at the death
and destruction this rescue had already cost.


“No fucking way, you idiot,” growled Pandi, grabbing the
shoulder of his suit in a gauntlet and pulling him into the air.  “These men
and women died to get you out of here, because you are important.  Don’t waste
that sacrifice.”


Watcher nodded, and lifted into the sky right behind her.  He
knew she would be using her suit to cover him when they rose out of the
building.  He wanted to protest, but knew her suit could take a lot more
punishment than his.  And she would just get furious at him if he even opened
his mouth.


As he rose through the dome he spun his suit, taking in a
panoramic view of the city.  What he saw made his heart sink further.  All of
the buildings around the plaza were wrecked on the lower floors facing, and
many had damage further up as well.   There were bodies all over that plaza,
and his quick mind identified them as soldiers in suits, robots, and some
civilians.  Here and there a robot still fought on.


Fighters roared overhead at hypersonic speed, rippling
rockets into the enemy positions that still surrounded the plaza.


“Get moving,” yelled Pandi in his com.


Watcher shook his head and rose to the shuttle that Pandi
pointed to.  She circled around him like a sheepdog as he ascended, her suit
taking some minor hits from beam weapons that might have killed him.


“In you go,” she shouted, actually shoving him into the hatch,
following closely.   A half dozen Marines crowded in behind them, while the
rest went to the three other shuttles nearest the dome.


“Everyone,” called out a woman’s voice over the com. 
“Prepare for acceleration.”


Everyone started heading for a suit cubby, locking in as soon
as they got there.  The shuttle was already moving, boosting upwards at
hundreds of gravities, passing the sound barrier in seconds.  The inertial
compensators protected the people aboard from those gee forces, but there was
always the possibility of some internal turbulence as the craft juked and
dodged on the way out.


“Do you have a working implant,” said Pandi over the com.


“No,” he said, shaking his head even though she wasn’t in
sight.  “They ripped it out of my head.”


“Bastards,” growled Pandi.  “We’re going to make them pay.”


“Just get us out of here,” said Watcher, wishing he could
touch the woman who had risked everything to give him freedom.  Even if we
don’t make it from here, I’m still free.


*     *     *


“Everyone, get moving,” ordered Chopra over the com.  The Lt.
Commander who had been the mission leader had been killed on the way in when
his shuttle had been splattered across the sky.   None of the other officers on
the mission seemed to be taking over, so it was up to her.  “Maximum boost
toward the ships.”


The acknowledgements came back quickly, no one questioning
her authority, and the remaining seven shuttles stood on their tails and shot
into the sky, the eight fighters still with them falling behind to shield them with
their own craft.  The holo showed missiles rising from the surface, scores of
them, just before lasers came down from above to obliterate the batteries. 
More beams reached up, missing the madly dodging shuttles.  A fighter converted
to mostly vapor mixed with small pieces of debris.  Then another, and a shuttle
was hit and veered off to fall in a curve back to the surface of the moon.


“We’ve been hit,” called out the PO, wrestling with the
joystick that was used for such violent maneuvering.  The damage blinked on the
ship schematic that appeared on the HUD, showing that one grabber had been
taken off the stern of the ship, and the hull pierced just above it.  Thank
the Gods everyone in the passenger compartment is in battle armor, she
thought, lowering her own faceplate with a thought.


Something bright flashed in the area they had just occupied
within the city.  The flash expanded into a ball of fire, which rolled out in a
blast wave through the city.  Already damaged buildings crumbled to the ground,
while those still structurally sound weathered the blast, though many of their
steelglass windows were blown out.


“That wasn’t us, was it?” asked the horrified Pilot.


“No, I don’t think so.  They were trying to take us out
before we could get away.”


The shuttle shook as the mushroom cloud rose and the blast
wave reached to them.  They were too far away to be destroyed, but the
turbulence was still fierce, and the shuttle started yawing on its path.


“I’m having some trouble controlling her,” called out the Pilot.


“Can you get us to the ship?” she asked, knowing that if her
shuttle didn’t make it the entire mission was a bust.  Not even worrying about
her own life in the stress of the moment.


“Missiles on final approach,” called out the ship’s computer,
and Chopra stared in horror as the weapons came up on a path that avoided her
one working stern laser.


“Turn us,” she yelled at the Pilot.  “Get me a working laser
on target.”


“I’m trying, ma’am,” said the Pilot, his sweating face
visible through his faceplate.   “The turbulence from the lost grabber is
fighting me.”


We’re dead, thought the
Ensign.  And all of this is for nothing.


Just as that thought finished going through her mind one of
the fighters turned in midair and blasted two of the missiles out of the sky. 
A quick veer and the fighter slammed into the last weapon, taking it and itself
out of the battle.


You will be honored by the Gods, thought Chopra, her mouth hanging open in surprise at the
display of courage she had just witnessed.  Your rebirth shall be glorious.


The surface of the moon dropped behind, while the viewer
showed the ships ahead. Niven was her target, and the Pilot nudged the
shuttle in that direction, while the other shuttles made way for her, coming in
on her tail, the fighters still behind them.


“That doesn’t look good,” said the Pilot, catching her
attention.  She looked at the tactical holo on the HUD to see a cloud of space
fighters coming after them.  More than they could handle.


“All craft,” blared out the com.  “Stay on final approach. 
Do not deviate from your course.”


She acknowledged, and a moment later a couple of missiles
streaked out, one from each ship.  They passed the group, heading toward the
enemy fighters.  Those craft, a hundred kilometers below, started to go into evasive
maneuvers while firing on the missiles.  One was hit, and tumbled to the
altitude of the rising enemy craft.  The other flew a perfect course into the
swarm.  And, as they both detonated their fifty megaton warheads, they had the
same effect on the enemy no matter their path of arrival.


The fighter formation was broken, over a hundred craft
falling from the sky, some in pieces, others looking intact but otherwise not
working.  And twenty or so veering away, with no chance now of catching the
shuttles.


The doors to the hangar, the ones that were still working,
opened at their approach, and a moment later the shuttle was bumping onto the
deck.  “All passengers can now disembark,” she said over the intercom, then
slumped back in her seat, exhausted.


 
















Chapter Twenty-one


 


Tyranny is always better organized than freedom.


Charles Peguy


 


“They made it back to their ship,” reported Major General
Leon, his drawn face white with fear.


The Emperor looked at the holo that showed the mushroom cloud
still rising over the ravaged downtown of the city.  He felt the stirrings of
regret.  Not for any of the individuals he had killed.  They were acceptable
damage.  Or would have been, if the plan had worked. My beautiful city,
was his one regret.  The moon Kallis was the jewel in his crown, and the
capital city had been the glitter in that jewel.


“Not your fault, Leon,” he said to the surprised General.  “I
should have given the order sooner.”  Or not given it at all.  He killed
the com and connected to the Naval Headquarters, the people he needed to talk
to, since the Army was in no position to do anything at this time.


The Admiral in charge of Home Fleet was immediately on the
com.  That was good, in the Emperor’s opinion, since the high brass of all the
services were supposed at his beck and call at all times.


“Admiral, I want those ships stopped,” he told the man.  “I
don’t care how you do it.  Just stop them.”


“Do you want the Abomination captured?” asked the Admiral,
his eyes narrowing.


“Just destroy them.  I do not want them to leave the system. 
If you have to use up your entire fleet, do it.”


“Yes, my Lord,” said the Admiral, nodding his head
vigorously.  “We will stop them.”


The Emperor disconnected the link and looked over at the holo
he had pulled up. He was not too confident in the abilities of his military
staff to out think this enemy.  Not with the way they had been programed to
seamlessly fit into his system.  Basically, it took away their free will.  And
that robbed them of some of their intelligence as well.  So he looked over the
tactical and tried to formulate his own plan.   Which started with.  Blowing
that ship that’s out there on its own out of space.


*     *     *


“Commodore on the bridge,” called out the first officer to
see Pandi walk onto the flag deck, followed by Watcher.


She was still in her battle armor, the type used for close
combat, what she had worn on the planet.  It was dented and scuffed, and
smelled of blood and smoke.  Her shipboard armor waited for her in its cubby,
but she didn’t have time to change over at the moment, and the chair armor
wouldn’t deploy over what she was already wearing.


“We have your shipboard combat armor aboard, lover,” she
said, looking at Watcher, who was the center of the bridge crew’s attention. 
“You might want to get into it before we go into battle.”  She looked away for
a moment, then back at the man who was her superior in every way.  “Unless you
want to take command.”


“I am not ready,” said Watcher, shaking his head.  “I have no
way of linking, which puts me at a severe disadvantage.


“Then get in your armor, sit yourself in the VIP seat, and
advise me,” she said, gesturing to the chair that was just down from the small
elevation that put her station above the floor.


“I just wanted to say how happy we are to see you again, my
Lord,” said one of the officers, bowing to Watcher.


“Avenger is reporting that they are in trouble,”
called out the Com Officer


Pandi looked up at the holo, to see the ship the officer was
talking about, still moving toward them, surrounded by so many missile icons
she couldn’t count them all.  With a thought the count was given to her, one
thousand two hundred and fifty-four missiles, less a couple a moment later as
the destroyer’s defenses took out one.


“What can they do?” she asked, looking over at Watcher,
feeling helpless.  Those people are under my command, my responsibility.  If
they die, it’s my responsibility.


“Can they evacuate by wormhole?” he asked, the expression on
his face showing that he was trying to link, then the frustration of realizing
once again that he couldn’t.


“Ask them if they can evacuate by wormhole,” she said to the 
Com Officer.  “Captain Mandrake.”


“Yes, ma’am,” came the reply of Niven’s Captain.  Avenger
was actually in deceleration mode, and the difference in velocity between
her and the other ships was just within the safe parameters of wormhole
travel.  Barely.


“Configure the wormhole to Niven to receive their
crewmen.  Tell them to do the same with Vengeance.  That’s the only way
they’re going to survive.”


“Yes, ma’am,” said the Captain, looking for a second at
Watcher.  The com died, the Captain following the orders with alacrity.


She looked back at the holo and swore again as she saw the
hundreds of ship that were moving into firing arcs.  None had fired missiles
yet, and with a chill she realized why. They were waiting till enough ships had
a lock on her to overwhelm her defense, just as they had done with Avenger.


“Any other suggestions?” she asked of Watcher.


“Head for Odin,” he said, referring to the gas giant.


“And what the hell are we going to do there?”


“Hide,” he said.  “Until conditions improve.”


“We’re getting the first of the crew from Avenger,”
called out Mandrake.


“Good,” said Watcher.  “Move them along.”


Pandi looked back at the close tactical holo of Avenger. 
The ship was still picking off incoming weapons, but more than enough were
going to get through to do the job.


“How in the hell are they doing this to us?” asked the Flag
Tactical Officer.  “We’re a thousand years more advanced than they are.”


“War galleys against man-o-wars,” said Watcher in a quiet
voice.


Pandi nodded, remembering what he had told her once about the
disparity in technology, and how it worked in real life.  War galleys were a
thousand years less advanced than men of war, with their bristling broadsides. 
A ship of the line could sink any number of attacking war galleys.   But given
enough of them, and a windless day, the galleys would get through and sink the
sailing ship.  Another analogy was nineteenth century ironclads versus
twenty-first century guided missile destroyers.  Same thing, and in the end, if
an opponent was willing to pay the price, they could destroy the more advanced
ship.


“And we didn’t expect for them to have this much waiting
here,” she said, seeing more icons appearing on the holo as ships came out of
hiding from around the gas giant.  Where they had been hiding, she didn’t know,
but there they were, coming to destroy her command.


“Set course for Odin,” she ordered.   “Get into the
atmosphere.”


“And then?” asked Mandrake over the com.


“We hide, down deep,” said Watcher.  “In the places they
can’t reach.”


It didn’t take long to reach the outer atmosphere of the gas
giant, minutes at their acceleration rate, with even greater decel halfway
there.  Missiles were on the way before they reached it, hundreds of the
weapons.  The two ships slowed to almost a stop before they knifed into the
thin outer atmosphere and continued in.  The ships were tough, but going
atmospheric was nothing to scoff at.  The atmosphere thickened quickly, and
minutes after entering, five hundred kilometers in, the pressure was already up
to Earth normal sea level.


“There she goes,” said the Tactical Officer Satyapathy from
the main bridge.  The icon that identified Avenger blinked for a moment,
then disappeared.  The local probes were all connected through that ship, and
they only provided vid of the moment before the destroyer died, a hundred
missiles exploding in bright, expanding points of light as they were hit by
lasers and counter missiles.  Parts of the ship’s hull puffed metal vapor as
heat and radiation flood into the vessel.  And then the vid went dead, the last
view a missile streaking in, the specter of doom that destroyed the vessel.


“How many did we get out?” she asked the Captain over the
com.


Mandrake looked off the holo, probably to her own com
officer.  “We got all but twenty-seven of them,” said the Captain with a
grimace.  “The Captain, of course, would have been the last off, and died with
his ship.”


“So many dead,” said Pandi, closing her eyes and palming her
face.  This had been a disaster from the start.  Death was something she could
handle, as long as she was the only one at risk.  Like when she had fought the
Nation of Humanity in the Supersystem.  I don’t think I’m cut out to be a
task force leader.  Or even the captain of a fully crewed warship.  A single
raider is probably all I should be allowed to handle.


“You shouldn’t have come after me,” said Watcher in a quiet
voice.   “But since you did,  you must understand the price that comes with
command.”


“Missile impact in sixty seconds,” called out Satyapathy. 
“Our lasers are obscured by the atmosphere.”


“What’s the pressure?” asked Watcher, staring at the holo
that showed a hundred missiles about to hit the edge of the atmosphere.


“Twenty standard atmospheres,” said the Sensory Officer.  And
they were now six hundred kilometers in.


Pandi looked over at Watcher, wondering what he was
thinking.   He was looking at a viewer that was showing a shot of the layers of
clouds they were moving through.  The clouds seemed to stretch up and down into
infinity from their viewpoint.  Massive bolts of lightning flared through the
sky, their rumble vibrating the hull.


“How much pressure can these things take?” asked Pandi,
looking out over the hundred shades of blue that made up the atmosphere.


“They’re rated at over a thousand standard atmospheres,” said
Watcher, looking over at the holo that showed the damage to the vessel.  “With
our current damage, probably not more than seven hundred.  Which should be more
than they can handle, if they’re stupid enough to come in after us.”


And if we survive those missiles, thought Pandi, watching as they hit the outer atmosphere,
now less than three seconds from impact at their present velocity.  They
covered less than half that distance, flaring with heat that increased
exponentially with the density of the gas, before they started to drop off the
plot.  A series of explosions ripped through that part of the atmosphere, a
wall of fire roaring inward.


“Brace for impact,” yelled out Watcher.  The shock wave of
gigatons of blast from antimatter warheads hit the ship, tossing it despite its
grabbers and inertial compensators.  Pandi grabbed onto the arms of her chair
as the blast wave rolled by, heading further into the gas envelope.


“How did you know?” she asked her lover.


“They were heading in at high velocity through an atmosphere
as thick as several hundred meters of water.  There was no way they were going
to be able to handle the heat of that friction.”


“Orders, ma’am,” asked Mandrake over the com.


“Take us down to seven hundred atmospheres,” said Watcher,
looking over at Pandi as if asking permission.  “They won’t be able to track us
down there.”


“Take us down to that level,” she said to Mandrake.  “Signal Vengeance
to follow.”


The cloud formations on the viewer changed, the clouds
getting thicker, until the atmosphere turned opaque, and deeper in color. 
Pandora pulled up information on the planet, trying to get as much knowledge on
the world as she could, seeing as they were going into the belly of the beast.


Odin was a warm Jupiter, about twenty percent more massive
than the largest planet of the Sol system.  Its proximity to the sun, as well
as the gravitational heat from deep inside, raised the temperature of the
planet to several hundred degrees centigrade at the surface. That helped
regulate the temperature of the moons in orbit, that were actually at the far
end of the Goldilocks zone.  The pressure kept going up as one moved deeper into
the tens of thousands of kilometers of atmosphere, until the mostly hydrogen
became a liquid, then, even further down, a solid.  Their ships would crush
like eggs, well before they reached the liquid section.


Behind them the next wave of missiles struck, sending another
blast into the gas giant.  This time the ships were far enough in that the
blast that reached them was not of the same magnitude, though they still sent
some turbulence into the vessels.  And still they dropped, fifteen kilometers
in from the far edge of the gas envelope, where it started turning liquid, at a
pressure of seven hundred atmospheres.


“We’re getting some leaking in the hangar,” called out the
officer in charge of flight operations.


“That’s the one with the damaged door,” said Pandi, pointing
at the red area on the schematic.  “They tried to seal it.”


“Just make sure that the hatches into the hangar are sealed
and it should be fine.”  Watcher started to walk from the bridge.


“Where are you going, lover?” asked Pandi.


“I have a date with a doc,” said Watcher, looking back with a
smile on his face.  “We’re safe enough here.  And I would like to have the
implants to be of use.”


He walked out and Pandi smiled as well.  When he’s whole
again, we’ll be invincible.  She tempered that thought with the realization
that he was still only flesh and blood, and therefore no more invincible than
any other living creature.
















Chapter Twenty-two


 


Tyrants are seldom free; the cares and the instruments of
their tyranny enslave them.


George Santayana


 


“They’ve gone into the gas giant, my Lord,” said the
Admiral.  “Our ships are scanning for them, but we haven’t gotten a return as
of yet.”


“And you won’t, you fool,” growled the Emperor.  “Even with
our best instruments we can’t see more than a thousand kilometers into that
envelope.”


“Then, what should we do, my Lord?” asked the Admiral, who
really didn’t have the imagination for this, and knew it, and was frightened to
death that his Emperor might make that judgment on him.


“Send probes down,” said Kitticaris, his face flushing with
anger.  “Send ships in if you have to.  But get them.”


Idiots, thought Kitticaris as he
killed the com.  Why can’t I get one senior officer who can think for
themselves.  Just one.


The Emperor sat at his desk and thought.  Despite all of his
best efforts, Watcher’s minions had been one step ahead of him the entire way. 
And since Watcher was in his custody, the genetic superman couldn’t have had
anything to do with their plans, unless he had some means of contacting them
that the Emperor didn’t know about.  Impossible.  We took everything out of
him that had any kind of net connectivity.  Unless he had a purely biological
component we couldn’t find.


“Pah,” said Kitticaris, getting up from his desk and storming
over to the holo of the system that occupied one wall.  It doesn’t really
matter if he was leading them or not before his escape.  He is definitely
leading them now.  Unless we got lucky and hit the shuttle he was on during
that escape.


The Emperor didn’t really believe in luck.  There was a
probability that Watcher’s shuttle had been hit on the way out.  One in four,
which meant there was a three out of four chance that he got away.  The smart
money was to be he was on one of those ships.


And they’re all equipped with multiple wormholes, he thought.  Possibly wormholes that lead back to his
station?  And if they evacuate through those, what am I to do?  If he gets back
to his station, he will eventually come here, again.  Only this time with an
overwhelming force.


Kitticaris turned his back on the holo and walked to the
entrance of his office, connecting with a com link and giving his orders as he
went.


*     *     *


“Hernandez has already sold you out,” said the Inquisitor,
his warm eyes looking down into Garcia’s.  Looking down, since the Inquisitor
was standing above Garcia, who was strapped into an interrogation chair.  “So
why don’t you make it easy on yourself and just give us what we need.”


“If Hernandez already gave you everything, why do you need me
to talk,” said Garcia, wincing from the injury to his neck as he moved his
head.  They had really worked him over since he had been in their custody. 
Physical beatings, electric shock, chemicals, direct mind stimulation.  All had
failed against a man who already knew he was dead, and was not willing to give
them any other kind of victory.


“Just verification,” the Inquisitor told him.  “You can end
this in a moment, if you just cooperate with us.”


“And then you take me away for experimentation, followed by
vivisection,” said Tony with a smile.  “What a deal.”


“That process can be as long or as short as you want it to
be,” said the Inquisitor with a scowl.  “If you want to be a fool, you will be
in for a long period of very intense pain.  If you’re smart, we can give you a
quick and painless execution.  It’s up to you.”


But the others don’t know all that I know, thought Garcia, wishing he could get up from this chair for
just a moment, so he cut strangle the smiling fool.  They don’t have the
names of the other cell members in the city, and our contacts without.


The Inquisitor looked up and quickly bowed, an expression of
panic flying over his face for a moment before he could compose himself.


“Is this the man?” asked a voice from outside Garcia’s field
of vision.   A deep, very familiar voice.


“He is, your Majesty,” said the Inquisitor, his head retained
in a half bow position.  “He was just about to give us the information we need
to crack the resistance once and for all.”


“And that’s a damned lie,” growled Garcia.


The Inquisitor smacked the Opposistion leader across the face
with a surprisingly hard open hand blow.  “Keep a civil tongue in your head,
traitor,” hissed the Inquisitor.  “That’s the Emperor you’re speaking to.”


It’s monsters I’m speaking to, both of you, thought Garcia, shaking his head to clear it from the blow
induced confusion.


The hated man came into view, moving around the chair, then
thrusting his face close to that of Garcia.  Tony tried to pull up the saliva
to spit, but his mouth was too dry, a combination of not being given water for
many hours, and fear.


“You harbored the woman, yes?” asked the Emperor in a quiet,
almost gentle voice.


“And what woman is that?”


“You know which woman, traitor,” said the Inquisitor, no
longer playing his friend.  “You tell the Emperor what he wants to know.”


“One of the Immune,” said the Emperor in a voice that dripped
with scorn.  “The fortunate ones who cannot be programed by subliminals and
chemicals.”  The Emperor grabbed the front of Tony’s shirt and pulled him and
his chair off the ground.  “The ones I am trying to eliminate from the
population of my Empire.  I am damned tired of your sedition.  We will be much
stronger without you.”


“Yes,” croaked Tony through his dry mouth.  “A strong society
of slaves.  Until you eventually lose.”


The Emperor smiled as he lowered Tony and his chair back to
the floor.  “Yes, the Immune.  But not immune to me.”


Suddenly Garcia’s nostrils were filled with a strong, sweet
scent, like nothing he had ever smelled before.  He realized in a moment that
this was not strictly true, he had smelled a similar scent, one used all across
the moon.  It had never affected him or the other members of the resistance, at
least not in any meaningful way.  The common thought was that it was part of
the chemical programming of the Empire, and something else they were immune to.


But this was different.  Sweeter, more enticing.  Something
he wanted more of.  And it made him want to be helpful to the Emperor.


No, he thought, fighting the compulsion.  And
losing, as it overwhelmed his senses, then his intellect.  He is the one I
will die for, was his next thought.  There is nothing he can ask that I
will not do.


“Feeling better now?” asked the Emperor in the sweetest, most
caring voice that Tony had ever heard.


Tony simply nodded his head, a wide smile on his face.


“Good.  Then you can tell me about this woman, and anything
she said that might be of interest.”


*     *     *


“We’re picking up a large force in hyper VII,” called out the
Flag Sensor Officer.


What now, thought Admiral Nagara Krishnamurta, looking at the
holo that showed the vector arrows of the other force, moving in the same
relative direction that they were, though slightly ahead.


“Destination and ETA?” he asked, looking over at his Flag
Navigation Officer.  While he waited for a reply he looked over the force.  It
was made up of forty battleships and ninety-five smaller warships, what looked
like more than a match for his small force, despite the disparity in tech.  And
this was the third force they had encountered in the last two days, though it
was the largest, all headed for the home system of the New Galactic Empire.


“The destination appears to be the Empire’s home system. 
ETA, two and a half days.”


And we’ll be there in twenty-one hours, thought the Admiral,
watching as his force of hyper VIII ships started overtaking the other force. 
At least they can’t do anything to stop us while we’re in VIII.  Though they
have to know we’re here, and what we are.


“I want probes in that system an hour before we enter normal
space,” ordered the Admiral, wondering what he was going to do if he got there
and he was heavily outnumbered.  He smiled a bit as he thought of the wormhole
links aboard his ships, the ones that connected him to the Donut. 
Reinforcements waited on the other end of those holes, if he could deploy them
in time.


“What’s the status of the Commodore’s force,” was his next
question.


The Flag Com Officer queried the Donut over their own
com link, and waited for the station to gather the status of Pandora Latham’s
ships.


“Avenger has been destroyed, sir,” said the Com
Officer, her face a mask of anger, hiding her sorrow.  She listened for a
moment more.  “Niven and Vengeance are hiding in the gas giant,
Odin, that the moon Kallis orbits.  Niven no longer has a connection to
the Donut, but are able to communicate through Vengeance.”


Which means the people on Niven
can’t evacuate back to the Donut, thought the Admiral.  That was not good,
and the only reason they would be hiding in the clouds of a gas giant would be
because there wasn’t a way out of the system for them.


“Do they have Watcher?”


Another moment’s hesitation.  “He’s aboard Niven,
along with Commodore Latham.”


“Thank the Gods,” said the Admiral.  And I’ll be the third
ranking officer in the system when I enter, he thought.  Watcher was, of
course, the supreme commander of the Confederation, no matter what was said
about him just being an advisor.  He was the most brilliant being in the
Galaxy, and he had saved Surya from a devastating war that was grinding her
down to probable defeat.   He was like a God to them, one of the ancient ones
reborn, and would be their leader as long as he lived.  Which, from what had
been said, would be a long time, if he weren’t killed by something along the
way.


Krishnamurta did not believe in immortality for corporeal
beings.  Lack of aging did not mean freedom from harm, and given enough time,
anything living would come to an end.  But as long as Watcher was with them, he
would be the guiding hand of whatever government finally took control of the
Galaxy.  There seemed to be a lot of people that wanted to control everything,
and he didn’t trust them to look out for the welfare of all peoples, of all
species.  Watcher was a known quantity.  The Admiral knew that the ancient man
punished himself for the fall of Galactic civilization, and the trillions of
deaths that had followed.  He suffered from the guilt of what something else
had done that had controlled his body at the time.  The Admiral did not blame
him in the least for that fall, nor did any of his people.  It had been
something else, an outside force, but Watcher would always blame himself.  And
would go to any lengths to see that such did not happen again.  Not only that
he would not be the cause, but that no one else would be either.


And Pandora Latham was his second in command, and would be
for as long she lived.  The titular rank of Commodore notwithstanding, a rank
she had accepted in protest, she was in all actuality the queen of their
enterprise.  And if she ordered the Admiral to take some action, he would,
gladly, even if he tried to argue her out of it because he thought the course
might not be the best.  She was a survivor, that one.  And he had a feeling
that her cause would survive as well.


“Send a message through to Vengeance,” he told his Com
Officer.  “Let them know we’re coming.  Give an ETA.  And ask for
instructions.”
















Chapter Twenty-three


 


Every emancipation has in it the seeds of a new slavery, and
every truth easily becomes a lie.


I. F. Stone


 


Niven cruised along one of the
bands of gas that made up the striped form of Odin.  The band was traveling
like a jet stream at over a thousand kilometers an hour.  The destroyer and her
sister would be on the other side of the planet in a couple of days, and then?


“We have the probe in position, ma’am,” said Niven’s
Sensory Officer.  “We’re getting a tactical feed from above the clouds, now.”


The tactical holo came alive, replacing the one that had been
showing them the system through one of Niven’s and two of Vengeance’s
probes.  Above the planet were the icons of over a hundred warships, arrayed in
blockade fashion over the region they were under.  A dozen of the vessels were
large battleships.  Those weren’t what worried her at the moment.  The concern
was the nine destroyers that were starting to probe downward into the clouds.


“Why the hell did you have to give her that name?” asked
Watcher, pointing to the icon of Vengeance on another holo, just twenty
kilometers to the port of their ship.


“What should I have called her?” asked Pandora, not taking
her eyes off of another screen, this giving her a visual of the enemy ships
above the clouds.


“I don’t know.  Retribution, Destruction, Death.  You know,
some of your other favorite words.”


Pandi cursed under her breath.  Ever since Watcher had left
the medtank with a new set of implants, and had looked over the data on the
operation, he had been on her about the collateral damage she had caused.


“We were at war,” she told him.  “What was I supposed to do?”


“Leave me where I was,” he had answered.  “Organize a big
enough force to beat their fleet, you know, the guys we’re supposed to fight,
and make them surrender.”


“And you are important to our cause, you moron,” she had
yelled back at him.  “You are our leader, and I had no way of knowing that you
would survive if I took my time to organize a, proper, rescue mission.  And I
have no reason to believe our cause would survive without you.”


“I’m just one man.”


“You’re a hell of a man, lover,” she had said with a smile. 
“And you’re so much more than one man.  From what you said, that son of a bitch
they have is almost your equal.  So don’t you think we need our Superman to go
against their Lex Luthor?”


“Thank you,” he had finally said, and she thought the
argument was over. Unfortunately, it now seemed like it wasn’t.


“How is the new interface?” she asked him to change the
subject.


“Fine.  Except for the lack of a quantum entangled interface,
it works great.”


“Then I’ll have to do the linking with the station computer
for the both of us,” said Pandi with a smile.


Watcher gave her a strange look when she said that.


“I know,” she said, looking up from the viewer.  “I’m the one
who was totally against having that thing in my head.  But I thought it
necessary to pull this off.  And the extra computing power sure has come in
handy a time or two.”


She looked back at the viewer, happy that she had gone with
the entanglement option.  Niven had lost her wormhole connection to the Donut
during the run into the atmosphere, about the same time the enemy missiles had
exploded behind her.  No one in her engineering staff could tell her what
happened.  Even Watcher wasn’t sure, though he thought that maybe the
distortions in space caused by the multi-gigaton explosions, and the high
gravity field they were in had combined to rip the connection apart.  That left
the question of why the two remaining links were still intact.  They stretched
a far more limited distance, one to a probe about a light hour out, the other
to the probe that was still on-board, maybe twenty meters at that time.


Still, it meant that they weren’t going to be able to
evacuate back to the Donut, as Watcher had planned when he had suggested
that they head into the atmosphere of Odin.  And, though they might be able
evacuate to Vengeance through their connection with that ship, and
through their wormhole connection, that for some reason was still functioning,
it was still a risky proposition, due to both ends of the portal sitting within
the high gravity field of the gas giant.  Otherwise, there was no way to link
the ships with a pressure tight connection.  No way the shuttles could
withstand as much pressure as they were under, and no way a battle armor suit
could either.


“How soon till they’ll be able to pick us up on their
sensors?” she asked Satyapathy over the link to the main bridge.


“We can’t pick up anything over a hundred kilometers away,”
said the Tactical Officer.  “I’m fairly confident that they can’t pick anything
up until they’re within half that distance.  Maybe a third.”


Pandi noted on the tactical plot that the closest enemy ships
were still over four hundred kilometers from their position.  They were coming
in over a large area, fourteen more destroyers entering as she watched.  Lidar
was completely useless in the hydrogen/helium soup of an atmosphere.  Radar was
just a little better, its efficiency dropping off quickly as the waves were
absorbed in the gas.  And for the same reason passive sensors were a complete
non-starter.  Graviton emissions weren’t much better.  None of the ships
involved on either side were running their grabbers at a very high rate.  The
Confederation ships were pulling four gravities, the same as the field of the
planet, one five hundredth of her capacity.  And any heat they were putting out
was completely lost against the hot air rising up from the interface of liquid
hydrogen sea and thick gas envelope.


They were listening to everything, the standard procedure in
this kind of environment.  And hearing way too much, between the turbulence in
the atmosphere and the crashing thunder of lightning strikes that were each
more powerful than twenty thunderstorms worth on a terrestrial planet. 


So basically, we’re both blind men groping in the dark, she thought with a smile.  That was totally to their
advantage, since their part of the game was hiding from the other side in the
atmosphere of a planet over a thousand times larger than anything inhabitable
by humans.


“I don’t like the way that one is dropping,” she said,
pointing out one of the icons that was coming down on a course that would
intersect theirs.


“Are you sure they can’t take as much pressure as we can?”
she asked Watcher.


“Positive.  But remember, they are not damaged to start out
with.  We could go down another seventy-five kilometers, maybe a hundred, if we
were intact.”


“So what do we do about them?”


“I think we’ve got something that might just ruin their day,
as you like to say,” said Watcher.  “Tactical Officer.  On my command….”


*     *     *


Captain Klaus Kinisey really did not like this, dropping his
ship into the suffocating clouds of a gas giant, looking for an asteroid in a
nebula.  This was not what he had signed up for when he had joined the Imperial
Navy from his native Warzawa, one of the earliest of the Imperial conquests,
and one that had fully integrated into the Empire.


Of course, his planet had also had to undergo the same kind
of indoctrination as any other Imperial world.  Which was not quite the same as
that on the worlds of the home system for some reason.  They were still very
loyal.  Not one of the crew aboard this ship would do anything but obey the
orders that came down, at least symbolically, from their Emperor.  But they
were not quite as fanatic as those from the home system.  Which meant they could
think for themselves quite a bit more than those native to the home system. 
And Kinisey for one did not like what they were doing at the moment.


“Hull pressure, six hundred standard atmospheres,” called out
his Sensor Officer.


“Anything on the sensors?”


“Not in this crap,” said the other man, listening intently to
all of the passive devices that were trying to pierce the noise and thermals of
the hellish environment.


And we can take six hundred and fifty atmospheres, thought the Captain.  At least that’s what they tell us,
though I’m pretty sure no one has taken this particular ship this deep into
this particular planet.  And, for some reason, that doesn’t make me too
confident.


“Take us down to six hundred and forty atmospheres.”


“Are you sure, Captain?” asked the Helmsman.  “That’s cutting
it kind of close.”


“You heard me, Helm.  That’s well within our safety margin.” 
The Helmsman acknowledged and started them on their way.  At least I can
hope it is, thought the Captain.  Of course, this turbulent atmosphere
could have eddies within it that increased local pressure.  The Captain was
depending on the Sensory Officer to let him know immediately if they
encountered such, so they could change altitude in a moment, hopefully before
hull integrity failed.


“Six hundred and twenty atmospheres,” called out the Sensory
Officer.  “And sir, I’m picking up graviton emissions from twenty kilometers
down.”


“Tactical.  Target those emissions and fire.”


“Aye, sir,” called back the Tactical Officer.  “Lasers are
useless, so I’ll try and hit them with particle beams.”


The Captain nodded, the anxiety taking his voice away for the
moment.  That’s a million ton ship we’re trying to do battle with, and we
mass a little over two hundred thousand.  And, besides giving up the weight,
they’re just a bit more advanced.  I’d feel a whole lot better if we had
company of our own.


“Com, transmit our location back to the task force.  Tag our
opponent so they know where to look.”


“I’m not able to get a transmission through that crap overhead,
sir,” called back the Com Officer.


“What about subspace?” he asked, talking about the system
that transmitted signals through the other dimension at a dozen times the speed
of light.  Not really something designed for this situation, but…


“Not in this gravity well, sir,” said the Com Officer.


“Particle beams are not penetrating the atmosphere,” called
out the Tactical Officer.  “We’re getting burn through of about five kilometers
before the beams are totally dispersed.”


“Target them with missiles, then,” yelled the Captain,
following the track of the enemy ship that was moving slowly away.


“Maximum velocity on the missiles will be about two
kilometers per second,” said the Tactical Officer, looking back at his Captain
and shrugging his shoulders.


That’s pitiful, thought
Kinisey.  A missile travelling that slow was an easy target for any ship’s
defensive systems.  Of course, in this situation, the defending ship would not
be able to hit it with beam weapons until it got within five kilometers, at
least for particle beams.  Lasers were not even a factor.  He wasn’t even sure
how well counter missiles would work.  He only hoped they would be as degraded
as the systems of the attacking birds.


“How many, sir?” asked the Tactical Officer.


“Give them a full spread.  Ten missiles.”


“Opening tubes,” said the Tactical Officer, a statement that
was not normally given before firing on a warship.  But in this case, opening
the doors on the tubes was letting in six hundred atmospheres of hydrogen and
helium.  “Firing, now.”


The ship shuddered slightly as it released the missiles
through the tubes.   It was much less than normal, as the tubes, which would
normally eject the missiles over their fifty or more meter length at twenty
thousand gravities, were powered down to minimum.  Now, they were merely being
moved slowly at a couple of gees through the tubes to outside, where their own
grabber systems started to move them to the target.


“How long until you can get another spread off?” called the
Captain to the Tactical Officer.


“A couple of minutes to evacuate the tubes of gas,” said the
man.  “Then the autoloaders can reload them and we’re back in business.”


So we’ll know if we’ve got a hit before we have to fire again, he thought, looking at the plot that showed the missiles
tracking unerringly onto the target.


“What the hell?” shouted the Tactical Officer.


“What?” said the Captain, watching as the icons of the
missiles began to curve away from the enemy ship, accelerating at over a
hundred gravities until they were dropping straight down.  At eight hundred
atmospheres they started dropping off the plot, crushed out of existence by the
pressure.  Antimatter breached contain, and explosions rippled up from the
depths.  They were too far away to do more than increase some of the turbulence
around the Imperial ship, though they had to have more of an effect on the
enemy ship.


“How long before we can get the next spread out?” asked the
Captain, thinking that now would be the time to strike.


His ship jerked before he could get an answer, then was
pulled down at over forty gravities.


“Six hundred and forty atmospheres,” yelled out the Sensory
Officer in a panicked voice.  “Six hundred and sixty.  Six eighty.”


We’re dead, thought the
Captain, while a little voice in the back of his mind told him that the
designers had built a better ship than they had thought.  But still not good
enough.  A moment later the outer hull ruptured in a hundred places.  Internal
bulkheads, not as sturdy as the armored hull, held a moment, then ruptured themselves. 
Human bodies, even encased in battle armor, did not hold up for more than
microseconds.  The antimatter storage containers, the toughest structures on
the vessel, lasted until they were mere meters from the upper part of the
liquid hydrogen ocean.  When they detonated, with gigaton force, they were far
too deep to do much to the Confederation ships above.


*     *     *


“I’d forgotten all about the graviton projectors,” said Pandi
in a quiet voice.  Those poor sons of bitches, was her thought.  She had
seen ships blown out of space with all hands.  This was just, different, in
some way, watching a ship and crew crushed out of existence.


“Their grabbers made them perfect targets,” said the Watcher,
his own expression one of disgust at what he had been forced to do.  “They
allowed us to jerk them where we wanted them to go, and let the planet do the
rest.”


“Anybody else near?” asked Pandi, looking into a com holo at
the Sensory Officer on the main bridge.


“No, ma’am.  But they’ve got to know something happened in
this area.”


So more will be coming down toward us, and soon.  “Captain, move us a hundred kilometers to the north.  And
I want you to launch a pair of missiles on our same current course and speed.”


“Can I ask why, ma’am,” said Mandrake, signaling her Tactical
Officer to comply.


“Decoys, Captain.  Have Satyapathy set the missiles to mimic
our two ships.  I want the enemy, if they’re looking for us, to find those
missiles, while we slide silently away.”


“Good thinking,” said Watcher, laying a hand on her
shoulder.  “We’ll make you a fierce tactician yet.”


“We have a problem, ma’am,” said the Chief Engineer to the
Captain from his station.  Pandi’s station also intercepted the signal, since
she was privy to all operational comcasts between major departments on the
ship.


“What’s the problem, Engineer?” she asked before the Captain
could, earning her a look of reproach from Watcher.  Sure, it’s her ship,
but our asses are on it, and I want to know.


“We are having some problems with hull integrity,” said the
Engineer to Commodore and Captain.  “Those antimatter explosions increased the
local pressure a bit, and some of the structural supports and the armor over
them were weakened.”


“What do you suggest, Engineer?” asked Mandrake, glancing out
of her holo at Pandi.


“We take her up to six hundred and fifty atmospheres while
damage control parties work on the supports.  And I recommend that we send
repair bots out onto the hull.”


“Will the bots be able to handle the pressure?”


“No problem, ma’am,” the Engineer answered Mandrake.  “Their
sealed compartments are more than strong enough, and most of the interior will
equalize pressure with the outside.”


“Go ahead and do it Captain,” said Pandi. “And com Vengeance
as to our intentions.  I still want us to stay on the heading to the north, so
we don’t have to deal with these assholes while you make repairs.


“Aye, ma’am,” said the Engineer, who was immediately off the
com to do his job, in the way of engineers.


“What are those?” asked Pandi, seeing more objects appearing
on the plot.


“I think we’re about to be on the receiving end of a very old
tactic,” said Watcher.  “And I don’t think we’re going to enjoy it.”
















Chapter Twenty-four


 


If Tyranny and Oppression come to this land, it will be in
the guise of fighting a foreign enemy.


James Madison


 


“We’ve already lost seven ships, your Majesty,” said the
Chief of Naval Operations on the com holo.  “That environment is one my
captains and crews are not used to operating in.”


And I doubt they are any more practiced at operating in that
environment, thought the Emperor of the enemy, glaring at
his top naval commander.  “I want them found,” he finally said, a simple demand
on the surface.  “I want the pressure put on them.”


“They are more able to handle that pressure than we are, your
Majesty,” said the Fleet Admiral.  “We are dropping the depth bombs on them
that you suggested, but we can’t drop those near to where we have ships.”


And you don’t need to, you dolt.  That’s the whole reason I’m
having you use them, to cover the areas that our ships can’t, deeper down into
that hell.


“Just keep the pressure up, Admiral.  It will go bad for all
of us if they get away.”  And most of all for you.


“I still don’t see how they can get away, your Majesty.  If
they come out of Odin, we will spot them.  We have too many ships close in on
the planet for even their stealth tech to work.  We will pick them up, and we
will engage them.”


Unless they use a wormhole to evacuate, thought the Emperor.  One of the things that Garcia had told
him was how Pandora Latham had come to Kallis through a wormhole, inserted on
the planet by a probe.  And used the wormhole, in his presence, to bring
through equipment for use for espionage.   And I hadn’t even thought of the
possibility of stealthed probes in our space, connected to their ships by
wormholes.  Even after going over Tounces’ after action report, which
almost spelled it out for me.  If they still have probes, they could be
watching us in real time.  We can’t see what they’re doing, but they can see everything
that we are.  They could be watching this building at this time.  They could
deliver a weapon here in the next second.  Kitticaris shook his head. 
Paranoia could be useful at times.  Or it could be paralyzing.


“Just keep looking, Admiral,” he said, deciding not to share
his conjecture on the wormholes, which would just dishearten the man, and those
under him.  “Keep up the pressure, and leave the higher strategy to me.”


Kitticaris killed the link, then linked to the commander of
his other service.  “Your Majesty,” said Field Marshal Juan Gonzalez.  “We have
called up the reserves to help with search, rescue and recovery duties.”


“Pull all of your units off those duties, Field Marshal,”
ordered the Emperor.  “Call up all the reserves.  And I mean all of them, even
the inactive and retired.  I want them patrolling the entire moon.  Any place
where someone might hide.”


“That’s a tall order, your Majesty,” said the Field Marshal
in a disbelieving tone.  “Even with all my manpower, I can’t station men at
every possible hiding place on the planet.”


“Then set up a schedule of patrols to cover them all,” said
the Emperor, mentally cursing yet another inferior for stupidity.


“And the people affected by the attack on the city?”   Left
unsaid in that question was the people who were injured in the nuke the Emperor
had ordered to strike the city, for no result other than damage to the capital.


“Just follow your orders, Field Marshal.  Or I will have to
find someone else to do your job.”  And left out of that statement was the fate
of the Field Marshal if that came to pass.


“Is there a reason for this?” asked the Field Marshal,
pushing the limit.


“Yes, there is,” growled the Emperor, his anger almost
gaining control of his reason.  “Now, follow my orders.”  The Emperor stared at
the man, who seemed to be frozen in fear.  “Now,” he yelled at the top of his
voice, and the man moved, head nodding as he reached for something off screen.


“Fool,” growled the Emperor as he disconnected the com.   Maybe
the solution is to clone more of myself, he thought, dismissing that
thought out of mind.  Then I would just have more competition for the post
of Emperor.


*     *     *


“They’re depth bombs of some sort,” said Watcher, as
explosions blossomed on the plot at the altitude Niven had been when the
enemy destroyer engaged them.  “They look to be in the hundred megaton range.”


“How in the hell did they rig up such horrors in so short a
time?” asked Mandrake over the com.


The plot was showing thousands of the devices, all dropping into
the atmosphere and falling quickly to the higher pressure zone.  Each was
radiating some kind of energy as they fell, searching for a target.


“They’re using sonar,” said Satyapathy in a disbelieving
voice.  The atmosphere was now echoing with sound energy, moving in waves
through the depths.


“I think they rigged missile warheads to act as their depth
bombs,” said Watcher. “And sonar is just about the only thing that would work
in this soup of an atmosphere.”


The ship rocked from a blast, this one only a couple of
hundred kilometers away.


“How in the hell are they targeting us?” asked Pandora,
wondering what would happen if one hit close, very close.


“That’s how,” said Satyapathy, pointing to some dots that
were now appearing on plot.  Each was also radiating with sound waves.  
“There’s one about twenty kilometers off our port.”


Pandi tried to pull up the visual of the probe, and was
defeated by the atmosphere.  And she knew there was no way any of Niven’s
beam weapons would reach it


“Can you get ahold of it with the graviton projector,” she
called out to the Tactical Officer.


“There are no graviton emissions to track with,” said
Satyapathy.  “It’s just, floating there, without using any kind of power.”


Balloons? she thought, recalling an
image she had once seen at the space training facility she had attended prior
to becoming a Kuiper Belt miner.  It had shown how Jupiter’s thick atmosphere
had been explored using bathyscaph type probes floating on hot air balloons. 
Or in the case of Jupiter, hotter hydrogen balloons.  “How in the hell did they
get them here so fast?  Surely they didn’t carry a passel of the things on
their ships.”


“They have fabbers aboard their ships, just like we do,” said
Watcher, looking over at her.  “They just ran them off.”


“Which means they have a plan to run them off from,” said
Mandrake.  “What could they have used these things for?”


Another explosion, this one closer than the first, rocked the
ship, followed by two more.


“They don’t have a complete fix on us,” said Watcher, stepping
up onto the platform her chair rested upon and putting a hand on her shoulder. 
“They have a good idea, within fifty kilometers or so, but not an exact
pinpoint.”


The ship rocked again, and warning klaxons went off while the
ship schematic showed some areas that had already been red with damage now
blinking with an indication of further such.


“Some of the areas of low integrity are getting worse,
ma’am,” called out the Engineer.  “I’m not sure how much longer she’ll hold out
the gas.  We’re already getting some leakage.”


Hydrogen was one of the smallest molecules around, able to
get through microscopic gaps that other gases couldn’t.  And having the ship
load up on the volatile gas, especially with the oxygen they already held,
would not do much good.


“We need to move the ship higher up,” said the Engineer. 
“That’s the only way we’re going to survive.”


And we keep moving up to survive our damage, until they can
track us from outside the clouds, and they blast our asses out of the sky.  If they could have a complete day without being hit with
anything, they could repair the hull using nanotech.  As it was, the
microscopic robots could start knitting the damage, at least within the hull,
but continued poundings would keep them from completing repairs until it was
too late and the damage was greater than before.


“What do you think about us abandoning ship?” she asked
Watcher, looking up into his face.


“Do we have a way off?  Other than rising above the clouds
and coming under fire while we bail out?”  Watcher closed his eyes for a
moment, linking with the vessel.  “The last wormhole probe?”


“That’s what I’m thinking,” she said.  “The other end of the
link would be outside this gravity well, and we wouldn’t have to deal with
transit distortions.  Or at least not as much.  We would be back on Kallis.  Or
one of the other inhabitable moons.  Whichever you think is best.”


“And Vengeance?”


“They could continue to hide out down here.  They are better
able to go deeper, where they can’t be tracked.”


“There’s always the possibility they will be tracked,” said
Watcher.  “It would help us to have their people with us, until we can get off
the moon.  Until Krisnamurta can take us off.”


“And what should we do with the ships?” she asked, willing to
take the advice of someone who was her master in the arts of strategy and
tactics.


“Oh,” said Watcher, as the ship shook around them with the
twin hammer blows of nearby depth bombs going off.  “I think I can come up with
a use for them.”


“OK,” said Pandi, looking over at Mandrake on the com holo. 
“Find us a place on Kallis, one that’s away from the population, with good
cover.  Fly the last probe there, check it out, and open a passenger gate. 
Contact Vengeance.  Order them to do the same thing with one of their
probes.”


“What’s your plan, ma’am?” asked the Captain, her brow
furrowing.


“We’re going to abandon ship to the moon.  And there we’ll
wait until Krishnamurta comes for us.”


“You don’t want Vengeance to evacuate to the Donut?”
asked the surprised Captain.


“No.  We’ll take control of her by remote and use her as a
decoy.  But we may need her people where we’re going.”  The ship shook again
with another blast, this one closer than any before.  A moment later, another
went off, this one quite a bit further.  “Get your people moving as well,
Captain. We’ll want weapons and armor for all of us, and any more we might have
aboard.  We’ll be taking everything that’s not nailed down, anything that might
be of use.”


“I want us fairly close to their capital, even if it is out
in the boonies,” said Watcher, studying a holo globe of the moon.


“What’s your thought?” asked Pandi.


“I’m not quite sure yet,” said Watcher, looking intently at
the globe.  “Just a thought.


“I’m transmitting additional orders to the Vengeance,”
said Watcher, grimacing as he said that hated name, once the designation of his
other self.  “It’s about time they used that wormhole back to the Donut for
something other than a com link.  And make sure we bring all the fabbers we
have with us.” 


“Permission to stay with my ship, ma’am?” asked Mandrake, a
fierce expression on her face.


“Permission denied.  You’ll have to die and come back some
other time.  I need you to be the hell on wheels landing force commander again,
like the one I met in the Supersystem”


A little less than an hour later the probe had found its
spot, a small valley a hundred kilometers southeast of the capital city.  The
valleys beyond were farming lands, the kind of large mechanized concerns that
fed industrial worlds.  Nothing moved in the valley except the small animals
that lived there, and a hunting cat that prowled the woods.  The cat watched as
the probe flew around the valley, looking for any sign that this might not be
the right place.  The cat growled as the probe came to a stop in the clearing
it was looking over.   The growl increased in volume as the small silver mirror
extended from the probe, then grew into a three by four meter portal.  It
stopped growling, eyes widening, as the first figure stepped from the portal,
rifle in hand.  The cat decided at that point that the valley was not such a
good spot to lair after all, and it ran flat out to vacate the area.


Another Marine followed the first one from the portal, then
another, until an entire squad stood on the sward, spreading out, then fanning
out to sweep the valley.  “It’s clear,” came the signal back to the ship, and
armored spacers followed through, all carrying their suits’ capacity in boxes
and baggage.  The next group through pushed larger boxes on floating pallets.


Engineers began moving the boxes to a small cave nearby, the
same one the big cat had used as a lair.  More armored people came through the
gate, carrying more equipment, until the clearing was filled with boxes and
bags,


A second probe landed, another portal opened, and more people
came flooding out of the portal.  After fifty or so had come through, burdened
with baggage, battle robots followed.


Watcher came walking out of the first portal, wearing his
custom battle armor, followed a moment later by Pandora Latham in her own
ground action suit, now repaired and recharged.


“I still think it would be a good idea to just take the
portal back to Vengeance, then back to the Donut.”


“And what happens to the people who helped you, who are now
in prison?” asked Watcher, leaning over and pointing a finger in her face.  
“No, we end this, here and now.  That psychopath in charge needs to go down.  A
revolution is going to start here.”


“We’re still seriously outnumbered,” she said, trying to
reason with her enraged lover.


Watcher stood there, looking at the robots that were piling
out of the second portal. Coming through the portal to the station, then
jumping immediately into the one on-board Vengeance to come out into the
clearing.  More people were coming out of the first portal, carrying large
boxes marked with the danger sign of antimatter, two atoms coming together.


“We’ve gotten everyone off of Niven,” said Captain
Dasha Mandrake, coming out of the first portal after the last weapons box.  Her
armor had been reconfigured for ground combat, as had that of every spacer
aboard.


Watcher turned to that portal, and with a thought collapsed
it back to a tiny point that slid back into the probe.  “You know what to do
with your ship, Captain,” said Watcher, looking at the tall Suryan.  “Just as
soon as everyone gets off Vengeance.”


“I do, my Lord,” said Mandrake, her faceplate up, the look of
angst on her bare face.


“I understand, Captain,” said Pandora, clapping her
subordinate on the shoulder. “It’s always rough to lose a ship.  But if it
works out, it will definitely be worth it.”


“Yes, ma’am,” said the Captain, swallowing, her eyes
glistening.  Those eyes closed, and all knew that the Captain was linking back
to her ship, taking control of it, making sure everything was OK, getting ready
to take it remotely into battle.


Pandora turned to see more beings coming out of the second
portal.  Nonhumans.  At first she thought they were more robots, just like so
many she had seen before.  Then she saw that many of them had their faceplates
up, revealing the living visages of sentient creatures.  Husteds, kangaroo like
sentients that moved with short hopping motions, their battle suits configured
mostly to carry light infantry weapons, though some inhabited heavier suits
with missiles or heavy beam projectors riding on the back.


The other forms were even more welcome, at least to those
they had come to help.  Maurids, low wolf like sentients, the deadliest
non-augmented intelligent creatures in the known Galaxy.  The creatures moved
with uncommon grace, even in their armor.  All had holstered pistols at their
sides, and a pair of particle beam rifles mounted directly to the back of their
suits.  Though capable of bipedal motion, in fact it was necessary for the use
of their forepaws in their hand configuration, they went into battle as low
slung quadrupeds, fast and hard to hit.


“How many are you bringing across?” she asked Watcher. He had
told her something earlier, but in all the excitement she was not paying
attention.


“Eventually all that we have ready,” said Watcher, returning
the salute of a Maurid officer.  “Two brigades of infantry, a couple battalions
of armor, and all the air support I can get.  But most will come through later,
when we get the gate from Vengeance, and a direct link back to the Donut.”


“And space support?” asked Pandi.


“Most of what we have will be going to Krishnamurta,” said
Watcher.  “We’ll have some missile support in orbit, but that’s about it.”


The Captain of the Vengeance came through the second
portal on the tail end of the last company of Marines, these Suryans.


“Link with your ship, Captain,” Watcher told him as he shrunk
that portal down as well.  “Let’s get this show moving.”
















Chapter Twenty-five


 


Under conditions of tyranny, it is
far easier to act than to think.


Hannah Arendt


 


“We have something coming up from the planet, your Majesty,”
reported the CNO over the com.


“Show me,” ordered Kitticaris, and a holo appeared in front
of him, the view from one of the battleships in orbit around Odin.   There was
a cruiser closer in, and the lean shapes of two destroyers closer still.  The
blue clouds of Odin swirled in their bands further below, huge flares of
lightning illuminating the dark surface.


Another holo came up, much smaller, near to the other.  It
was a sensor screen, showing two objects, still mostly obscured, but coming up,
getting clearer on the track by the minute.


“Do you want us to try and capture, your Majesty?”


“No, by the Ancients.  As soon as you can get a weapons lock
on those ships, blow them out of space.  If anyone ejects in life pods, take
them prisoner.  Everyone else can die.”


The scanner screen was showing clear returns on the ships
now, definitely the two Confederation destroyers.  And what the hell are
they up to, thought the Emperor.


One of the vessels came rocketing out of the clouds, pulling
hundreds of gravities.  As it passed the one atmosphere level its skin was
glowing red from the friction it was generating against the gas.  Almost like a
reentry in reverse.  The other was rising in a much more sedate manner,
accelerating at a mere forty gravities.  It was not clear what the strategy
was, since normally two vessels would try to stay close, at least in altitude,
so both could engage in defensive fire to the benefit of each.  But the one was
rising into the sporadic clouds of the upper atmosphere, while the other was
lagging.


Unless the one is injured, thought
the Emperor.  That could be why the one is lagging, because it can’t
generate any more boost.  But that makes no sense either.  Why wouldn’t the
other ship be riding guard dog on its damaged comrade?


“We’re taking fire,” called out the Captain of the battleship
on the com.  “But they seem to be concentrating on several of our destroyers.”


That was apparent from the glowing points on those
destroyers, lasers pumping pentawatts of power into the hulls of the ships. 
Armor ruptured, gas spurted into space, one laser ring exploded along a fifth
of its circumference and died.  Particle beams, glowing an angry red as they
penetrated the air, still visible with residual heat as they spanned the
vacuum, struck both destroyers, burning gashes on the hulls, penetrating armor,
reaching deeper into the vessels.


If only I had weapons like that, thought the Emperor.  No thought for the crews of the ships,
only a cold analysis of the effectiveness of a much more advanced weapon.  The
particle beams on his ships could, at best, project protons at point nine six
light speed.  While those enemy beams were moving at point nine nine nine five
light, packing thousands of times the energy per mass than the weapons of his
ships.  Any equal fight would be anything but.


One of the destroyers flashed with fire, then erupted with
white flame that blasted the outer hull away in pieces.  A fraction of a second
later the rest of the ship converted to hot plasma as the antimatter in the
engines breached.  The holo flickered for a moment as some of the transmitting
sensors were taken out by pieces of the destroyer, then steadied as more
devices were brought into the mix.


The enemy destroyer that was furthest out took some hits of
its own.  Lasers bent around the hull as the electromag field, filled with
ionized hydrogen from the atmosphere, deflected the photons.  Particle beams
thrust into that field at full strength, but less than ten percent came through
to strike the ship, not enough to pierce the armor, which glowed red for a few
moments at contact, then cooled rapidly.


The second enemy ship opened fire, concentrating on the
second Imperial destroyer that had already been hit.  Its weapons were slightly
weaker than those of the first, due to it still being kilometers below the one
atmosphere line.  The beams slashed into the Imperial ship, running deep gashes
back and forth and leaving a wreck floating in Odin orbit.


Next up was a cruiser, a much more heavily defended warship. 
The two Confederation ships picked on it with beam weapons, while the ship at
the higher altitude launched a spread of missiles, half of them heading for the
cruiser, the rest for a battleship.  Beam weapons from a dozen ships hit the
leading Confederation ship, this time blasting through its screens with the
power of hundreds of weapons.


The cruiser took out most of the missiles targeting it. 
Most, meaning not enough, as three missiles hit the three million ton ship. 
Their kinetic energy was negligible.  Their gigaton class warheads were
anything but.  The way they hit pushed the ship to the port and down, to
eventually hit the atmosphere and continue falling in, doomed.  The battleship
also sustained a hit that took out half of her systems.  That ship would
survive, if it wasn’t hit again.


The enemy ship at the highest altitude continued up, putting
on more acceleration.  Imperial fire ripped through the hull, knocking out
surface installations, opening the interior and allowing inner atmosphere and
hydrogen to change places.  It put on another burst of acceleration, pulling
almost fifteen hundred gravities, on a heading for the very battleship that was
sending the holo to the Emperor.


Stop them, thought Kitticaris as the
enemy destroyer, what he continued to think of as a light cruiser, sped toward
the flagship, building velocity and kinetic energy.  Pieces of hull armor were
peeled off, continuing toward  the battleship at high but lesser velocity than
the still accelerating  ship.


It was a total wreck that hit the battleship, a vessel that
could not have life still aboard.  The Emperor didn’t see the impact.  All he
saw was the holo dying as the enemy ship moved very close, really just a blur.


“They destroyed the flagship,” called out the CNO over the
com, as the holo came back to life with the feed from another ship.  This one
showed a spreading cloud of pieces of ship, most very small, glittering in the
light of the sun that was coming around the side of the planet.  And some
larger pieces, a section of hull with a grabber fin, the globe of an auxiliary
fusion reactor, a million ton section of stern. 


“What about the other ship?” asked the Emperor, his eyes
still not believing the evidence that the enemy ship had flown a suicide
mission.


“It dropped back into the atmosphere, your Majesty,” said the
shocked CNO.  “We’re still tracking them, but it’s already getting fuzzy.”


“Watcher must be on the other ship,” said Kitticaris in a
soft voice.   “Keep up the blockade,” he ordered the CNO.  “Keep up the depth
bombing.  I want that other ship.  Watcher and his woman wouldn’t have suicided
like that.”


“Why would either ship have done that?” asked the still
confused Admiral.


“Maybe they were testing the waters,” said Kitticaris, not
sure himself why they would have done such a thing, his mind searching for an
answer.  “Thinking they might have been able to break away, with that first
ship providing cover.  When it didn’t work, they ordered the first ship to cover
them.”  And do you really believe that, Kitticaris?   It was what he
would have done, whatever it took to preserve his own life, no matter the cost
to others.  But he had the feeling that Watcher, and especially his woman, were
soft, not able to make the hard decisions.  So why did they do it?


*     *     *


“Niven is gone,” said Mandrake in a choked voice,
opening her eyes.


And it’s always hard to lose a command, thought Pandi, putting a gauntlet on her subordinate’s
armored shoulder.  They had all watched the battle on a holo, their view
somewhat limited to that of Niven and Vengeance, and Niven
had lost some of her visual scanners early on.  But the old girl acquitted
herself well, thought the Commodore, who had at one time counted the ship
among her command.  Almost eighteen times her own mass, taken out, in a
situation where the other side had all the advantages.  Technological advantage
or not, Niven had been outmassed several hundred to one in the battle,
and the ship had been damaged.  Now, if only Vengeance was as
successful.


“Probe was launched, my Lord,” said the Captain of the Vengeance,
opening his eyes and looking at Watcher.


Pandi stifled a short laugh when she saw the expression on
Watcher’s face.   Watcher had tried to get the Suryans to call him by his name,
or at least Sir, if he couldn’t get them to do the first.  Surya was a kingdom,
though unlike most they didn’t have a hereditary nobility outside of the Royal
Family.   Still, the appointed and elected officials who ran the Kingdom for
the King were addressed as Lord or Lady.  And the Suryans had a hard time
calling their high level leaders anything else.  So why not call Watcher, a man
they saw as at least equal to their King, by at least that honorific.


“And there were no problems with the launch?”


“No, my Lord.  The wormhole is on its way here, and Vengeance
is back in hiding beneath the clouds.”


And hopefully drawing the attention of the Imperial Fleet, thought Pandi.  She linked into the Donut’s computer
through her entangled link, and was happy to see that the probe containing the
wormhole back to the station was on its way to the moon, well stealthed, with
no suspicion that it was there.


“It should be here within two hours,” she told Watcher as she
came out of the link.


“And the forces I want to come through it will be ready by
that time,” said Watcher, nodding his head.


“You’re not really going to take on his army in a head to
head battle, are you, my Lord?” asked Mandrake, who had been told moments
before that she would be one of the division staff officers.


“Nope,” said Watcher, looking over at the woman, then waving
for the gathered officers to come closer.  They were in the small cavern, which
the engineers were in the process of expanding into a command post, well out of
the sight of anything the Empire might have.  “Listen up,” he said as the
officers came within listening range, including the regimental and brigade
commanders that were already on the moon.  “When we move, we need to move fast,
to keep the enemy off balance.  No one is to get into a stand up fight that
fixes our positions.  We already know that the psychopathic son of a bitch who
runs this totalitarian regime is willing to nuke his own people to get us.  So
you need to move.”


Watcher looked over at one officer who was not human, a
native from a Maurid civilization that was already space born, one that had
conquered their own system in the Supersystem.  And one that had suffered at
the hands of the Nation of Humanity, and so were very grateful to Watcher and
Pandora.  “You, Colonel, will take out the first elements of the enemy, and
open the way for our heavy forces.  You and your regiment will have the honor
of starting this game.”  His regiment was already on the moon, ready to go, and
would be used to confuse the enemy prior to the diversionary assault.  Another
commando regiment would soon be coming through, and would be the actual palace
assault team.


The Maurid gave a frightful smile of razor sharp teeth as he
saluted.  “My honor, sir.  And my regiment will not let you down.”


“Are you sure this is such a good idea?” asked Pandi,
whispering in his ear, though she was sure the Maurid at least could hear her.


“I don’t want to kill all the people on this world, smash
their industry, kill millions of their spacers,” he said, a grim expression on
his face.  “This is the only way I see that we can do this.  And I wish you
would go back to the Donut once we have that wormhole in place.  I
really need for one of us to make it through this thing, no matter what.”


“I didn’t come all this way to rescue you from the clutches
of that sorry SOB, just to turn tail and run away before the final act.  Where
you go, lover, I go.  And just you try and stop me.”


Watcher looked no happier about that than the first time she
had told him.  As far as she was concerned, he needed her.  Augmented as she
was, she had to be one of his best warriors.  And he would need his best
warriors around him if he was to take on the security the Emperor was sure to
have around him.  “Just keep your head low,” said Watcher, “and don’t make a
target of yourself.”


“And you do the same, cause I’ll be right at your back the
entire way.”


*     *     *


“What the hell are we going to do?” asked Tomas Ceasar,
looking around the table at the cell meeting.  It was actually more than one
cell, and some of the people were meeting each other for the first time.  Such
was unheard of, but what was happening to them was unprecedented as well.


“I know what I’m going to do,” said Freddie Santana, the man
who had called this meeting once his own cell had been busted, in a manner that
indicated someone in his organization had talked.  There was no question who
the talker was, since the police had arrested Tony, Jorge and Katherine hours
before the arrests started coming down.  It didn’t really matter which of the
three had talked, or even if it had been all three.  The police now had the
names of dozens of contacts, who each had dozens of more, until almost the
entire Opposition was at risk of arrest.  And arrest meant death, after they
had been mined of all the information they possessed.  The society could not
afford to have so many people free who were immune to the programming of that
society.


“I’m going to arm myself and fight back,” said Santana,
turning a fierce look onto each of the people present.


“We’ll be crushed,” said a woman that Santana didn’t know. 
He didn’t know most of the people here, who were all cell leaders with contacts
to other leaders.  He had been a member of his cell, with one name to contact
if something happened to his leader.  “They will kill all of us,” she
continued, her face a mask of fear.


“And if you don’t fight,” said Freddie, pointing his finger
at her.  “What will you do?  Go home, go to your job.  Hope that no one comes
for you.  And when they do, what then?  Will you fight, just yourself against
an overwhelming number of police, putting your family or coworkers at risk?  Or
just let them take you, to be questioned, tortured, and then killed.”


“And if I resist?” asked the woman in a pleading voice. 
“What happened to my family then?”


“Probably no worse than what would happen to them if you’re
caught,” said Stefan Augellar, his eyes narrowed.  “They will be experimented
on, so that the Empire can become better at reading the signs of what they consider
an aberration among the sheep.”


“We could all run, hide,” said the woman.  A few of the
people at the table nodded, but only a few.  “We could go out into the
country.”


“Where we will be strangers, not belonging, easy to find,”
said Freddie, looking into the eyes of the woman.  She’s afraid, as are we
all.  “None of us want this fight.  At least not at this time.  But the
time has been chosen for us.”


“All because you decided to help an outsider,” said the woman
in an accusing voice.  “If you hadn’t have aided her, we wouldn’t be in this
fix.”


“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” said Freddie,
holding out his hands.  “She offered the promise of freedom.”


“And she took that monster and ran,” shouted the woman,
rising up in her chair, and glaring at Santana.  “So what in the hell did you
accomplish?”


“She said they would free us from the tyranny of Kitticaris,”
said Freddie.  “She promised the might of their Station, and the new
Confederation they were building around it, would free us.”


“And you believed those words?” yelled the woman.  “Those
lies?”


“Sit down, Sabrina,” said Stefan in a low voice.  “Throwing
around accusations will do none of us any good.  We have a problem we have to
deal with, now.  Strife among us will only aid the Emperor.”  The man who
appeared to be taking over leadership of the Opposition, which had never really
had any central leader, looked over at a man who appeared to be some kind of
professor or scholar.   “What do you say, Juan?”


The slender man nodded his head and stood up, and the voice
that came from his mouth was surprisingly deep.  “If history has taught us
anything, it is that resistance movements do not have much success without
intervention from an outside agency.  The only outside agency we have in this
Galaxy, who can actually do something about the New Galactic Empire, is this
Confederation.”


And there haven’t been any internal revolutions that have
overthrown a government?” asked Stefan.


“Oh, there have been some,” said the man, nodding.  “But only
with popular support.  Which we do not have.”


“So you think we should do nothing until this Confederation
appears in our skies?” asked Freddie, not believing that they were going to
bury their heads in the sand.


“No,” said Juan most emphatically.   “We need to fight.”


“But you just said that almost no one has succeeded in
toppling a government without outside help,” said Sabrina.  “So what good is
fighting going to do us?”  Voices rose around the table as people argued the
point.


“Our glorious leader is the totality of our government,” said
Juan, holding up his hand to quiet the table.   “There is no succession.  If he
ends, the government ends.”


“But, he’s immortal,” cried out one of the people.


“But not unkillable,” said Juan, holding up his hand again. 
“I intend to fight him.  I have seen enough years go by like an unending stream
of misery to just allow myself to go into the long night without a struggle. 
So I will fight.”


“And all of you who would also fight, rally your cells,” said
Stefan, looking around the table.  “Get in touch with the other leaders who are
not here.  We will strike.  Those of you who would not fight, give your
position to your chief subordinate.  And then you can go to hell.”
















Chapter Twenty-six


 


There are historic situations in which refusal to defend the
inheritance of a civilization, however imperfect, against tyranny and
aggression may result in consequences even worse than war.


Reinhold Niebuhr


 


Admiral Nagara Krishnamurta stared at the tactical holo of
the system he would be entering in a little under an hour.  As his hyperdrives
were tuned to a high standard, he would not be telegraphing his coming for
several more minutes.  But then they would know he was coming, and there were
an awful lot of warships in that system.


Why the hell couldn’t they just get out, he thought of Watcher and Pandora Latham.  They had the
means to evacuate back to the Donut, instead of trying to start a land
battle for the government of the Empire.  We could leave and come back with
such an overwhelming force that they would have to surrender.  And there
was the matter of the enemy task forces just behind them, the first to arrive
in less than a day, which would raise the odds even further against them.


But he had been given orders by the man that all considered
the titular head of the Confederation.  Most of the forces were in place on the
moon of Kallis.  And he had no choice but to carry out his part of the plan,
which called for luring the enemy fleet out to meet him.  And then defeating
as much of it as possible without losing my own force.  And as long as I stay
where I can jump back into hyper at my convenience, that shouldn’t be a
problem.  And if you really believe that, Nagara, you need to turn the force
over to a sane commander.


“It looks like most of them are clustered around the gas
giant,” said his Flag Tactical Officer.  “With the rest of them in the outer
system, mostly on our side.”


“Very well.  We’ll go past them in hyper, translate in, and
attack, using our own speed to delay the arrival of their missiles.”


“Aye, my Lord,” said the officer, turning to his board to
send out the orders to the entire force, including this ship, the Confederation
cruiser Ganesha, his flag.  Minutes later the man turned back to his
Admiral.  “All weapons powered up, my Lord.  Missiles tubes filled, wormhole
connections ready.”


“Very good.”  The Admiral looked at his Com Officer.  “All
ships will translate as planned,” he said, looking at the dispositions on the
plot once again.  “Battle plan Delta four.”


“Aye, my Lord,” said the Com Officer, turning to his board.


The plot began to generate target priorities, showing where
the first swarms of missiles would be launched.  Krishnamurta made a quick
count of the enemy, still not liking what he saw at all.  There were over fifty
of the enemy battleships in the outer system, in three large groupings and four
pairings.  One hundred cruisers, two hundred and fifty destroyers.  A force
three times the size and firepower than the one they had taken on in the alien
system.  Galleys against men-o-war, he thought, remembering the lesson
Watcher had taught him.  And the secret is to put enough broadsides into one
group and move on, before the next one can move in.


He looked at the plot and zoomed in on the gas giant, Odin,
again counting the ships.  That force was over three times the size of the one
in the outer system, and they would be coming out in a unified force.  They had
a plan for that.  There was always a plan.  But the enemy would have a plan as
well, as until battle was joined neither side would know who had the superior
strategy.


The bridge was quiet as the clock ticked down.  There were
still people talking, the flag officers speaking into their coms to their
sections aboard the ships of the task force.  But there was none of the banter
that normally went about on the flag bridge.  Everyone was nervous, no one knew
what the next hours would bring.  There were wormholes open to the Donut,
and some people would be able to get away if it came to disaster.  The Admiral
knew that escaping death or not was not the primary fear of these people.  No,
the primary concern was succeeding, so that Watcher, Pandora Latham, and all of
their compatriots on the moon could succeed in their missions, and come back
home.


“Translating, now,” called out the Flag Navigator, a moment
before the lights dimmed and the holes opened in space before them.  The task
force slide into normal space at point four light, their grabbers boosting them
at two thousand gravities as soon as the bright pinpoints of stars shone around
them.


Krishnamurta brought in a deep breath, fighting the nausea of
translation that seemed to affect him so much more than the rest of his
people.  Maybe I should consider staying on the Donut from now on. 
It will definitely be easier on my own body.


“All ships are launching missiles, now,” called out the Flag
Tactical Officer, as Ganesha bucked slightly underneath, firing a spread
of forty missiles.  They were smaller and lighter than the missiles used by the
Empire, eighty tons as compared to the two hundred of the enemy.  They boosted
at the closest enemy force at thirty thousand gravities, followed by another
spread, then another.  All of the ships launched three spreads, a total of nine
hundred and sixty weapons.  The enemy would know they had launched by their
graviton emissions, but it would be some minutes before they knew which of
their forces had been targeted.  And that force, which had never faced the
missiles of the Confederation, the technology of the Donut, would not
realize that they were dead, though that was a fact.


“Enemy ships from forces designated Alpha one and Alpha two
have both fired missiles,” called out the Tactical Officer.  Icons appeared on
the holo, vector arrows with four thousand gravities acceleration under them. 
No one needed to know what the targets of those missiles were, or the spreads
that were following them.  There was only one target in space for Imperial
missiles, them.


*     *     *


“Your Majesty.  Another enemy force has entered the system.”


Kitticaris linked with the palace computer, which was tied in
to every government system on the moon, including the master tactical net at
naval HQ.  He cursed under his breath when he saw the enemy force, tracked by
their graviton emissions as they accelerated into his space.  “Why wasn’t I
told of their approach before they entered normal space?” he asked the officer
on the other end.


The man stammered for a moment, while the Emperor read and
memorized his name from the system.  You and all of your shift will be
punished.  “I am to be informed whenever a potentially hostile force is
picked up.”


“We weren’t sure what they were at first, your Majesty,” said
another voice on the com.  “The Commander did not want to disturb you if it
turned out to be nothing.”


“Tell me when it appears, Captain, whether you have an ID on
it or not.”  He recorded the Captain’s name as well.  While it was good to be
loyal to a subordinate, doing so made the Captain responsible as well, and he
would pay.  Kitticaris looked over the recording of the approach, noting that
the ships were resonating in the hyper VIII band most of the way in.


Something that only the ancestors could do.  And a technology
I want.  “Try to capture one of those ships, Captain.  I
want that order transmitted to all space based commands.  One of those ships
would improve our own tech base considerably.”


The holo was blossoming with vector arrows, launched missiles
also tracked by their graviton emissions in almost real time.  The acceleration
figures under the enemy missiles were almost not to be believed, thirty
thousand gravities or more.   I wish we could get one of those missiles,
thought the Emperor, almost salivating with desire for the advanced weaponry.  Not
much chance of that, since they’ll go for proximity strikes if they miss.  And
I doubt any ship we capture will have any left on board.


“The order has been sent, your Majesty,” said the Captain,
who seemed to have taken over the com from his subordinate.  “The task force
and ship commanders are not going to like the order, your Majesty.  Those ships
are going to be hard enough to take out, much less take out without causing
catastrophic damage.”


“The task force and ship commanders don’t have to like it,
Captain,” said the Emperor, making another mental note to make sure that this
man was taken in for programming.  He did not have the proper subservient
attitude.  Such happened all the time.  Everyone had booster sessions, but some
responded better than others.  “They just have to follow my orders.  I will not
accept failure, and you may want to remind those people of that fact.”


Kitticaris killed the com and stared at the holo.  Every ship
in the outer system force was firing at the enemy, enough missiles to kill a
group ten times the size of the Confederation formation.  Or, at least, enough
to kill ten times their amount of ships of similar tech level, which these were
not.  The enemy had thrown what looked like a pitiful attack at two of his
battle groups.  But with this tech, who knew?  That might be enough to kill
them and have enough left over to kill two more.


And the enemy was boosting away from his own missiles at two
thousand gravities, with a velocity advantage of point four light.  His
missiles would be chasing them for hours, if they ever caught them.  The enemy
was moving on a course perpendicular to Odin, not really going all that much
further into the system, which seemed to be their plan.  And a good plan it
is.  They use their velocity to reduce the effectiveness of our missiles, while
taking all of our forces under fire and not allowing anyone to get too close.


The Emperor frowned for a moment as he noted many of the
ships in blockade around Odin were now changing their vectors, breaking orbit
and turning onto a heading that would take them to the outer system.  He
considered ordering them back, then noted that only two thirds of the ships
were on the move.  What he had left there would surely be enough to capture or
destroy the remaining enemy ship if it ventured out of the atmosphere.  That
has to be enough.  Those ships are needed to confront the new force.


He continued to watch as the two forces’ missiles headed for
their targets.  His side would learn the effectiveness of the enemy missiles
well before he learned what effect his own side’s would have on the enemy.  Two
hours, he thought, watching the enemy birds that were going to strike
first.  To him it was an intellectual exercise, and he didn’t spare thought for
the fear the crews of those ships must be experiencing.


*     *     *


Beneath the clouds of Odin, Vengeance, though without
a crew, was still fully functional.  And she still had the four of the Universe
in a Bottle modules, which could be used to extract zero point energy.  It took
two hours of the full generating capacity of the Donut to make each
bottle, and almost that much energy could be recovered before the Universe
within collapsed.   Just as important, the ship carried the graviton beam
projectors necessary for opening a wormhole.   The range of the far portal was
limited to one light hour, but anything within that range was fair game, no
matter how well protected by armor or fields.


Wormholes were normally kept open by the pressure of negative
matter pushing out as it repelled itself, held in place by magnetic fields. 
This allowed wormholes to be held open indefinitely.  Unfortunately, such was
not the case with holes generated outside a facility with negative matter and
the frames to carry it.  The ship could generate free standing wormholes, using
the anti-gravitons of the projectors to hold them open, for a short period of
time, normally less than an hour.  And the ship could only open one at a time. 
If a second were opened, the first died.  Still, the ship had the capability to
open dozens of wormholes, one after the other, on any body within range, or
open space itself.


With a burst of energy the ship, using the sensor feed from
the surface of the moon Kallis, opened a short portal, one leading from the
small valley that the forces were moving out of, to the outskirts of a moderate
sized town thirty kilometers from the edge of the capital.  As soon as it
opened a company of commandos moved through, quickly, the first squad fanning
out and checking the area.


As soon as the last soldier was through the wormhole closed. 
A moment later the ship opened another, on the outskirts of another
municipality about the same distance from the capital.  Again, a company
deployed through it, spreading out, taking up positions where they could
observe the town and the garrison that was stationed within.


This happened eight more times, until the nine companies of
the commando regiment were in place.  While they were deploying a second
regiment was coming through the portal from the Donut.  Their turn would
come soon.


The recon platoons of the powered infantry brigade moved
next, fanning out, flowing into the next valleys over, the inhabited ones
dominated by farmlands.   There were police units stationed here, as in all
inhabited areas of the moon.  Not that many, not heavily armed, just enough to
keep the people in line and make sure that no one missed their regular
reprogramming sessions, something much more likely in the rural areas.  Those
cops were woken in the night, to find themselves staring down particle beam
rifles aimed by heavily armored soldiers.  Moving quickly, the brigade took an
area twenty kilometers wide by thirty deep before any alarm was raised.  At
this time, area was life.  The more they could spread out, the less of a target
they would make for nukes or kinetics.


The wormhole to the Donut now moved and reconfigured,
its frame growing until it formed a gate twenty meters wide by twelve high. 
The snout of a cannon poked through the gate, followed by the body of a tank. 
Watcher stood on a hill with Pandi to oversee the arrival of the armored
brigade that would be the fist of his force.  The tanks were similar to what he
had used to rescue Pandi in the Supersystem, only all were manned by a pair of
crew.  At two hundred tons, they were much more heavily armed and armored than
the ones he had used.  All floated on grabber units that lifted them ten
centimeters above the ground, though they could go much higher if necessary,
becoming flying vehicles if needed.  Fifty four of the vehicles floated through
the gate, followed by sixty of the lighter vehicles that would carry ten
armored infantrymen, then another battalion of tanks.  After those came seventy
scout vehicles of various types, then fifty shore defense vehicles, huge titans
in the thousand ton range, not as heavily armored as tanks, but packing many
times the firepower.


“You sure you want to roll like this?” asked Pandi, watching
as the last of the vehicles came rolling through the portal.  As soon as it was
through the portal lifted into the air and started disgorging a different kind
of vehicle.


“We need to hit hard,” said Watcher.  “Take all of his
attention off the real threat.  Nothing like an armored spearhead toward your
capital while your navy is involved in a battle to take the focus off the
palace.”


The first vehicle came through the raised portal.  This time
it was a sleek craft, flying from the portal and banking to the right, while
the next through went to the left.  They came out at the rate of one every
three seconds.  In a minute there were twenty multirole fighters in the air,
flying low, fanning out over the tops of the advancing army.  After twenty four
craft had come through they were followed by twenty four more advanced
fighters, these taking to the sky and looking for enemy craft that might try to
interfere.  Thirty troop carrying gunships came next, the last of the air
cover.


“That’s it,” said Watcher, waving at the last gunship.  “In
another year we’ll be able to put quintuple the force on the ground.”


“And will it be enough?” asked Pandi, looking up at her man,
who was now in the bulked up combat armor he preferred, modules that had been
attached and bonded to his suit, making him the deadliest infantryman on the
planet.  There were plans to build more of the specialized armor.  They hadn’t
gotten around to those plans yet.


“It will have to be,” he answered, leading her off the hill
and back into the woods.  “Now we wait, and see how things develop.”


“And if they don’t develop the way you thought?”


“Then we rethink the problem and come up with another plan,”
said the smiling man, who seemed to be in his element now that he was on the
offensive.  “Military plans hardly ever work out as envisioned,” he said,
looking up at the canopy of Earth native trees the planet had been seeded with
when terraformed.  “That’s why most victories go to the most flexible minds,
the one who is able to think on his feet.”


“And can you out think this SOB who captured you?” she asked,
the anxiety before the battle charging her with adrenalin.


“I hope so,” he said, hunching his armored shoulders.  “If
not, we’re going to give him a fight.  But in the long run, he really can’t
win.  The Suryans will see to that, and those they recruit to our cause.  In a
year a real fleet will come here, and the New Galactic Empire will cease to
exist.”


“And the reason we couldn’t wait that year?”


“You’ve seen the city, talked to the people,” said Watcher,
his eyes narrowing.  “I refuse to let these people suffer another year under
this madman.  It is a risk, but one I’m willing to take.  I just wish you would
let me send you back to the Donut.  You don’t have to take this risk
with me.”


Pandi shook her head, tapping her hard armor with her right
hand.  It too had been reconfigured, with more armor, greater strength, while
not having the bulk of Watcher’s panoply.   “Then all I would do would be to
worry about the trouble you’re getting your stupid ass in.”


“I’ll have you know I am the smartest dumb ass in the Galaxy,
and so capable of getting myself out of my stupid mistakes.  Most of the time.”


“You’re a man,” said Pandi with a smug smile.  “You can’t
help it that you can’t ever think without a cloud of testosterone screwing with
your frontal lobes.”


Watcher roared with laughter as they walked back to the cave,
something which did Pandi good to see.  After all, the man had the weight of
the Galaxy on his shoulders, and a little levity could go a long way to helping
him relax.
















Chapter Twenty-seven


 


This is slavery, not to speak one's thought.


Euripides


 


“We have an invasion situation,” came the call over the com,
interrupting the Emperor’s attention to the tactical holo.


One of his battle groups had ceased to exist, hammered to
scrap by the enemy missiles.  Defenses that would have taken out ninety percent
of an even denser volley from his own ships had only been able to take out a
little over forty percent of the Confederation missiles.  They were just too
fast, too maneuverable, and, most of all, too hard to track with their
penetration aids.  Half the missiles that had gotten through had gone for
proximity kills, but the other half had hit their targets, even if those
targets had already been expanding balls of plasma.  It still counted as a hit
if the blast went off in the center of the cloud and spread the plasma
further.  He had been watching the attack of one of the missiles on one of the
first ships to be hit, transmitted from one of the vessels that had survived
some seconds into the strike.  The enemy weapon was a blur, even in extreme
slow motion, but he could still see how it had maneuvered all the way in,
moving out of the way of particle streams, hitting counter missiles with its
own built in lasers.


And the second force was about to be struck.  They had been
warned by the first group, and had watched the video of that attack.  And the Emperor
doubted it would have much effect on the efficiency of the second strike.


“What do you mean, an invasion situation?” he asked, turning
away from the holo and bringing up a tactical map of the capital and the region
around it.


“Enemy troops and vehicles have been spotted in the Lake
Huarta Farming Region,” said the voice of Field Marshal Juan Gonzalez, the
commander of the Imperial Army.  “Reports coming in are sporadic and confused,
and something has taken down our satellite coverage of the area.”


And we have no ships in orbit, thought the Emperor, looking back at the system plot.  The
ships that had left Odin orbit were now fifteen million kilometers out, and it
would take them almost thirty minutes to stop, plus an hour to come back into
orbit.


“What about aircraft?  Have you sent any recon craft into the
area?  Any ground attack craft?”


“We have, your Majesty.  Anything that goes in low
disappears, I’m thinking shot down.  Anything we send through higher is met by
these.”  Another holo sprang to life, showing what looked like a very dangerous
hunter/killer aircraft.  The image was blurred, hard to see, even from close.


“Have you shot any of them down?” he asked, already painfully
sure what the answer would be.


“No, your Majesty.  They don’t appear on our sensors scans,
and are pretty near invisible visually at any kind of range.  Add to that they
are staying in the clouds, and we only catch sight of one when it attacks, just
for a second.”


“Shit.  I want them taken out of the air.  Commit as many
aircraft as you need.  If worse comes to worse, set off aerial AM explosions. 
Maybe we can knock some out that way.”


“That will cause a lot of collateral damage, your Majesty,”
cautioned the Field Marshal.  “The effects on the ground underneath, the crops
from the factory farms, will be devastating.”


“I really don’t care about that, Field Marshal.  Because you
are going to blow the hell out of that farmland anyway.”  The Emperor looked at
the expanded map, cursing again as he saw the area that was covered.  “I want
this attack taken out before it can get to the capital.”


“From what we know, from the only reports that have come out
of the area, we’re facing armored vehicles and heavily armored infantry, your
Majesty.  It will take a number of direct hits to put a dent in whatever they
have.  And we still haven’t figured out how they landed there.”


They used wormholes, you moron, he thought, watching as a red tendril spread toward the
capital, still sixty kilometers away.   But from where?  If from their
ships, this must be limited to a battalion.  If from their station, then there
may not be a limit to them.  “I want you to commit everything you have,” he
ordered the Field Marshal.  “They must be contained, until we can destroy
them.”


“Can’t we use kinetic strikes, your Majesty,” asked the Field
Marshal, his expression showing his distaste for the order to nuke the land his
people lived on.


“We don’t have any, you idiot,” said the Emperor.   “All of
the ships that have penetrators on board are elsewhere.”  And he had never
really thought to equip the station with any, since there were almost always
ships in orbit.  Now, when he needed them, there were none, and wouldn’t be for
at least another half an hour, if some of the ships on Odin blockade had any on
board.  “Follow your orders.  I really don’t care what it costs.  Stop them and
destroy them.”


The Emperor turned back to the tactical holo just in time to
see the second battle group disappear under a hail of missiles.  He cursed once
again.  Over a hundred of his ships had been destroyed, and he had yet to harm
the enemy.  Not even a scratch to their hulls.


And the missiles of his own force were still trying to catch
up.  They had already exceeded the velocity they would need to eventually catch
them.  All they needed now was time to close the distance.


*     *     *


“All ships have reloaded, my Lord,” said Krishnamurta’s Flag
Captain, Aagney Behera.


The Admiral nodded his head.  Every one of his vessels
carried one or more wormholes back to the Donut.  And every one of the
missiles they had already expended had been replaced in the magazines.  That
was one advantage the enemy didn’t have, and one he hoped they hadn’t guessed
he possessed.  Better that they think we are running through our weapons,
he thought.  He had already smashed two enemy battle forces, but there were a
lot more ships where they came from.  By their current count over eleven
hundred warships.  And two hundred more would be arriving in the system in less
than fourteen hours.


“What’s the status on our attack craft?” he asked his Flag
Captain, whose job it was to keep up on such things.


“Ready to be deployed whenever you’re ready,” said Behera.


“Prepare to deploy them then.  Attack plan Gamma One.”


The Flag Captain nodded, then closed her eyes and connected
with the com net, ordering what needed to be done.


Krishnamurta looked at the plot, zooming in on the force
coming out from the moons of Odin.  Most of the ships were still trying to
vector in on his fast moving force.  Others, about thirty of them, were
starting to decelerate for an eventual return trip to Kallis. And we can’t
have that, he thought.


All of the cruisers released a wormhole into space.  Each was
attached to a specially configured probe that decelerated at thirty thousand
gravities, getting into the proper alignment and getting rid of the velocity
they held of their launching ships’ vectors.  It still took some fifteen
minutes before they were where they needed to be, but as soon as they locked
into place small vessels started coming through.


Each of the ships was of a size with the one Pandora Latham
had used against the Nations of Humanity in the Supersystem, about thirty
thousand tons, with a crew of six.  Based on the same design, they had been
modified with an inertialess drive, such as that used by the Suryans, though of
a much more advanced capabilities.  They were armed to the teeth with lasers,
particle beams and eight short range, high acceleration missiles.  Each exited
their wormhole at a velocity of point five light, followed by another every
five seconds, until fifty-two of craft were in space, heading for the Imperial
force that was coming out from the moons.  Minutes after entering the system
space the craft had all surrounded themselves with globes of negative matter held
in a magnetic field.


Sealed in their own baby Universes, the ships sped forward at
ten thousand gravities.  In such a field they were capable of passing the speed
of light.  The only problem came when they dropped the field and came back to
the normal Universe.   If they were going significantly faster than when they
entered the field the inertia rebound would turn them into fast moving atoms,
with all the explosive power that entailed.


“Ships are away, sir,” said the Flag Captain.  “Wormholes are
redeploying to their secondary positions.”


“Very well,” said the Captain, watching as the fast attack
ships disappeared from the plot, cut off from his sensors.  Good luck,
little falcons, he thought.  The small ships were fast and maneuverable,
but could not take much of a hit before they were destroyed.  And good
hunting.


*     *     *


Captain Kelivarish was the first of his people to leave his
home system since the fall of civilization.  His people had had it better than
most, they had retained enough knowledge after the fall to have regained space
five hundred years past.  Because of that, they had been able to colonize
multiple planets around their star of the Supersystem.  Then, they had been hit
hard by the murderous Nation of Humanity, who saw the Maurid species as the
ultimate alien evil.  One of their planets had been devastated from space,
their fleet all but destroyed, several colonies on habitats or harsh moons
destroyed.


His people had been rescued by Watcher and his consort, who
had defeated the Nation and brought safety to all the peoples of the
Supersystem, no matter their species.  One would be hard pressed to find a
Maurid of his people who was not grateful to the pair to the point of being
willing to give their lives for them.  Their loyalty was absolute, and when the
call went out for soldiers for the new Confederation, many who had served in
the Maurid army answered the call.


Some of his men came from earlier industrial
societies, people who had never heard of the weapons they were using.  He had been
amazed at how fast someone could be brought up to speed using simulators and
implant technology.  The soldiers didn’t always understand the tech, but they
understood how to care for the weapons, and how to use them, and that was
really the important part.


The Captain lay on his stomach, looking out over the road
that wound its way through the valley.  Like most of his people, he was wearing
a very light, flexible body armor that would protect him from most projectiles,
several seconds of personal lasers, and maybe a touch of particle beam fire. 
It enhanced his strength while not taking away his natural speed, and had a
complete sensor and com package.  With a thought he zoomed in on the road,
seeing nothing but some civilian ground vehicles.  With another thought the
view changed, showing the line of vehicles moving through the streets of the
town to the west.


The technology bringing him this view was the most amazing to
an old infantry officer like himself.  The air for thirty kilometers in all
directions was seeded by millions of microbots, recon drones in the micrometer
scale.  Most were hovering in the air, some were perched on the sides or roofs
of buildings, on trees, even on a few thousand birds and other animals.  All
were linked into a network, feeding it back to hundreds of thousands of orbital
satellites the size of memory chips that had been seeded by wormhole above the
planet.  They were all shielded against reasonable EMP emissions, though a
really powerful weapon could knock out small swathes of them.


Kelivarish matched the tanks up with the map that appeared on
his HUD and connected to his platoon leaders and sergeants to let them know the
show was about to begin.  “No shooting until they’re all in the bag,” he warned
his leaders, relying on them to pass the message down to the individual
soldiers.  A shot at the wrong moment could mean they didn’t get the entire
armored battalion.  While not a total disaster, since ripping the heart out of
the formation would most likely result in enough shock to take the unit out of
the order of battle, it was not the optimal outcome.


And these are the cowards who captured and tortured Watcher, he thought, seeing the first vehicle leave the town three
kilometers up the road.  That thought enraged him, like it would most of these
soldiers.


“We’ve got the scouts in sight,” called the squad leader of
the small unit he had placed further up the road to take care of the half dozen
scout cars that had traversed the highway well ahead of the tanks.


“Hold up,” he told the Sergeant, another of his people.  He
knew he didn’t have to tell the other Maurid what to do.  The male knew that
hitting the scouts early would just tip off the battalion.  But it never hurt
to make sure everyone was on the same page.


“Do you want us to move to keep them in the kill zone?” asked
the Sergeant.


“Only if you can do so without giving yourselves away,” said
the Captain, feeling stupid after saying in.  The suits the commandos were
wearing we also extremely stealthy, with both passive and active cammo fields. 
And all of the men were well practiced in moving quietly while presenting the
smallest possible target, if any at all.


The tanks continued to roll along, the clanking of treads
sounding through the night.  I’m surprised they aren’t using grabbers,
thought the Captain, zooming in on the first tank in the column.  He estimated
that it massed between three and four hundred tons.  And he assumed they were
not using grabbers because they needed their supermetals for more important
things than planetary defense weapons.  Still, it put them at a distinct
disadvantage as far as mobility went.  If their treads couldn’t move them over
it, they were stuck.  And we’re about to stick a bunch of them on this road,
at least temporarily.


He continued to watch the tanks, zooming in on several of
them to observe the men riding in the commanders’ hatches.  All seemed alert,
checking both sides of the road, their hatch mounted particle beams ready. 
They seemed ready for anything.


He sent a click over the com, alerting everyone that the time
was coming.  The Captain waited a few seconds, then voiced the command. 
“Fire.”


As soon as the words left his mouth the night was lit up by
what looked like streaks of light, hypervelocity rockets leaving their tubes at
forty thousand gravities, the heat of the friction of their passage pointing
from launcher to target for a fraction of a second.  Twenty rockets lanced out,
all on a different target.  All were well aimed, all hits, and twenty tanks
died in fiery explosions.  Some as turrets flew into the air, others as holes
blasted through hulls.


Particle beams fired at the same time, taking out every
commander that sat a turret in the tanks that hadn’t been hit by rockets. 
Other beams took out those drivers who were piloting their craft from an open
hatch.  Still others took out gunners who were riding in their hatches,
enjoying the night air.


Ten seconds later the next wave of hyper velocity rockets
reached out, and the tank battalion ceased to exist as a viable combat
formation.  Twelve tanks were left, all without commanders, many without
drivers, trapped on the road with burning vehicles to all sides.  Massed
particle beam fire took them out.


The Captain glanced up the road, to where the other squad had
been waiting for the scouts, to see balls of fire rising over the hill.  A
quick check of the com confirmed that those vehicles were also dead.


“To the rally point,” the Captain said into the com.  He
looked over at the two humans in his small HQ section and nodded.  They all got
up off the ground as one and started running through the night, first into the
thick forest at their back, then to a point ten kilometers away where they
would gather to regroup and prepare for their next attack.


*     *     *


“We have incoming missiles, my Lord,” said the young Suryan
artillery officer, sitting at a panel that had been set up in the cave.


“Nukes, or antimatter,” said Watcher, looking at the holo
plot above the board.


Pandi knew that both were bad news.  Antimatter packed more destructive
power per mass than a fusion warhead, though both produced quite a burst of
radiation on detonation, mostly deadly neutrons which killed all animals,
including those with intelligence.


“Engaging,” called out another soldier, a woman sitting to the
right of the officer.


The tactical holo showed every Confederation aircraft heading
for the deck, and then boosting at maximum acceleration away from the area. 
Six ground based icons blinked, as the shore artillery opened up.


Outside, six lasers shot into the sky, invisible except where
they penetrated the water vapor of the sparse clouds.  Two beams engaged each
target, and the three warheads detonated high in the outer atmosphere.


“They were all hundred megaton weapons, my Lord,” said the
artillery officer.  “Fusion.”


“Bastards,” said Pandi, grimacing.  “He was going to kill his
own people.  How many would those warheads have taken out.”


“From two to three million, my lady,” said the officer. 
“Maybe twice that many injured.”


“Bastards.”


“That order could only have come from Kitticaris,” said
Watcher, looking over at the main tactical holo that showed the ground action
developing, his spearheads pushing further into enemy territory, while two more
warheads were taken out in the upper atmosphere over them.  “My main worry is
that he will start throwing low altitude cruise weapons at us.  We will still
be able to take them out, but the damage to the surface of this region will be
considerable.”


The holo showed a wave of enemy fighters coming in from the north,
from landing fields outside of the range of their own artillery, which had been
lobbing shells at every airbase within their firing arcs.  Watcher called up a
view on another holo, the feed from one of the fighters as they shot back up to
altitude and headed for the enemy, hitting Mach twenty in as many seconds.  The
enemy fighters came into view, and the targeting systems of the Confederation
fighters lit them up at double the Imperial range.  The missiles they fired
streaked off at tens of thousands of gravities, and half the enemy fighters
died.


Particle beams hummed through the air, taking out most of the
other fighters.  Only twenty-three got into range of their own weapons and
launched.  Those aircraft died moments later, as did most of their missiles. 
One got all the way through, why no one could say.  But it destroyed one of the
Confederation fighters, and the pilot was not lucky enough to get out in time.


It looked good at first, one Confederation fighter versus
ninety-eight enemy splashed.  But they were still heavily outnumbered, and
after another couple of fights aircraft would have to land to be serviced and
have their expended ordnance replaced.  If another enemy attack came in then,
they could be in trouble.


“We have a tank battle developing in Sector Alpha Seven,”
called out another technician manning the board.


The holo that had been showing the air battle switched to a
view looking down on the ground from a low altitude.  A line of enemy vehicles
was approaching across an open field, four kilometers from the friendly
vehicles. Cannon sent rounds at a thousand kilometers a second at the enemy
tanks, blasting them apart with kinetic energy that threw molten metal into the
air along with turrets.  The rounds of enemy tanks came ripping in, most
missing as their targeting vehicles fell prey to the stealth systems of the
Confederation vehicles.  Some rounds hit, bouncing with loud clangs from the
tougher armor of the more advanced tanks.  And two were hit just right,
penetrators hitting the junction of turret to hull and killing those tanks.


There were two more exchanges of rounds, and when it was
over, three of the Confederation tanks had been killed, versus almost ninety of
the Imperial vehicles.  The recon being performed by the microbots showed all
ahead clear, and the tank battalion moved forward, rolling over the field, ten
centimeters above the ground.


“What’s it looking like?” asked Watcher, walking over to the
plotting table occupied by his staff, and the Major General that was in charge
of the whole main force.


“It looks like we’re sucking them out of their positions, my
Lord,” said Major General Garanapey, another Suryan who occupied his position
because they were still the most technologically advanced of the peoples
serving him.  “Another brigade pulled out of the capital, leaving only a couple
of battalions still in place.  That, and the police.”


“And the palace?”


“It’s still swarming with troops.  It doesn’t look like their
Emperor is willing to take any chances with his own safety.”


“Of course not,” said Pandi with a sneer. “That coward’s not
about to risk his own hide.”


“Do not underestimate him,” said Watcher, pointing a finger
at Pandi.  “And if you get him in your sights, kill him.  Immediately, and
without hesitation.”


“My pleasure, lover,” said Pandi, enjoying the look of
discomfort on his face when she used that term in front of others.  She still
didn’t think of herself as a soldier, or spacer, and was not about to change
who she was or how she acted to suit some artificial sense of decorum.  “As
soon as I see him, he’s dead meat.  And I won’t stop shooting until there’s not
enough of him left to scoop into an urn.”


*     *     *


“What the hell,” yelled out one of the uniformed policemen
who was walking curfew patrol.  Curfew had come earlier this evening than was
normal, since the alarm had gone out that the moon had been invaded.


And why were we invaded? thought
Captain Rafael Jiminez, who was leading a police patrol himself this night,
something he hadn’t done since he had become an officer in the plainclothes
branch.  And by whom?  That information had not come down, and the
police had been told that they didn’t need to know.  All they needed was to
keep the streets under control while the military garrison was stripped and sent
from the city to fight this invasion.


The supersonic crack of incoming rounds drove all other
thoughts from his mind, other than seeking cover.  What the hell? was
his next thought, as another round cracked past him to shatter on the wall
behind his back.  The policemen started to fire back, though the Captain for
the life of him couldn’t tell where the incoming rounds were coming from.


A cop screamed, and a twitching body fell into the street. 
All the police were wearing body armor and riot helmets, but from the blood
soaking the street from the cranial region of the cop, he had taken a hit to
the head nonetheless.


The police squad started to fire and maneuver toward where
they thought the shots were coming from, as they had been taught, while Jiminez
called for air support.  Everyone was operating in slow motion, caught up in
the shock of the moment.  People didn’t attack the police, not in any kind of
force.  There was the rare murder of a cop who busted the head of the wrong
person’s family member.  But most of the people were too well programed to try
to engage the police that their brainwashed minds told them were their friends.


The squad moved forward, the eight men remaining firing and
maneuvering, trying to keep the gunman’s head down.  Jiminez circled his finger
in the air, trying to rally the men he was leading.  He planned to take them up
the street and over, in an attempt to get around the rebels.


A fury of fire ripped into the uniformed police squad from
the flank, the perfect ambush.  Five of the eight went down immediately, as
military class projectile weapons tore through their body armor.  The three
remaining sought cover.  One was shot on the way to promised safety.  Another
was hit from the original sniper, and only one man remained of the squad. 
Hiding, cowering, afraid to move.


The air cover came in the form of hunter killer drones, too
late.  The rebels were already gone without a trace.


*     *     *


“I told you this was the time to strike,” said Freddie
Santana, pumping a fist in the air.  He knew of two policemen he had hit, and
hopefully killed.  Eight men had gone down, all at least seriously injured. 
And they had gotten away through the sewers before the drones had arrived.


“They’ll be ready for us next time,” said the team leader,
Leonal Navare.


And that’s the reason all the teams have to hit at the same
time, thought Santana, nodding his head.  They had
gone for maximum disruption.


There had still been some dissent from within the Opposition
about attacking, until the news had come that some unknown was attacking the
planet in force.  Freddie could only think of one unknown that someone could
be.  The leadership had agreed, and so they had come out in force to start an
uprising that hopefully would get the government’s attention, and take some of
the pressure off the invaders.


“Shouldn’t we turn these weapons off while we move?” Freddie
asked Navare as they moved from one main to another, taking a turn that would
take them uptown.


“Why would we want to do that?” asked a man who Freddie
didn’t know.  “Hell if I’m going to disarm myself.  I want this baby ready to
fire when I need it to.”


“What’s the idea, Santana?” asked Navare.  “Why do you want
us to turn our weapons to an off position?”


Freddie shook his head at the question.  Very few of the
immune had served in the military, there was just too much chance of
discovery.  Santana was an exception.  He had just been a grunt, but he had
known what he was doing.   That one ten year enlistment was all he could
handle.   The military was constantly checking their programming, testing them
on a weekly basis, and Santana had only gotten through some of the tests by
pure dumb luck.


“When the rifles are on, the magnetic coils are kept warm,”
he told the leader.  “They produce a signal which can be picked up on some
scanners.  If we were on a battlefield, with thousands of people moving around,
it probably wouldn’t be a big deal, because there would be so many signals out
there that none would be traceable to an individual source.  Down here, that
might be another story.”


“I’m still not turning mine off,” said the man who had
refused earlier.  “If we get shot at, I want to shoot back immediately, not
have to take the time to switch my damned rifle on.”


“That only takes another second,” said Santana, trying to
reason with the man.


“Turn off your rifle, Gabriel,” ordered Navare.


“Fuck you, Leonal,” the man told the leader.


“I could have you shot for disobeying orders,” said Navare,
glaring at the man.


“And I could blow you away while the words were leaving your
mouth, asshole,” said Gabriel.


Navare stared at the man for a moment, then shook his head
and turned away.


He’s a weak leader, thought
Santana, considering shooting Gabriel  himself.  But we aren’t military, and
no one here is under that kind of discipline.  Santana thought for a moment
longer, then gave it up as a bad idea.


They took a right turn and walked up toward a large drainage
field, where a half dozen mains emptied into a drain that led out of the city. 
Santana made sure he was near the back of the column, still feeling nervous
about their moving with their weapons on.  His was off.  He would take the
extra second to flip a switch before shooting.


Rounds cracked through the air, breaking the sound barrier as
they sped across the opening.  Gabriel was the first man to go down, a pair of
rounds hitting him in the front and coming out his back with little loss of
velocity, splashes of blood spraying the wall being him.  Navare was down a
moment longer.


Santana backed into the main, then turned and ran toward
another junction.  It was obvious that they were outnumbered, and that the
police had been tracking them, just as he had warned their late leader.  It was
also obvious that this area would soon be surrounded, if it wasn’t already.  If
any others broke free, Santana would try to reunite the squad.  If not, he
would head out on his own and turn sniper.  The thing he refused to do was to
die because some others decided to ignore his good advice.
















Chapter Twenty-eight


 


Death is softer by far than
tyranny.


Aeschylus


 


“We have a revolt going on in the capital, your Majesty,”
said Lt. General Maximo Nagoles, the commander of the Kallis Imperial Police.


“What?” said the Emperor, who had been following two
concurrent battles where his side wasn’t doing so well.  One of his missile
units was preparing a ground strike with cruise weapons, hoping they wouldn’t
present such a good target to the enemy.  And he had ships less than an hour
from the planet, ready and able to drop kinetic weapons on the enemy.  Kinetics
were harder to intercept than missiles, based on the fact that they fell
through an atmosphere in seconds, and, being solid objects, most laser, and
even particle beam, hits were normally not enough to stop them from hitting
their targets.  Otherwise, his ground forces were being rolled up, and the
enemy was advancing on his capital with little trouble.


Thirty kilometers in an hour, he thought, shaking his head.  In modern warfare, at least
as practiced by his forces, ten in an hour was considered excellent.  Of
course, that didn’t consider that the other force was a thousand or more years
advanced than his own.  The other side was also being hurt, but the difference
was like that between a man being mauled by a bear, versus one getting some
scratches from a housecat.


“The Opposition is rising up in a revolt, attacking police
patrols, even the precinct headquarters,” said Nagoles, his breath coming in
gasps.  “They’ve taken down two headquarters, and over four hundred of my
police.”


“Well, kill them,” said the Emperor, his face flushing with
anger.


“We are trying, your Majesty.  But I must request that we
have military aid.  And the local garrison commander will not cooperate.”


Because he has more important things to deal with, you idiot, thought the Emperor, like the possibility that the
military force they’re fighting might drop soldiers into the capital.


“We have no forces to give you aid right now, General.  Your
police are going to have to handle this revolt on your own.”  He saw the face
of the General fall as he said that. The same expression he had seen on the
visage of his ground force commander just moments before.  “How many rebels are
there?  This can’t be a popular revolt, can it?”   The people are too well
programed for that.  And there can’t be that many immune, can there?


“Several thousand at most,” said the General, looking out of
the holo at something on his side of the transmission.


The Emperor changed the plot that was showing the ground
battle with a thought, and swore as he saw the red dots that had appeared all
over his capital city.  Small screens opened in the holo, showing the aftermath
of several vehicle bombs that had shattered the fronts of buildings.  He
growled in anger as he saw the damage to the jewel in his crown.


“I will be sending you some help, General.  It’s about time
we let the citizens help.”  He killed the link and linked in with his
Propaganda and Programming Authority.


“May I help you, your Majesty?” asked the senior officer on
duty.


“I need for you to start sending out new messages through the
subliminals,” said Kitticaris.  “I need the people to rise up against the
rebels that are attacking our police.”


“Yes, your Majesty,” said the man in a smooth voice.  “We can
do that.  Give us a couple of minutes.”


The Emperor killed the com, something only he was allowed to
do while talking with his subordinates.  He went back to looking at the
tactical plot of the ground battle, then switched back to the fight in space.


“The message is out, your Majesty,” came a transmission from
the PPA.


“Thank you.”  Kitticaris brought up another holo that showed
a shot of the downtown, along with audio.  The billboards and floating banners
were still showing their nonsense, commercials and such.  His optical center
looked through the surface fluff to see the message underneath.  Defend your
Emperor.  Turn in the rebels.  Help the police.  Kill the rebels.  The same
message was playing through the background hum in the air, reprograming the
citizens, turning them against the Opposition, who they would see as the enemy
of their beloved Emperor.


Kitticaris switched back to the holo of the naval battle,
just in time to see the icons of a couple of his ships fall off the plot, no
longer emitting gravitons.  He cursed, wondering what could have happened, as
there had been no enemy ships or missiles nearby, and the range was too great
for any chance of a hit by beam weapons, even if one could be powerful enough
to blot out a ship at that distance in such a limited time.  And the ships were
twenty light minutes away, the time it would take for a com transmission to get
to the moon.  The time before he could find out what had happened.  But
whatever it was, it was never a good thing to see your ships stop transmitting
gravitons, since it was likely they were no longer complete vessels.


*     *     *


Flight Captain Stephan Hertz was not Suryan by birth, at
least not from one of the four terraformed moons that made up the center of the
kingdom.  His world had been annexed by the Kingdom a year after his birth. 
The Kingdom had come in and helped to raise his people, who had been
functioning at an advanced muscle powered level of technology, sailing ships
being the most advanced machine on the planet, and raised them to their own
level in a generation.  Hertz had been a part of that generation.  And had
become an officer in the Suryan navy.  Due to his flexible mind he had been
asked to join the Donut project, one of the Suryan personnel sent to the
giant station as part of the new Confederation’s military.


Because he had been on the forefront of the development of
ships using a more advanced version of the Suryan inertialess drive, he had
been chosen for command of one of the wings of fast attack ships that had been
prepared for the Confederation Navy.  All of the ships were equipped with
wormhole coms, something the Suryan warships hadn’t been.  So they weren’t
completely blind to the Universe like their predecessors had.  No,
thought the officer, watching the plot as his ship, and the other forty-seven
of his wing, decelerated toward their target, we’re only as blind as a
drunken man trying to walk through an unfamiliar city in a thick fog.


They were getting the feed from probes that were sending
their signals back to their launching ships, from the ships to the Donut, then
on to the fast attack ships.  The probes themselves were not ideally located
for his purposes.  The closest was ten light seconds from the targets, the
furthest several light minutes.


When the warning klaxon went off he almost jumped out of his
seat, until he realized the collision warning was not intended for his ship. 
One of his vessels fell off the com net, four seconds later another, and he
cursed under his breath as he ordered the probes to give him a visual of what
might have happened.


It took over a minute for the first visual to come in, a
bright flash on an Imperial cruiser that expanded, then died as the plasma
spread in the vacuum of space.  He ordered the vid to reverse and zoom, then go
into super slow motion.  He still couldn’t see what had actually happened, as
the ship shattered from the impact of, something.  And the only something he
could think of was one of his ships.


It was supreme bad luck for such to happen.  Space was so
vast that the chance of a collision was a million to one.  And a continued look
at the vid showed that it happened again, a multi-billion to one occurrence.  
The only problem with probabilities were that they weren’t impossibilities, no
matter how much they seemed like they should be.


Hertz buried his face in his hands, saying a quick prayer to
the God of his upbringing for the souls of the people involved, all of them,
his side and the others.  He looked back at the plot as soon as the last word
left his mouth.  He had the crews of forty-six other ships to worry about,
including his own.  And the plot showed that they were coming up on their
target ships in another eight minutes.


“Velocity, point six six light,” called out the Navigation
Tech.  “Time to drop bubble, seven point five minutes.”


Hertz watched the velocity figures drop as the craft
decelerated at ten thousand gravities.  They would be traveling at point five
one light by the time they dropped the bubble, just a few percentage points
above where they had started out.  Their heavy duty compensators could absorb
that much differential, but not much more.


The timer ticked down.  At one minute all weapons were
powered up, targets were fed into the computers, and crew made their final
preparations, including prayers to whatever deities they might worship, or to
the quiet contemplation of the Universe for those who didn’t follow any.


“Dropping bubble, now,” called out the Pilot.  The magnetic
field shifted, an opening appeared to the front, and they had their first view
of normal space since they had entered the inertialess drive bubble.  It only
took a fraction of a second for the negative matter to be gathered in two balls
on the sides of the ship, a couple of seconds more for them to be pulled into
the specially made storage tanks.  Meanwhile the compensators were glowing
white with heat, eating all the excess inertia before it could damage the ship.


“Targets ahead,” called out the Weapons Tech, as the viewer
centered on a task force of Imperial ships that were on a least time deceleration
toward Kallis.  It took a couple of seconds for the ship’s comp to match those
targets up with what they had logged from the probes.   The probe data was
coming in as well over the wormhole com, giving them a real time look at a
target that still had no idea they were there, outside of the graviton
emissions that told them something was there, but not what.


“Firing missiles,” called out the Weapons Tech, and the ship
shifted slightly as a pair of weapons were dropped from the internal
compartment.  The missiles sped forward at forty thousand gravities, a greater
rate that ship launched missiles.  They were built to put on terrific
acceleration for a limited time, right in the attack profile of the launching
craft.  These started out at point five one light, the same as the launching
craft, and added three hundred and ninety kilometers per second to their
velocity.  The first weapons hit four minutes after launch, traveling at a
velocity of point eight two light.  Twenty-one of the ninety-two fifty ton weapons
were intercepted.  The rest hit, and the task force was gutted, only a dozen
ships still intact, everyone that was struck gone.


The fast attack craft swept in after their missiles,
accelerating at three thousand gravities, their maximum outside of the
inertialess bubbles.  All of the ships carried one pentawatt class laser in the
nose, and two particle beams on the sides of their fuselages.  The particle
beams were actually just the firing nozzles.  The actual accelerators lived
aboard the Donut, giving the beams the capabilities of those aboard a
Confederation destroyer.  Antimatter came out at point nine nine eight light,
ripping through the screens of the surviving Imperial ships and exploding onto
and into their hulls.  As the fast attack craft passed there was nothing left
of the task force but debris.  Not even a life pod had gotten free.


Hertz said another prayer, one that hoped their enemy would
surrender before there was more loss of life.  He had lost one ship during the
attack, most probably due to more bad luck, and not the effectiveness of enemy
weapons.


“Get us back into the bubble,” he told his Pilot.  “Get us
slowed to a stop and on the way back as soon as possible.”


Hertz checked the com, then the updated plot and saw that the
other enemy force, the one of over a thousand ships, had also been hit, and
hard, with almost a hundred warships destroyed.  And his side had taken more
casualties as well, thirteen fast attack craft, the result of attacking a much
larger force.  We could win this thing, he thought, looking at the plot
again, finding Krishnamurta’s force as it continued to work its way across the
system, sending out wave after wave of missiles to strike at the ships that
were pursuing them.


*     *     *


“Missile impact in three minutes,” called out the Flag
Tactical Officer.


Krishnamurta nodded his head as he watched the plot.  This
wave was much larger than the last.  It had originally been over ten thousand
missiles, closing at a velocity of point four light.  His force had been cycling
counter missiles for the last ten minutes, and were now firing lasers at the
enemy weapons, taking them out at a prodigious rate.


But we’ve still got several thousand that are going to get
within striking range, and maybe a hundred that will get through the close in
defenses.  That was the problem with missiles.  Even
lower tech weapons could be very effective at range if there were enough of
them.  Light speed was the limit in normal space, and even the missiles of the
Empire could catch the Confederation ships, given enough time.


“Close in defense systems, fire,” ordered the Admiral,
gripping his chair arms.  “Pattern Bravo Seven.”


The ships all started to fire their close in defensive
systems, putting tons of exploding pellets into the space around them, a wall
of metal.  Not every hit on a missile was a kill, even at the velocities
involved.  Missiles had tough ceramic armor in their noses, as well as their
own reactive panels that blasted holes through the wall of defensive fire.


The ships continued to put up their fire, lasers and particle
beams added into the mix.  Still, it looked like a hundred weapons were going
to get to final approach, and maybe thirty of them could get a hit, on the
outside.  And a hit would be a kill.


“Deploy defense screen,” called out the Admiral, his stomach
knotting in anxiety.  This was something he had never tried before, and like
all new maneuvers, those using it lacked complete confidence.  The weapons came
blasting through the final wall of fire, eighty-three of them, not quite as bad
as the hundred projected, but still bad enough.


*     *     *


“Second Commando Regiment,” said the voice of Watcher over
the com.  “Are you ready?”


“Yes, my Lord,” said Colonel Michael Wiggins, another of the
Suryan Colonials who made up a good portion of their army.  “We’re ready to go
and kick some ass.”


The Colonel went over the battle plan in his head as he
waited for the word.  He had three battalions of over six hundred people each. 
He had a lower percentage of nonhumans than the First Regiment, as it was
thought that humans would move better through the environs of a human city. 
Still, he had enough nonhumans to hopefully scare the crap out of anyone they
moved against.


The map of the capital was on his HUD, along with the spots marked
where his troops would deploy.  Three positions to each of the first two
battalions, six overall.  First battalion would deploy throughout the city,
platoons branching out from their companies, their job to attack police
stations and patrols.  Second would set up just outside of the palace, within
three kilometers of the building, attracting as much attention from the
defenders as possible.  Wiggins would deploy with them, and try to keep tabs on
the Regiment, though he knew that the battalions would be more or less on the
shoulders of their own leadership.  That was OK, units like his trained that
way, and the battalions had spent many hours in the simulators honing their
communication and unit integration skills.


Third battalion had the special mission.  They would go in
with Watcher, and settle the matter.  The Colonel had wanted to accompany that
part of the mission himself, but the leader had thought it better to have the
Regimental commander with the rest of the regiment, where he could control them,
since the Third Battalion would have the leadership of the ultimate commander.


“The word is go, Colonel,” said Watcher.


A moment later the wormhole opened in front of Company A,
First Battalion, and the men ran into it at the fastest pace they could get a
body of troops through the portal.  The place they were going was already under
constant recon by microbots, but still the commandos went through ready for
action, deploying into a defensive perimeter as soon as they were through the
hole.


That wormhole died, and a second portal opened in front of
Bravo Company, which had the battalion command section as well.  They ran
through the portal, which closed a moment after the last man was passed.  The
third portal opened, and the first battalion was deployed.


Wiggins watched the dispositions of his First Battalion as he
waited his turn.  The Companies moved through the sewers, splitting into
platoons at various spots.  Two platoons of each company continued on as units,
one from each company with the company HQ section.  The other platoons split
into squads, sharing out the platoon HQ and weapons section.  They would move
underground until they reached their egress points.  They would then float into
the city and attack their objectives.


“We’re ready, Colonel,” said Major Jassera, his Hustedean
second in command.


Wiggins looked up from the map he had been studying,
banishing it from his HUD, to see the first platoon of Echo Company running
through the portal.  He nodded to his exec and lined up just behind the second
platoon.  As their last man went through he led the way for his HQ section. 
There was a moment of disorientation, then he was within the darkened confines
of the target.


“Not really my idea of a garden spot,” said the Sergeant
Major as he stepped out behind the Colonel.


No, thought Wiggins, his nose wrinkling as his
suit turned up the night vision function.  It’s a fucking sewer.  And
not just a sewer, but a central gathering point with a dozen mains leading in.


Wiggins took a second to walk over to one of the walls that
stretched between two of the mains.  It was made up of a different kind of
concrete than the rest, with some bricks stuck in here and there.  Wiggins, who
was an amateur archeologist, recognized this as ancient construction, not really
from the height of Galactic civilization, but from just after the fall.  This
thing has probably been in use for ten thousand years, he thought, his
imagination bringing up images of thousands of kilometers of tunnels no longer
in use, hidden chambers, maybe even treasure troves of knowledge from the days
of the ancestors.  And I’m sure they’ve been thoroughly searched by the
people here, he thought, though still with some consideration that they
might have missed something that the Confederation’s higher tech base might
find.


“They’re all through, Colonel,” called out Jassera on the
com.


“Very well,” he told his second in command.  “We’ll set up
our command post here, for now, until they find us something better.”


The acknowledgement came back, and the fifty-four man
Regimental HQ section began setting up their defense while the company they had
come through with moved out for its mission.  He received acknowledgement that
Foxtrot Company had arrived.  The Third Battalion would come in once his other
units had done enough of their job to set things up for the kill shot.
















Chapter Twenty-nine


 


Anywhere, anytime ordinary people are given the chance to
choose, the choice is the same: freedom, not tyranny; democracy, not
dictatorship; the rule of law, not the rule of the secret police.


Tony Blair


 


Freddie Santana had never been so tired in his life, not even
when he had served in the Imperial Army.   The only thing keeping him going was
adrenaline, and even that was about to fail him.  Why the hell can’t I lose the
sons of bitches, he thought as he splashed through the nasty water to get
to the other side of the main, so he could take a side conduit.  He knew why he
couldn’t lose them, of course.  They had gotten his scent, and though an
environment like this would spoof the nose of even the most sensitive animal
that he knew of, once a chemosensor such of those employed by the police had
you, you were had.


Something splashed behind him, the only sound the police made
while in the pursuit.  These were members of the paramilitary arm of the
police, men who trained in weapons and armor to control the riots and
demonstrations that never occurred in the brainwashed society.  Still, they
were trained and organized for purposes like this, and they had good secure
communications that Freddie’s helmet could not pick up.


I need to find a place to set up and fight back, he thought, his eyes roaming as he ran, gasping for
breath.  What that really meant was a place to die, to sell his life for the
best price he could get for it.  Against men in armor, that probably meant one
of them at most, though it was more likely that he would cause some fear in the
policemen if he put a couple of rounds on the target. They had the kind of
weapons that could penetrate their own class of armor, while he did not.


Santana saw something move in the shadows of a side tunnel
and stopped in his tracks, turning his weapon in that direction.  A hand
reached out of the shadows and waved him on.  It was a gauntleted hand,
armored, though it seemed a thinner armor than what the police were wearing. 
And it changed colors with its surroundings, almost invisible.  When it moved
back into the shadows it disappeared completely.


Freddie didn’t know what was going on, but whoever was in
that tunnel hadn’t shot him, and they didn’t look like police, so he continued
on until he reached the next tunnel, then turned into it.  A hard hand grabbed
his shoulder and pulled him further in.


“Quiet,” said a whisper in his ear.  “We’re friends.”


The sounds of splashing came from up the main, the police
closing the distance.  The shadows of the main were lit up with a pulsing red
light, and angry buzzing sounds, loud over the screams and shouts of men.  Two
men in his tunnel moved out into the main and fired the weapons in their hands,
sending more buzzing beams down to sweep the sewer.  The beams were blindingly
bright, the buzzing like a roar, particle beams, but more powerful than
anything Santana had ever seen in a hand weapon.


Pandora’s people, he thought, as
the short firefight went on.  The people in the tunnel, and he noted
that one of them was not human, fighting from a four legged stance with a
particle beam rifle in one hand.


“Come on,” said the human of the pair, waving Freddie out of
the side tunnel and pointing the way the rebel had been traveling before he saw
them.  Freddie turned back to see three more of the strangers coming up the
tunnel, two humans and a different kind of alien.  And beyond them were the
armored bodies of at least a dozen policemen.  The suits were glowing white in
places, red in others, and smoke was coming from the holes burned through the
armor.  The stench of burning flesh came to his nose over the smell of the
sewer.  Five people killed a dozen armored policemen in less than four
seconds, was his disbelieving thought.  And from the way those armored
husks looked it had been overkill in that short time period.


“You’re with the resistance?” asked one of the soldiers,
leading him on while the others faded back into the shadows.


“The Opposition, yes,” said Freddie, looking into the face of
a dark skinned man who had raised his faceplate.


“The Opposition?” said the other man in a confused tone. 
“That sounds like a political party.”


“We have no political parties,” said Freddie, stopping for a
moment and putting his hands on his knees, his rifle hanging free on its
strap.  He tried to catch his breath, gulping air until he could continue
talking.  “Opposition is not allowed.”


“I understand,” said the man, putting a hand on Freddie’s
elbow and helping him up.  “We need to move on.  The Colonel will want to talk
with you.”


“How far?”


“Not very,” said the soldier.  “Another three hundred
meters.  He told us to keep a look out for any locals that might be able to
help, and I think you fit the bill.”


“And what will he have of me?” Freddie asked, forcing himself
to walk beside the man.


“We’re here to fuck things up,” said the soldier with a smile
that displayed white teeth.  “And maybe you could help us to pick some
targets.”


“Oh, I can do that,” said Freddie, feeling his second wind
coming on now that he had been given a purpose.  “I know a lot of places that
need to be, fucked up, as you say.  And some people that need to be fucked as
well.”


*     *     *


“The enemy is within the city,” said Lt. General Maximo
Nagoles over the com.


The Emperor didn’t say anything for a moment as he studied
the map of the city that showed where those enemies had already struck.  A
dozen more police stations, a couple of paramilitary barracks, a communications
center belonging to the Propaganda and Programming Authority.  “How many troops
are we talking about?” asked the Emperor.


“We estimate at least a battalion,” said the Police General. 
“Maybe several.  And they are more than a match for my men.”


And we have forty thousand police and paramilitary in the
city, thought Kitticaris, shaking his head.  They
were very good at keeping order, terrorizing those who needed to be scared into
doing what he wanted them to do.  At arresting people who were a threat to the
regime.  Not at fighting hardened soldiers equipped with superior technology.


“We need soldiers, your Majesty,” said the man, giving a
concerned look into the holo.


More like a frightened look, thought
Kitticaris, staring at the man.  And he should be frightened.  “I don’t
have any more men to give you, General.    You’re just going to have to make do
with what you have.”


“What about the Army Reaction Force?” asked the man, his eyes
growing wider at the rebuff to his request.


“I have plans for them,” said the Emperor, not willing to
give up the only reserve he had for his own security.  “Do what you can with
what you have, General.  I want those soldiers contained and destroyed.  Do
you  understand me?”


“Yes, your Majesty,” said the man, closing his eyes and
shaking his head.


Kitticaris killed the com once again, and looked back at the
holo showing the enemy force closing on the capital.  They were still cutting
through whatever his army was throwing in their way.  The icons of several
divisions of soldiers, one armored and two infantry, were represented as moving
into the area, but the Emperor knew that at best they could only be the forward
recon elements of those units.  The fighting power of those divisions wouldn’t
be engaged for over twenty-four hours.  And divisions stationed even further
away would take two days or more.  Whatever was going to happen would have
already played out by then.


“One of the reserved garrisons is under attack, your
Majesty,” came the call of his palace security command.


One of the holos switched from a tactical plot of the space
of the system to a street side view of the barracks.  It had a high wall around
it, with guard towers spaced every fifty meters or so.  All of the towers were
burning, which meant they had been hit with long term incendiaries.  A hole had
been blown in the wall, and as he watched mortars flew over the walls and
detonated in the interior of the fort.  Moments later people started for the
wall, flying to the top and firing down into the compound.  The beams they fired
were too bright, the sign of pure power.


“The garrison is barely holding on in some of the buildings,”
said the man on the com.  “The scumbags have hit every defensive position
within the fort, almost like they knew exactly where they were.”


“They did,” said the Emperor, glaring at the display,
watching as one of the enemy was hit by a particle beam and still ducked for
cover, before some of his companions blotted out the position the fire had come
from.  “They’ve know what we’re doing from the start.”  Because they have
much more advanced tech, a thousand years in advance of what I was able to kick
start here.  They might even be watching me at this moment, listening to all of
my coms.


“Do you want me to order a counterstrike with some of our
palace force?”


And that is what my opponent wants me to do, he thought, looking over at the tactical holo of the ground
action.  Weaken my defenses here, so whatever they hit me with has a better
chance of taking me.  I should have just executed the son of a bitch as soon as
I had him in my hands.


“Your Majesty?”


“No,” he shouted at the man.  “You are to keep everyone in
this palace in the palace, and on full alert.  Anyone who doesn’t have
clearance is to be detained.  If they resist, they are to be shot.  And don’t
misunderstand me, Colonel.  If you see armed people in the palace, they are to
be engaged immediately, and I am to be informed as soon as that happens.”


“Yes, sir,” said the man, nodding.  “Do you expect an attack
here?”


“What do you think?”  You fucking idiot.  “Have
everyone go to red alert status.  All sensor scans to cover every bit of the
palace.  Now.”


The Emperor killed the com, his mind wondering why he had to
deal with such idiots, not even cognizant of the fact that his system had made
them the fearful citizens who didn’t dare rock the boat.  And constant
brainwashing and programming reduced their cognitive abilities even further. 
Compared to him, a super genius, all of his people were less than.  And his
policies made them even more so.


The com signal beeped again, and the Emperor activated it as
soon as he saw who was on the other end.  “We’re getting ready to launch the
low level strike, your Majesty,” said the chief of his Army.


“Then what the hell are you waiting for?” he asked the
officer, glaring into the holo.  “Blast the fuckers off the face of my world.”


“Yes, sir.  Launching now.”


An aerial view came up on another holo, showing the land
surface of the moon just outside the capital.  It was a patchwork of towns,
villages, fields and areas of forest.  The icons of the projected enemy
penetration came up on an overlay.  The positions weren't exact.  The stealth
systems of the enemy didn’t allow them to develop that kind of an
appreciation.  And a trio of icons moved over the ground at a sedate eight
hundred kilometers an hour, heading for targets within the enemy position.


Something hit one of the cruise missiles, detonating the
antimatter warhead five kilometers from the front.  The fifty megaton warhead
went off in a globe of fury, fanning out in all directions.  The blast wave
spread from the center of the explosion, following the faster heat flash.


The fireball was over nine kilometers in diameter, rising
into the air over the battlefield.   The air blast reached out ten kilometers
from the center, while the thermal radiation from the burst stretched out over
sixty kilometers.  Most structures near the center of the blast were blown
apart.  Buildings further out were built strong enough to handle the
overpressure, and they shrugged off the heat effects like they weren’t there.


Other objects in the thermal zone were not as strong as the
buildings.  People, animals, trees and fields, all were struck with killing
heat, those closest to the center incinerated to ash, those furthest out simply
burned, to die in agony.  Fields and forests were set ablaze, those closer in
torn from the ground and tossed as they caught on fire.  Radiation, mostly
neutrons, was deadly out to seven or eight kilometers, and people who weren’t
hit by direct thermals were slowly killed by the rads.


The troops they were trying to kill weathered the attack. 
Tanks and armored vehicles turned away the heat and radiation effects with
their thick hulls.  The majority of the armored troops fared as well, though
there were some burns and radiation damage, both of which could kill over
time.  Their suits automatically injected healing nanites into their systems,
which went to work with machine efficiency to start repairing cells.


A scar was left on the ground over forty kilometers in radius,
all of the vegetation, the weaker buildings, even reaching into the warehouse
district of the city.  Thousands died instantly, tens of thousands more would
die without medical attention.


The other two missiles moved further in, tossed about by the
turbulence, their powerful grabbers holding them on course.  A silver mirror
formed in the air just before the missiles, spreading out until it covered a
kilometer of width and a hundred meters in height.  Both missiles disappeared
into the portal, which closed immediately.  The missiles came out the other
side of the portal, high above the atmosphere, their guidance systems
confused.  A moment later they detonated two hundred kilometers above the
ground, bright flashes that grew into globes and then died.


Those damned wormholes again, thought the Emperor, slamming his fist to the top of his
desk.  His frustration roared as he screamed into the air, no thought for the
people he had killed, his only concern that his strike had failed.


*     *     *


“We go now,” said Watcher, his face turning red as he stared
at the holo that showed over ten thousand square kilometers of death and
destruction.


“We need a couple of minutes to set up another Universe in a
Bottle,” said one of the techs.  “That last wormhole drained the one that was
in the circuit, my Lord.”


“Get it prepped as fast as you can,” said Watcher, storming
away from the console.  “He’s gone too damned far.  It’s time to let him know
he’s no better than vermin, and that we’re the hunters.”


Pandi stared in horror at the holo that showed the blasted
area.  If not for their wormhole, that area might have covered thrice the area,
three times the deaths.  She knew that modern war could cause tremendous
civilian casualties.  It had been so in her day, in the ancient solar system,
well before humankind reached the stars.  But her side wasn’t supposed to play
like that, striking at innocent civilians.  And how is it better when we
make an enemy do the same thing, to try and stop our superior force from
beating them?


She walked up to Watcher and put her hands around his arm. 
“Don’t lose it lover.  That’s your major advantage over that asshole.  He
reacts.  You think.  So think before you act.”


Watcher looked down at her and nodded, then closed his eyes
and took a few calming breaths.  “You’re right,” he said, turning her and
kissing her.


“That’s better,” she said, after sighing as he broke the
kiss.  “Fight smart,” she said, looking up into his beloved face.  “He’s the
hunted, as you said.  He’s a cornered animal, and so is doubly dangerous.  But
only if you walk into his lair without a plan.”


*     *     *


The wormholes opened in front of the incoming missiles,
widening to cover the areas that had been left open by the defensive fire.  The
breath caught in Krishnamurta’s throat as he watched the portals expand, and
the missiles that were heading for his ships disappeared through it, to
reappear over a light hour away, heading for the enemy force that had fired
most of them.


“Indra has been hit,” called out the Flag Tactical
Officer.


Krishnamurta stood up in his seat and turned to see a side
holo that showed the Confederation destroyer erupting into a cloud of plasma. 
Three other missiles detonated within the cloud as their target disappeared and
they did what they were programmed to do, go for proximity kills.


“Kartikay and Maya have taken damage from
debris hits,” continued the Tactical Officer.


“What happened to Indra?” the Admiral asked, staring
at the holo that was displaying the damage to the other two ships, a cruiser
and a destroyer.  Both had taken damage to the hulls, though Maya, the
cruiser, had also sustained injury to both her port stern grabbers and her
hyperdrive ball.


“She failed to get her wormhole up,” said the Tactical
Officer, his fingers working over his board as he was trying to replay the
data.


“She didn’t get it up in time?”


“No, sir.  They didn’t get it up at all.  Something
interfered with the ship opening its wormhole.   I suspect it had something to
do with interference from the other ships opening theirs.  Too much stress on
the space.”


“You know that?” asked the Admiral, who didn’t have a very
good grasp of wormhole physics.


“Just a guess, sir.  But they were in the pattern between
four other ships opening wormholes, and something had to interfere with her
opening them.”


“Send the data to the science section,” ordered the Admiral,
“along with your conjecture.  Maybe they can come up with something
substantive.”


“And meanwhile, sir?”


“We have a battle to fight, Tactical.  So pick out our next
move, and prepare to target the most dangerous opponent.”


“We have a hyper signature,” shouted out the Sensor Officer.


“What?” blurted the Admiral.  They were not expecting the
first enemy reinforcement group for another five hours.  “How many?  From
where?”


The tactical plot changed, updating with the new data.  One
big icon that had not been separated yet into its constituent parts.  It was
coming in one hundred and ten degrees from the force they had been expecting,
and was obviously not the one they had detected on the way in.


“Estimated seven hundred ships,” called out the Sensory
Officer.  “Unable to determine makeup of fleet.   ETA, one hour, ten minutes to
normal space.”
















Chapter Thirty


 


Men rise from one ambition to another: first, they seek to
secure themselves against attack, and then they attack others.


Niccolo Machiavelli


 


The wormhole opened in a subbasement, a storage area seldom
visited, unless there was a need for extra cleaning supplies.  A swarm of
microbots came through, spreading out, covering the twenty by twenty meter
chamber.  A subswarm heading into the ventilation duct, sliding easily through
the tight weave cover that featured what seemed like gaping holes to the tiny
robots.  The machines sped through the duct, some taking each branch,  groups
moving out of each grill, sweeping the lower palace and transmitting their data
back one to the other until the signal went back through the wormhole.  The
bots were almost impossible to detect.  They were visible to the naked eye, in
the same way a gnat was.  One had to know they were there and get very close to
them to see them.  Electronically, they were even harder to detect.


In the first five seconds a hundred thousand bots had come
through, the great majority of them moving through the palace ventilation
system, ten thousand landing on boxes and shelves, waiting.  They didn’t have
to wait for long.  The first of the commandos came through, his eyes sweeping
the room, backing up the recon of the tiny drones.  A moment later the next
came, followed by more, as the first went to the door and disabled the lock,
putting a device that not only opened the electronic mechanism, but also
continued to send signals up the line telling the palace security system that
the door remained locked and closed.


The door popped open and the microbots swarmed, moving down
the corridor and fanning out, covering every approach, every opening that might
lead up.  They did the same as their brethren did in the duct system leading
from the room, not only performing recon, but also latching onto any security
systems and subverting them to the linked comp system carried by the suits of
the engineer team that had come in with the two platoons of commandos.


The commandos made it up the elevator system after tricking
open the doors and floating up.  The first of the armed guards were on the
basement level.  The first men to know that the palace had been invaded.  And
the first to die.


*     *     *


“We have intruders in the palace,” shouted a voice over the
com, just a moment before the alarms went off.


“Where?  How many?” shouted the Emperor, looking up from his
obsessive study of the land battle going on, the enemy still driving on the
capital, bypassing everything they could, slicing through everything they
couldn’t.


“We’re not sure how many, your Majesty,” said the panicked
security officer.  “A platoon or two, maybe more.”


“Where, you idiot?  Answer my first question.”


“Uh, the subbasement and basement, your Majesty.  They came
in and up to the basement before we knew they were there.”  The angry buzzing
sounds of particle beams sounded in the background, then the rumble of an
explosion.  “We need more men, your Majesty,” shouted out the officer, his
voice cracking in tension.   “We…”


The com went dead, and the Emperor linked in with his Chief
of Security.  “We’re sending another company to the basement,” said the
officer.


“Send two.  And prepare a transport and some escorts, in case
I have to evacuate.”


Having to say that last really burned at his ego.  This was
his seat of power, a place where he was supposed to be secure, if no place
else.  But he was facing an enemy that was totally unpredictable and much more
advanced than his forces.  If I had the reaction force to bring in, I might
be able to salvage this.  But those battalions were busy trying to survive
the enemy units that were attacking them.  He checked a schematic on the holo
of the palace, an enormous structure of thousands of rooms, built as a
fortress, with strongpoints throughout.  And the only places marked in red thus
far were down there in the basement, where every corridor could be turned into
a small fortress.


That can’t be all the troops they’re going to commit.  My
enemy would not be so foolish.  As he watched
the schematic he saw that two of the hangar elevators were opening on the roof,
the sign that his transport and escorts were being raised and readied.  Not
yet, he thought, his ego taking charge, telling him that this was his home,
and he would not be flushed like vermin from his own domicile.


*     *     *


The next wormhole opened on the roof of the palace.  There
were really four different levels of roof, depending on the height of the
underneath structure of the rambling palace.  This was a corner of the highest
part, the ten story main building that contained the offices and living
quarters of the Emperor and his closest staff, as well as his harem.  The roof
to the north was on a building that contained the garage, at the lower level,
and the hangar at the upper.  There were some guards on this roof, as on the
others, while the hangar seemed to be swarming with soldiers, some of them the
ground crew for the three aircraft that were rising on elevators to launch
position.  The majority were wearing battle armor, though few had the kind of
equipment that would stand up on a battlefield.


As soon as the portal opened, just like below, a swarm of
microbots came flying out of the hole.  Only these had a different mission. 
They oriented themselves, located their targets, and took off, this time as a
visible cloud discernable by the numbers.  The men of the roofs pointed,
shouted, and opened fire, particle beams cutting a swath through the bots,
dropping tens of thousands of them from the sky to fall like a black rain.  But
there were too many for beam weapons to take them all out, and more than half
reached their targets.  The small bots swarmed over the armored men and sparked
with energy.  Each only produced a tiny amount, but thousands of them on a suit
produced enough to short out the mechanisms.  Two thirds of the battle suits
went down, trapping their wearers in hard alloy boxes with no way out.


Another swarm came through, these recon drones, spreading
out, shooting through any hole that led inward, burning their way en mass where
barriers had been erected.  Some thousands made it into the hangar, landing on
aircraft, spraying acid onto fans and grabber linkages, disabling the flight
capabilities of the craft.


The first men through came out running, shooting down the few
remaining men on that rooftop, then sprinting to the retaining walls of the
roof, taking up firing positions, and hammering the other still moving enemy
with particle beam fire.  In less than a minute it was over, and the high
ground belonged to the Confederation commandos.


*     *     *


“It’s clear, my Lord,” came back the com through the
wormhole.  Two platoons had already gone through this one, the second to the
last they would be opening into the palace.  The third platoon was lined up
behind Watcher and Pandi.


“You ready?” asked Watcher, giving Pandi a look that made her
think he was hoping she would respond in the negative.


She looked at her HUD, watching as the two platoons already
through fanned out and secured a large area of the primary floor, the one
identified as that containing the quarters of the Emperor.


“Let’s do this,” she said, nodding her head, then following
her lover through the silver mirror.  The memory of the first time she had ever
gone through a wormhole came to her as she experienced the disorientation of
transport through the strange things.  The Universe seemed to stretch out
around her, time seemed to stand still, and she had time to relive the memory
of when she was faced with the temporal waves that were destroying the very
space around her, and both her mining ship and the ship from the future she was
exploring.  There was no way out, but the wormhole, and despite her terror she
had jumped through, forty thousand years into the future.  And from there
things just got worse, until she became the consort of the man who was going to
bring back Galactic civilization.


And then she was through, throwing off the disorientation
like the expert she was.  There were armored men in the chamber, most crouched
by the several entrances to the room, while an officer stood near the hole and
saluted her and Watcher.


“We have the area secure, my Lord.  My Lady.  Out to the main
corridor.”


Pandi stepped out of the way as she listened to the man,
allowing the last platoon to come through.  After the last man stepped out the
wormhole collapsed on itself.  That meant the last wormhole was being opened,
this one near the main entrance to the palace, normally the most heavily
patrolled area, now guarded by a skeleton crew as troops had been sent to other
areas to deal with the then extant threats.


“I don’t want him getting away,” said Watcher to the Lt.
Colonel.  “I would prefer him alive, but will accept him dead if there’s no
other way.  But we must have him, and we must have proof that he has gone down,
so we can force a surrender of his military.”


“Yes, my Lord,” said the Colonel.  “I will put out the
order.”


“Then let’s get going,” Watcher said to Pandi, moving for the
entrance of the room that led toward the center of the building.  A squad moved
ahead of them, while two more fell in behind, all the troopers alert and ready
for anything.


They moved through the already secure region quickly,
depending on the other platoons to have the area swept of threats.  Coming to
the edge of that area, where the corridor branched into a major passageway that
was covered with rich wallpapers, paintings and mirrors, the first commandos
went to a knee.  A moment later a pair moved into that corridor and ran forward
twenty meters, coming to a stop, again on a knee, while another team moved past
them.  The rest of the squad moved out, following behind the two alternating
pairs, while some of the security platoon moved the other direction, sweeping
to secure the rear and make sure nothing was trying to get by them from that
direction.


“We’ve secured the garage and hangar, my Lord,” came a call
over the com that Pandi also received.


Watcher walked lightly despite his massive set of armor,
following the first squad.  Pandi slaved into his feed, seeing what he was
looking at.  A schematic of the palace was up on his HUD, with several secret
doors and escape paths, newly discovered.  “I want these routes blocked off,
now.”


“Yes, my Lord,” came back the transmission from another
company commander.  “We will….”


The static that came across the com was loud enough to hurt
Pandi’s sensitive ears.  All but local com went down, and Watcher was cursing
over that.


“What the hell is going on?” asked Pandi, as the schematic of
the palace blurred on her HUD.


“Static generator,” said Watcher in a growl.  “They’re
blocking our com signal.”


“How it that possible?” asked Pandi.  Our tech is too
advanced for them to interfere with, right?


“If they put enough power into it, anything is possible,”
said Watcher, cycling through all the possible com channels and getting
nothing.


“The schematic’s blurring too,” complained Pandi.  “And the
feed is getting interrupted by something.”


“EMP,” said Watcher, waving for the men to get low.  “They’re
hitting us with enough EMP to disrupt the microbots.”


“But, they’re shielded.”


“That they are,” said Watcher, shaking his armored head. 
“But nothing that small can be shielded completely.  The paranoid son of a
bitch.”


Just paranoid enough, thought Pandi,
looking around, as if her eyes were going to spot anything that the others were
missing.  That was why her eyes caught sight of the red gems on the walls
glowing with power, just before they let loose with blasts of lasers.


*     *     *


“I understand Admiral,” said Flight Captain Stephan Hertz,
looking at the man in charge of all Confederation naval forces in the system on
the holo.  I sure as hell don’t like it, but I understand.


“I hate to send you unsupported into an attack, but I really
don’t have any choice.  And they will definitely not expect you.  We’re
vectoring probes to their most likely exit to provide you with a reference
point.”


And we have to get within light minutes of the star to vector
to that point, thought the Flight Captain, looking over the
plot.  That was one of the warnings he had received in training.  Don’t get too
close to strong gravity wells, and a main sequence star was strong enough.


“Just hit them hard, and then move on.  With luck, you can
get them again as they move into the system, and maybe forget about you.”


Hertz nodded again, thinking about what he could do.  He had
forty-one fast attack craft left after his second attack.  And each ship had a
total of two missiles left in their weapons’ compartments.  At best he could
kill eighty-two of the over seven hundred ships coming their way.  And at best
was not the way to think things out when it came to attacks.  If we had the
other wing maybe we could stop them.  But the other wing was being ordered
to support the Admiral’s task force, and he really couldn’t fault that
decision.


“How much latitude do I have in choosing my course and
approach?” he asked the Admiral, hoping that he had some.


“You can plot a course that avoids the gravity well, but I
need you to get there before they can acquire us and launch.”


Which means we still get to take some risk, thought Hertz, nodding.  He still didn’t like it, but the
order had been given, and he would obey.


“Missile impact in eight minutes,” called out a voice from
the Admiral’s bridge, and Hertz knew the senior officer had other things to
worry about.


“Good luck, and may the Gods be with you,” said the Admiral.


The com went dead, and Hertz called up all of his ships on
the wing commander’s link.  “We’re going to attack the next force to enter the
system,” he told his squadron and ship commanders.  “You’re not going to like
it, but here’s how it’s going to go down.”


*     *      *


“They’re in here,” called out a voice in the hall.


Tony Garcia cringed in the corner of his cell as he imagined
what must be coming for him now.  He hadn’t broken with all the physical
torture they had thrown his way.  But the pheromones of the Emperor had made
him cooperate, and given the enemy everything he knew about the Opposition. 
The shame was overwhelming.  The man had completely owned him, had broken him
with one whiff of his scent.


The door to the cell slid open, the heavy steel sliding into
the frame set in the stone wall.  Someone ran up to his side and knelt down. 
Hands touched his shoulders.


“Tony.  Tony, are you alright?  We’ve come to get you out of
here.”


“Freddie?” asked Garcia, opening his eyes and seeing his old
friend and cell member, a man whose name he had given to the Emperor.  “Oh,
Freddie.  Please forgive me.  I gave them everything.  I tried not to, but that
bastard pulled it out of me with that damnable scent.”


“What the hell are you talking about, Tony?  Who?”


“The Emperor.  He came here, and asked me questions, and I
told him everything.  I told him about you.  I’m so sorry, Freddie.   I
betrayed you, and all the others.  I deserve to die.”


Tony opened his tear blurred eyes and looked into the face of
his friend.  “You need to get out of here, before they come and get you.”  Tony
noticed there were other people in the chamber, two by the door, both looking
down at him.  He tried to cringe back within himself.  “Who are they?” he croaked. 
He noticed that the two beings, because one of them was not a human, were
dressed in a thin flexible armor that shifted colors as it blended in with the
shadows.


“They’re Pandora’s people, Tony,” said Santana, rubbing a
hand on his friend’s shoulder.  “They’ve come to free us.  All of us.  So you
don’t have anything to worry about.”


“We need to go, Mr. Santana,” said the alien in a sibilant
voice.  “All the other prisoners have been freed, and we need to move out to
find more targets.”


“You need to get up, Tony,” said Santana, holding his arm and
helping him to rise.  “This place won’t be safe once the commandos move out. 
So let’s go.”


Tony thought for a moment as he shuffled to the door.  He was
still not sure that this was real, or if these people were his friends.  But
did he have a choice?  If they were enemies, they would take him where they
wanted.  And if they were friends?


“Tony,” yelled Katherine as he came out into the hall.  She
looked like he felt, but she was still able to move much better than he could. 
She walked to him and put her arms around him.  “Isn’t it wonderful.”


“Where’s Jorge?” he asked, not really sure why he cared where
the man was.  After all, Jorge had spilled his guts without much in the way of
persuasion.  Or so the interrogators had told him.


“They took him away,” said Katherine in a choking voice.  “I
don’t know where, but he’s not here.”


Maybe they took him for experimentation and dissection, thought Tony with a slight smile.


“Can you get your people to a safe place?” asked the alien, a
doglike creature that looked as dangerous as anything Tony had ever seen.


There were several civilians in the hallway now, all armed
with military class projectile weapons, and some of them were handing out other
equipment, rifles and pistols, to the more fit of the prisoners.


“Don’t you worry, Captain,” said Freddie, nodding to the
alien.  “You just get out there and take down the government.  We’ll be just
fine.”


The alien showed an alarming amount of teeth in a smile,
nodding his head, then moved like a graceful shadow out of sight.


“What happened to the Latham woman?” asked Tony as he was
supported between two other prisoners on the way out of the cell block.


“She freed the Watcher, and they brought an army in and
attacked the Emperor’s forces.”


“And they’re doing good?”  They stepped through the door to
the cell block, and the stench of burning meat almost made him lose what little
was in his stomach.  The bodies of police and prison guards littered the area,
many with large pieces of their bodies missing, smoke rising from holes through
torsos and heads.


“I’d say they were doing very good,” said Santana with a
smile, helping to guide him around one of the bodies.  “Very good indeed.”


Garcia looked down at the dead face of the man looking up at
him from the floor.  It was the Chief Inquisitor, and the man looked like he
had died horribly.  He kicked the body, a weak strike, but still enough to make
him feel better.  “Get me someplace where I can rest up a bit, Freddie.  I want
to get in on the tail end of this thing.”
















Chapter Thirty-one


 


The universe is not required to be
in perfect harmony with human ambition.


Carl Sagan


 


Pandi felt something pushing her down as soon as the lasers
struck.  A beam still landed on her helmet with a shower of sparks, but the
hand that pushed her down had moved her out of the way before the powerful
flare of light had time to do more than superficial damage to her helmet. 
Another beam tried to track her, but Watcher, letting go of the top of her
helmet, stepped in front of her and took the brunt of the light on his
electromag field, bouncing the beam around him and into the wall.


The commandos around them moved as soon as the ambush was
initiated.  For some of them it would be the last moves of their lives, as
beams from the walls sliced through their thinner armor as easily as the flesh
underneath.  One man lost an arm, the other his head, while the rest of the
commandos pumped particle beams into the laser emitters, shattering one with
each hit of hypervelocity protons.  Their suits helped with their reaction
time, though not as much as if they had been truly augmented, something that
was planned for the future.  The Maurids still moved in blurs, their normal
reaction time the equal of low level augmentation.  They dropped to all fours,
the laser emitters on their shoulders automatically tracking targets as they
swept their particle beam rifles to burn deep runnels through the walls.


Watched moved faster than Pandi had ever seen, totally in the
zone, sliding into his element.  The laser projectors on his shoulders and the
two pistols in his hands tracked individual targets with the accuracy of a
normal soldier aiming a single weapon.  In a second he had destroyed four beam
emitters.  In two seconds twelve.  And he continued to fire, moving down the
corridor, his eyes picking out targets as soon as he serviced others.


“The hell with this,” said Pandi, leaping to her feet and
running after him.  A laser splashed from the electromag field of her suit, the
second toughest piece of armor on this mission.  She drew both her pistols and
opened fire, not picking the targets off quite as fast as Watcher was, but
still making a major dent in the enemy firepower.  Behind her the commandos got
to their feet and moved after, taking out the few lasers that she and Watcher
had missed.


“Down,” yelled Watcher as he came to a crossing, dropping
himself as a hypervelocity rocket came streaking over his suit to explode down
the hall.  His lasers started firing, visible through the smoke that was
partially obscuring non-enhanced vision.  He stayed on his belly while the two
systems on his back rotated up on extending arms.  Another hyperv flew by, this
one a tumbling streak that  had been hit by Watcher’s shoulder lasers and its forward
grabbers taken out.  The two units that were now deployed, heavy suit weapons,
opened fire.  One started sending out explosive shells at ten a second, while
the other popped off a pair rockets.


“Clear,” he yelled, jumping up from his prone position and
moving.


Pandi came around the corner behind him, the other commandos
on her tail.   The first thing she saw was the barricade that the Imperials had
set up, manned by a full squad of troops, all dead.  Shit, but he’s hell on
wheels when he gets going.


Watcher pushed a set of metal boxes that made up part of the
barricade out of the way and moved in a crouch down the corridor, taking the
point for the moment.  Pandi followed, looking at the dead men for a moment,
ripped apart with shells and the explosions of rockets that had also ripped
jagged holes in the wall with their shrapnel.


The schematic of the palace came back up, red spots
indicating where known enemy strong points were located.


“We’re back in business,” said Watcher, waving the second
squad of commandos, taking the place of the now depleted first, forward. 
“Let’s go take this asshole.”


*     *     *


That asshole was currently realizing that he had to get
himself out of the palace if such was to be.  The assault force was fighting
its way past all of the ambushes and blocking strongpoints that had attempted
to stop them.  They seemed unstoppable.  If only I had men like them, with
the equipment they carried.  He looked over at the squad that was currently
arming itself from the armory that had been closest to his personal chambers. 
A very special armory, with very special equipment.


I will have to give Jackson another honor if we win this
thing, he thought as the men checked their particle
beam weapons.  Jackson had grabbed Watcher’s armor and weapons when he had
captured the man, and had brought them back to the capital with him.  It didn’t
take long to reverse engineer the beam weapons, and, while they had not been
put into general manufacture, a hundred some odd test weapons had been produced,
of which sixty were in this armory.


The men were also dressed in a much heavier battle armor than
the rest of the security force.  The armor was augmented heavy infantry battle
armor, enhanced with panels of the same kind of material that Watcher’s armor was
made of.   They would probably still not be a match for the armor of the
Confederation heavy infantry.  But against lightly armored commandos?


“Your suit is ready, your Majesty,” called out one of the
armorers.


Kitticaris walked forward with excited anticipation, his eyes
locked on the suit of battle armor that stood on a corner dais in the room.  It
was the most advanced piece of equipment in the Empire.  The original battle
armor of Watcher, captured in the Supersystem.  The armor had only sustained superficial
damage in that battle, and nanotech had restored it to complete operational
status.  The armor was able to adjust its own size as long as it had energy,
and the Emperor was not that much different in size and build from Watcher.


Kitticaris backed into the suit, the linkage ports in the
base of his skull and his lower back connecting with the modified plugs of the
suit.  As soon as his arms and legs were in place the outer section of the suit
swung closed.  The HUD came alive, showing the schematic of the suit as the
nano-systems closed the seals, making the seams one solid piece of alloy with
no weak points.  The red lines on the seams turned green as that function was
completed.


The internal systems of the armor powered up, sensors,
defensive screens, weapons.  The data feed switched from the HUD to the
Emperor’s visual and auditory centers, and a Godlike feeling came over him.  He
flexed his arms, took a couple of steps, and knew that he was unstoppable.  Watch
that kind of thinking, Alphonso, he thought, recalling that he had used
armor like this in the past, before the fall of civilization.  And while very
tough, it was not invulnerable.


Kitticaris’ mind traveled back through the millennia, when he
had been a soldier and spy for the Galactic Empire.  Not made to be a leader
like Watcher.  The Watcher project had been considered a dead end.  No, he had
been made to be a killer, nothing more, though the immortality gene had also
been incorporated into his genome.  The Emperor remembered how he had fought in
land actions, against people who had tried to revolt against a government that
was increasingly unfeeling to their needs and concerns.  Those had not really
been much of battles, more like slaughters of innocents who thought their
revolutionary fervor and philosophy of right on their side would be enough,
while they went down in large groups against the superior forces of the
Empire.  And especially the elite soldiers of Kitticaris’ brothers. 
Kitticaris, as the best of his kind, had also been assigned missions to
assassinate rebel leaders, resulting in the collapse of resistance with less
bloodshed than the other possible resolutions.  He had been especially proud of
those missions.


Yes, he had fought in battles, as well as worked
assassinations, the most successful of his kind, until he had been deactivated
by a Parliament who had not approved of his creation in the first place, and
was angry that such as he had been used by the Emperor.  And he had been put in
cryo, to sleep through the ages until discovered by the miners of this
backwater system, after they had risen back to the level of interplanetary
travel.


“We need to go, your Majesty,” said the Captain in charge of
the escort force.


The Emperor nodded his armored head.  His adrenaline was flowing. 
He felt like walking out to challenge Watcher and his soldiers in battle, not
skulking out of his palace.  But Watcher and his woman have equipment just
as powerful as this, he thought, rationalizing his decision to run.  And
the government will fall if I die.  Not that he would really care if the
government fell if he wasn’t around to lead it.  In fact, the result of his
death, which had already been programed, would make sure that no one in the
capital enjoyed their freedom from Alphonso Kitticaris.


“Let’s move then, Captain.  I will follow you out.”


*     *     *


I can’t believe this is happening, thought the shocked Captain of Secret Police, Rafael
Jiminez.


Smoke was forming an obscuring cloud over the city, making it
almost impossible to see the tops of the tall buildings.  Ahead, in the center
of the street, lay an armed police aircar, its left side a gash of molten
metal, an indication of the strength of the particle beam that had taken it
down.  It was also a sign that the police could expect no more air cover.  And
no more reinforcements either, thought the disbelieving cop.  All calls for
help had gone unanswered.  In fact, as far as he knew, the com net had
collapsed completely.


But, we were invincible, he
thought, shaking his head, then looking at the twelve remaining men from his
precinct.  He had been brought up to know that the Empire had a destiny, that
they would rule the Galaxy under the benevolent rule of their Emperor.  And
they had brought the most notorious criminal in the Galaxy to justice.  No one
had ever expected that not everyone in the Galaxy would have the same view of
the Abomination, and that they would attack his world.


“What do you want to do, sir?” asked one of the uniformed
policemen, wrapped up in unpowered body armor.  “We can’t just stay here out on
the street.”


Jiminez didn’t know what to do.  His training told him to not
give up, to keep fighting for the only government that he knew.   But there was
that little voice in the back of his head that was telling him it was time to
give it up, that it had always been a lie, and that he had been an idiot to buy
into it.  And where in the hell is that doubt coming from? he thought. 
He had never doubted before.


“I know what I’m going to do,” said one of the uniformed
policemen, Patrolman Gonzalez.  “I’m going to ditch my shit and go home, and
just pretend this shit never happened.”


“And you don’t think people will remember that you were a
cop,” said another uniformed officer.  “That they won’t remember the way you
treated them.”


“What do you mean, the way I treated them.  I was upholding
the law.  If you mean to say…”


Jiminez tuned the men out and listened, trying to figure out
what was different in the night air, besides the smoke.  And then it hit him. 
The constant hum he had grown up with, and heard every waking minute of his
life.  It was gone, as were the scents that constantly tickled the nose and
seemed to evoke memories.  And the billboards were different as well.  The
floating boards that had patrolled the air above the streets were just gone. 
But the others, those attached to buildings, were either blank, or still
showing the same inane advertisements, which didn’t make sense with a battle
going on.  There was something different about them as well.  He really couldn’t
tell what, but he could look at them and not feel his thoughts twisting around
in his head.


The subliminals are all off, he
thought, with a clearer head than he could remember having.  He had of course
known about the programming subliminals, had approved of them, as they helped
to keep the population calm and under control.  But he hadn’t realized what
kind of effect they had on his own mind.  While still a bit fuzzy, his brain
was operating at another level.


“Everyone,” he said, raising his voice.  “Go home, and try to
keep a low profile.”


“And what do we do if an armed mob comes for us?” asked one
of the plain clothes men.


“Hopefully that won’t happen,” said Jiminez.  And if it
does, it's probably no less than what we deserve.


“I’m afraid your hopes don’t enter into it, cops,” came a
voice from above.


Jiminez felt his heart skip as he looked up to see civilians
with long barreled rifles pointing their weapons out of windows at his people.


“You are all under arrest by the Provisional Democratic
Government,” said the same voice, which the Captain localized in one of the
windows, obviously talking out of a speaker.  “You will drop your weapons in
the street, and hold your hands over your heads, until our people have placed
restraints on your wrists.  Failure to comply will be met by deadly force.”


“The hell with that,” yelled Gonzalez, lifting his carbine to
his shoulder and firing a burst at one of the windows.  Those were the only
rounds he got off, and scores of high velocity penetrators burst through his body
armor, or hit him in the head, and the officer went down.


“By rights I could have you all shot down,” said the voice,
and from the tone the Captain believed that the man would.  “Now drop them,
while we’re still in a good mood.”


Jiminez dropped his carbine in the street, reached slowly for
the pistol in his shoulder harness to follow it, then unbuckled his ammo belt
and let it fall.  “You heard the man, men.  Drop your weapons.  We don’t have a
chance out here.”  Jiminez put his hands on his head, interlacing his fingers,
and waited for people to come out of the buildings and put the restraints on.


“Can you guarantee the safety of my people?” he asked the man
who walked up to him after his hands were secured behind his back.


“I’ll give you the same guarantees you’ve given the people
you arrested and threw into hell holes,” the man said, glaring at the Captain. 
“I can guarantee that you will be given a quick trial, though, not like those
you left in their cells for years.”


Jiminez looked down to get away from that glare, realizing
that he would find no mercy here.  The rebels led them away, and the Captain
was grateful that they just didn’t lead them into an alley and put a bullet
through each of their heads.


*     *     *


“I need to have a word with your commanding officer,” said
the older man in the uniform of an Imperial General, walking toward the small
group of recon vehicles that led the way of that thrust into the capital city.


The unit, a recon platoon of the second battalion of the
First Armored Brigade, was sitting in an open square, vehicle weapons
commanding the buildings around them while the infantry scouts deployed in any
area that offered cover.  This was the warehouse district on the east side of
the city, and some of the buildings had suffered superficial damage from the
antimatter warhead that had gone off in front of the then advancing
Confederation units, still thirty kilometers from the city.  Now this unit
waited for the rest of the battalion to catch up before plunging into the city,
where armored vehicles might not have the advantages they had enjoyed in the
countryside.


“And what do you need to tell my commanding officer,” said
the Lieutenant in charge of the platoon.  “Have you come to surrender?”


“Actually, yes.  I will surrender all of the troops under my
command, the entire corps trying to keep you out of the city.  Though I can’t
promise all of them will obey, or even most of them, now that they’re back in
the city.”


“And what the hell does that mean?  Sir,” added the junior
officer with a sheepish look, realizing he should have used the honorific in
greeting the man.


“Every one of my soldiers is conditioned to never give up,”
said the man with a sarcastic grimace.  “They have had that message rammed into
their heads their entire lives.”


“And what does the city have to do with anything?”


“The city has the thickest concentration of subliminal
brainwashing apparatus on the moon, and anyone who comes into it will be
quickly reindoctrinated.”


“What about yourself, General?” said the Lieutenant, thinking
that this information needed to be passed up the line, and quickly, so the
Confederation troops could take precautions, maybe filtering out the signals
with their visual and audio sensors.


“I was never that well indoctrinated,” said the officer,
standing slightly taller in pride.  “And working out in the countryside, away
from the flood of subliminals?  Well, it’s like I wakened from a horrible
dream.”


“We’ll get you up the line, General,” said the Lieutenant. 
“I’m sure they’ll want to hear what you have to say.  But we’ve got men in the
palace.  I think your Emperor will be in custody within the hour, if we don’t
just go ahead and kill his ass.”


“Oh no,” said the officer, a panicked expression coming over
his face.  “You mustn’t kill him.  That would be the death of us all.”
















Chapter Thirty-two


 


To plunder, to slaughter, to steal, these things they misname
empire; and where they make a wilderness, they call it peace.


Tacitus


 


“Missile impact in one minute,” called out the Tactical
Officer.


Admiral Krishnamurta nodded, almost afraid to speak the order
he knew he had to give.  Their defensive fire had whittled down the swarm of
missiles considerably, but there were still several thousand one minute away
from his ships.  They had to have flushed their magazines, thought the
Admiral.  At least that was his hope.


The Admiral looked over at the tactical plot, looking at the
system brought to him by his probes in almost real time.  The new force was due
in the system in less than five minutes, and a cursor was blinking on the plot
to show its most likely exit point.  All of those ships would still have full
missile loads, and he was sure they would take him under fire as soon as the
order was relayed to them.  Which could be almost an hour, if it came from one
of the main enemy forces already in the system.  Or less than ten minutes if
one of the ships still out there on the perimeter already had the order.


The force that had entered thirty minutes earlier had run
into the buzz saw of the fast attack ship squadron.  They had lost sixty-one
ships, while taking out twenty-two of the attacking force.  The nineteen ships
remaining had sped off under intertialess drive, turned, and shadowed the enemy
force, giving them something to think about.  Without missiles on-board there
was little else they could do.


“Have our fast attack ships been told what to do?” the
Admiral asked his Com Officer.


“Yes, sir.  They’re tucked in tight and ready.”


“Impact in thirty seconds.”


“Engage,” ordered the Admiral, his stomach muscles clenching
in nervous tension.


The four cruisers and seven destroyers channeled power
through their graviton projectors, opening the space to their front.  Not with
the holes that led to hyperspace, but the silvered circle of a wormhole
portal.  Fifteen seconds before the first missile could make contact the ships
slid through, each with a small pack of fast attack ships in their wake.


The Holy Grail of wormhole technology had been the ability to
move a wormhole within a wormhole.  The resonances of the two holes could cause
a collapse of both, and the energies released were just short of catastrophic. 
It had been thousands of years after the human development of wormhole
technology before it could be accomplished with an acceptable safety margin,
and even longer before it became commonplace.  Three of the cruisers and the
seven destroyers all made it through without a problem, while the damaged
cruiser ran into serious resonance problems.  A blast of energy, photons and
particle radiation, came flying out of the other end of the wormhole just
before it collapsed into nothing, taking the cruiser and six fast attack craft,
and over a thousand spacers, into oblivion.


It took some seconds for the Admiral to get his wits about
him, and his stomach under control.  He didn’t see the cruiser exploded, and
nothing really visible was left of it besides the photons and spreading
particles.  The scene replayed on the holo for everyone who missed it, and most
of them really didn’t want to relive the scene, but there it was.


Krishnamurta lowered his head and said a prayer for those men
and women, then looked back up with a fierce expression.  He still didn’t have
time to grieve.  There was still a battle to fight, and only complete
concentration and attention to detail would win it.


“We’re four light seconds from the predicted translation
point,” called out the Tactical Officer.  “Missiles have accelerated up to
attack velocity.”


“ETA on enemy ships?” asked the Admiral, staring at the plot,
making sure that none of his ships were producing any graviton emissions.  This
will only work if they don’t know we’re here.


“One minute, twelve seconds.”


Krishnamurta stared at the plot that showed the enemy
warships moving through hyper to the optimal exit point into the system.  “All
weapons free,” he announced, looking at both his Tactical and Com Officers. 
“Fire when targets become available.”


The acknowledgments came back quickly, everyone wanting to
take out their feelings on the ships that had nothing to do with the loss of
the friends.


“We have translation,” called out the Tactical Officer. 
“Five degrees to port, ten degrees ascendant.  Range, five point three light
seconds.”


Of course they didn’t see the holes open in space, because
those were facing away from them.  They could see the first fifty or so ships
appearing as if they had teleported in.  Seconds later half a hundred more came
into normal space, with more following every second.


“Firing,” called out the Tactical Officer.


The cruiser shook slightly underfoot, the vibration coming up
through the acceleration couches.  Within seconds, almost a thousand missiles
were in space, speeding for their targets at point nine light.  These were not
missiles from the magazines of the ships, nor were they fired through the accelerator
tubes of the vessels.  They had been fired through ten thousand kilometer long
tubes that ran along the outer skin of the Donut, boosted along at
hundreds of  thousands of gravities.


The particle beams lanced out at the same time, picking on
targets that the tactical computer had identified as priority, command ships,
those with the most chance of engaging the incoming missiles.  The computer did
not always guess correctly, but in most cases it did.  The beams, traveling at
point nine nine nine five light, struck their targets a second before the
missiles, blasting through the armored hulls of warships, destroying surface
installations, taking out beam weapon batteries.  As soon as one ship was hit
to the point where it was accessed to be heavily damaged, the fire was switched
to another.


And then the missiles hit, well before the enemy could
prepare more than a perfunctory defensive fire.  Out of nine hundred and sixty
missiles, over six hundred hit their targets.  Very few were destroyed by close
in weapons, and those that didn’t make a hit normally flew through the plasma
of a ship they had targeted that had been struck by another missile.  Many
exploded as their noses were eroded away by plasma and debris, until their
antimatter warheads breached.  The few that made it through continued on into
space, their grabbers pulling furiously to decelerate for another attack,
something they couldn’t do until they made a stop, or curved their vector
around enough with different course corrections.  Both something that couldn’t
be done for over an hour.


The fast attack ships meanwhile were raising their negative
matter bubbles and boosting on a vector that would take them away from the four
hundred odd remaining enemy ships.  It looked like they were running, but they
were doing anything but.  They were putting distance between themselves and
their future targets, so that they could come back in at high velocity and put
missiles into more enemy vessels.


“Prepare to jump,” order Krishnamurta, feeling a little better
about this maneuver that the last.  The enemy had launched, and hundreds of
missiles were coming at them across the five light second distance.  Beams were
striking out as well, but having little success targeting the stealthy, heavily
shielded ships.  “Jump,” shouted the Admiral, and the ships opened holes into
hyperspace, well within the barrier for the Imperial ships.  His force
disappeared into hyper, shielding them from attack while they planned their
next mission.


*    *     *


“He said what?” asked Watcher into the com, stalking the
seemingly endless corridors of the palace while searching for his prey.


A hundred gigatons? thought Pandi,
listening in on the tranmission.  That would wipe out everything for a
hundred kilometers in every direction.  There might be some standing buildings
on the fringe, but nothing else.  And unprotected people?  What, two, three
hundred kilometers, more?  “What kind of maniac would set that kind of
doomsday device in his own capital?”


“A megalomaniac,” answered Watcher in a grim tone. 
“Everything revolves around him, and if he isn’t here, it doesn’t matter.  He
would probably blow up the Universe if he could, since nothing matters without
himself involved.”


“So, what are we going to do?” asked Pandi, her mind almost
refusing to wrap itself around the murderous selfishness such a device
signified.


“We can’t kill him until we get that device disarmed,” said
Watcher, shaking his head.  “Or moved from its current location to someplace
where it can’t do so much damage.”


Watcher was silent for a moment, thinking.  Finally, he came
to a decision.  “All teams.  The Emperor must be captured, alive and unharmed. 
Repeat, alive and unharmed.  No matter what.”


“What if he fights back?” asked one of the platoon leaders,
one whose unit was closest to the presumed location of the man they were
hunting.


“You are to try to avoid taking casualties, but will take
them if necessary.  Any action taken is to disable his suit only, if he happens
to be in one.  If not in a suit, then he is to be taken down with sonics.”


“That sounds like suicide, my Lord,” chimed in the Lt.
Colonel who was in charge of the battalion.


“If you kill him, it will be suicide,” said Watcher.  “There
is a hundred gigaton device in the city, which is set to go off if his life
functions cease.  I must assume he is able to set it off by command as well, so
he must not be allowed to leave the kill zone.  Repeat, he must not be killed,
and he must not be allowed to leave the kill zone.  There are almost six
hundred million people in that zone, and I will not allow the Confederacy to
have that blood on its hands.  Understood.”


The acknowledgments came back, some reluctantly, but it
seemed that everyone understood the gravity of the situation.


“Has the prisoner told you where the device is?” asked
Watcher of the Brigadier that had reported the existence of the bomb to him.


“We have a general idea, my Lord,” said the General. 
“Somewhere near the central police building, most likely underground.”


Pandi zeroed in on the building in question, a megascraper
that was the headquarters of the police apparatus all across the Empire.  And
seemingly, with its own security, the perfect place to put such a device.


“Get infantry there immediately,” ordered Watcher.  “Secure
the building and any areas underneath that you can locate.  Then get as many
engineers as you can in there, and search out the device.”


“And what do we do when we find it, my Lord?  Let the
engineers have a go at disarming it.”


“Not until I’ve had a chance to see a view of the device. 
From there I will issue orders.  Understood?”


“Yes, my Lord,” said the General.  “We will do all that we
can.”


“Don’t try, Brigadier.  Succeed.  I won’t have all of these
people killed by this bastard, just because he pulled off something I didn’t
anticipate.”


Watcher cut the link and linked back into the local tactical
net, while Pandi continued to monitor the take from the Brigadier’s net.  A
shiver of fear passed through her, and she pushed that panicked feeling to the
back of her mind.  I should have died forty-three thousand years ago,
she thought, composing herself.  I will not let fear of dying now affect my
actions.


*     *     *


His men walked into an ambush.  They outnumbered the
ambushers, who frankly seemed to expect to take them out without a problem. 
The Emperor’s stolen suit picked it up just before the enemy opened fire, and
he signaled his men with the locations of all the Confederation commandos
plotted.


His men opened fire before the enemy, who were still waiting
for more of the Imperial troops to walk into the kill zone.  The power of the
particle beam fire surprised the commandos, who weren’t expecting such.  The
men in the kill box were killed in the first exchange of fire, four of them,
not the entire platoon that the commandos were expecting.


Kitticaris moved up to the front and opened fire himself, not
wanting to risk a long engagement that would tie his people down.  He had an
escape route, and he needed to get to it, now.  Any other outcome would lead to
his eventual capture, and that would lead to his death.  Instead, he moved onto
the flank of the ambush and opened up with particle beams that blasted holes
through walls and the men covering behind them in microseconds, vaporizing half
their body mass in one strike.  As he moved down the other hall, he popped some
grenades from his shoulder launcher at the men ahead, taking out the commandos
who had tried to take him down, only to see their beams splash from his
electromag field, the little bit that got through doing little more than
heating some small areas of his tough armor.  They’re not shooting to kill,
he thought, noting that all the hits had been to his legs and arms, as if they
were trying to immobilize him.


“We’re through, your Majesty,” announced the officer leading
his escort.


“Hit the lift shaft and let’s get out of here,” said the
Emperor, hurrying along to rejoin the body of his soldiers.


The lift shaft he was talking about was open when he got
there, a squad already floating down on suit grabbers to secure the secret
chamber of the subbasement that the hidden drop led to.  He followed, then
moved quickly to the heavy door that closed off the escape route.  It had a
keypad, the Emperor not trusting complicated com controlled locks for this, his
last card.  He punched in the twelve digit code and the door slid open,
revealing a well-lit tunnel that seemed to lead off into the forever.


“Move out,” ordered the Emperor, and the first squad walked
into the tunnel.  Kitticaris moved into the tunnel, then waved the rest of the
soldiers past.  When all had entered, he pushed a button that closed the door,
then reset the combination from that side.  Let them get through that,
he thought with a smile on his face.   And by the time they do, I’ll be long
gone.


*     *     *


Watcher looked down at the bodies of the men he had led into
the palace.  The great majority of them were Suryans, medium sized, brown
skinned people with dark hair and eyes.  There were some from other planets,
other ethnic strains, and a few aliens.  And they were dead, killed by the man
he had come to capture.  He and the men he led.  Watcher didn’t know any of the
men he was looking at.  Some of them were so badly injured about the face, if
they even had a head left after a strike by a particle beam, that he wouldn’t
have recognized them if they had been lifelong friends.  But even the ones with
intact features were strangers to him, which did nothing to lessen the guilt.


I should have done something different, thought the superman, shaking his head.  Maybe I should
have just evacuated the system of my people, then come back with overwhelming
force.  But I still wasn’t thinking right.


Watcher realized now that he had been more brain damaged than
he had thought when Pandi had rescued him.  He had known there was some damage
to his frontal lobes from when the Imperials had taken out his implants.  As
well as some minor damage to his occipital lobe.  But the visual centers could
compensate, better than his reasoning centers.  And, like most people with damage,
he had no idea how bad it had been.  He still had enough capacity to act like a
smarter than normal man, though nowhere near his ultimate capabilities.  But
now that the damage had been repaired by nanites, and his thinking was once
again quick and clear for the first time since the surgery had been performed.


Now he could see how his course of action was flawed.  But
we’ve already jumped into the fire, so I just have to finish this.


“We’ve found their trail, my Lord,” said the Captain leading
the company that had gathered around him, absorbing its daughter platoon once
again.  


Watcher followed the Captain, Pandora joining up with him and
moving by his side.


“It leads down a shaft,” said the Captain, pointing to the
opening that had been revealed when the panel had been broken down.  “I’ve
already sent down a squad, who have reported it clear at the bottom.  And with
a heavy door that must lead to some kind of passage he used for escape.”


“We could just let him go,” said Pandi, grabbing his armored
upper arm.  “We’ve won here.  This moon will be free, and he will have to
flee.”


“He’s still got most of an army out there,” said Watcher,
shaking his head.  “We’ve only engaged a small part of it, and with enough
numbers they could overcome our tech advantage.  Plus, he could blow up that
warhead and take out this entire region, and us with it.”


Watcher walked to the shaft and stepped in, his suit grabbers
holding him up until he ordered it to move downward.  He flew down the six
levels of the shaft, realizing that he was actually going below the subbasement
that his first company had entered through.  The chamber he entered was medium
sized, about twenty meters square, with a shining door set on one side.  Using
his HUDs mapping ability, he could see by the orientation of the door that
whatever was behind it led off from the palace and under the mountainside it
was built against.  Something that we didn’t expect.  And we have no way of
knowing what’s back there.


“I think I’m going to need your help with this, Pandora,” he
said, pointing at the door.  “The rest of you,” he said to the near platoon
that was now gathered here, “turn your particle beam weapons to full, and fire
at the door.  On my command.”


“We could get some engineers here with negative matter, my Lord,”
suggested the Captain.  “Let them open the damned thing.”


“And every second we waste increases the chance that he gets
away.  No,” said Watcher, particle beam rifle in his hands, twin lasers rising
from his shoulders to point at the door.  “We get through now.  Fire.”


Forty-three particle beam weapons opened fire at the same
moment, and four powerful lasers that quickly became visible from the vapor
that started to fill the room.  The beams struck the door, making forty-seven
glowing red spots that soon spread into one large one that encompassed most of
the door.  Red turned to deeper red, then to white, as the heat built up in the
room to almost unbearable levels.  One by one the particle beams died as they
used up their proton stores, and commandos burned their hands putting new ones
into already overheated rifles.  Pandi’s ran out a moment later, but Watcher,
linked into larger packs within his armor, kept up the fire.  Soon the other
beams joined in, and the white hot area of the door began to melt, molten metal
pouring onto the floor and starting to stream toward a drain in the center of
the chamber.  A hole appeared in the door, showing through to the other side.


“Grenadiers,” yelled Watcher over the roar of the beams. 
“Hit the door with penetrators.”


The six men who held autogrenade launchers adjusted their
weapons, then sent shape charge rounds into the door at the rate of ten a
second each.  It took less than two seconds for the door to disintegrate under
the pounding.


“Cease fire,” yelled Watcher, waving his left hand in the
air.


The hole through the door was large enough to allow a man of
Watcher’s size, wearing his armor, to make it through, though the edges were
still white hot.


“I will take a moment to cool enough for us to go through, my
Lord,” said the Captain.


“Follow when you can, but I’m going through now.”  Without
another word Watcher raised his suit into the air and oriented it to the hole,
shooting through in a horizontal position.


“The hell with that,” he heard Pandi say into her com, then
she was through the hole and right behind him.


“You heard the lady,” said the Captain over the com.  “Let’s
go.”


Watcher smiled as he heard the chatter of the soldiers moving
through the hole.  All made it through, even with some minor cursing about the
heat.   He moved his suit about forty meters into the tunnel, then pulled it
around to come back onto his feet.  He checked out the tunnel with all sensors
before moving forward, all senses alert.  After all, though he was in a hurry,
he was not in a rush to walk into something that might get him killed.
















Chapter Thirty-three


 


Americans are so enamored of equality that they would rather
be equal in slavery than unequal in freedom.


Alexis de Tocqueville


 


“This looks like what we were looking for,” said Captain
Milish Drazdore, the Army Engineering Officer, over the com, transmitting a
visual to his commanding officer.


“I thought it was supposed to be well hidden,” said the
Brigadier, looking at the three dimensional representation of the bomb that
would ruin the day of everyone within tens of kilometers of it if it went off.


“Oh, it was very well hidden,” said the Captain in charge of
the company of combat engineers who had followed the infantry into the
building.  The infantry had cleared the building of all resistance with no
trouble, their heavy suits and weapons giving them all the advantages over the
lightly armed police troops that had been guarding the structure.  The soldiers
in the subbasement were better prepared.  It still didn’t help them, much, and
the engineers were able to operate with relative ease as they had searched the
building.  Relative being a relative term, as they were searching for a bomb
that would vaporize them all if it went off.


“It just wasn’t well enough hidden from our tech,” continued
the Captain, looking on as some of his explosive demolition specialists scanned
the bomb.


“I’ve got bad news, sir,” said a Staff Sergeant, stopping and
looking at the Captain.  “There’s no way we’re going to be able to get into
this thing without breaching the casing.  And if I’m not mistaken, whoever set
this thing will have thought of that.  I think if we open it, we’ll set it
off.”


“And there’s no way we’re going to be able to move this thing
out of here,” said the Captain, looking at the five meter long casing that had
to weigh at least thirty tons.  There were wires running into the casing,
providing power to the device, its own internal energy supply the true backup. 
At least not by any conventional means.  Someone needs to come up with something,
and even though I’m in charge, I sure can’t think of any way.  That
Drazdore was a product of a lower tech base did not escape him.  He had
absorbed as much knowledge of the new tech as he could, in the time he had been
given.  But he was aware that he still was an infant in the use of old Imperial
Tech that was over a thousand years more advanced than that of the Suryans
whose kingdom he belonged to.


“I think I have a solution, sir,” said the Sergeant, a smile
on his face.  “If we can get it here in time.”


“And what would, it, be, Sergeant?” asked the Captain,
looking at the younger man, realizing that his youth might give him a more
flexible mind.


“One of the probes, sir,” said the Sergeant, excitement in
his tone.  “And the wormhole it has aboard.”


“What?  What are you thinking?” asked Drazdore, possibilities
already surfacing in his mind.


As the Sergeant told him his thoughts, the Captain’s smile
grew.  They still had to get it here, and they might not have the time.  But it
was definitely better than the nothing that was their only other option.


*     *     *


Kitticaris frowned as he saw the door breached on his link.  They’re
coming on much faster than I expect, he thought, arming every defense
system that stood between himself and the enemy.   He glared at the image of
Watcher, as if he was actually seeing the man with his physical eyes and not on
the visual centers of his occipital lobes.  He could recognize that the man was
sheathed in an advanced suit of combat armor.  A very heavy suit, that he was
sure was much more capable than his own.  And the woman coming along behind him
was most probably at least his equal, wearing her own suit of armor.


The lasers that opened up on them proved his fears were well
founded, as the beams bounced from the strong electromag fields of the pair, at
least long enough to allow them to take out the hidden weapons.


How in the hell did this happen? thought the Emperor, moving through the last doorway before
the chamber he had prepared for his escape, an escape he had never really
thought would be necessary.  A couple of days ago everything was going so
well, all of my plans were coming to fruition.  My Empire was the strongest in
this space, we were expanding, and I had the propaganda coup of the ages in my
hands.


But he had to have taken that being captive, or at least
ordered such, without ordering that all witnesses to the event be eliminated. 
And the witnesses had come to his rescue.  I should have waited until I had
expanded even more, he thought, then dismissed that thought.  In a century
he could have quintupled the size of his Empire, and increased the size of his
fleet by a factor of ten.  And still faced an enemy much more advanced than
his, who had also expanded.  Without that station, this is all just wasted
effort.


The door closed behind him, and he looked over the large room
that was really more hangar than anything else, filled with gunships and
transports, more than he really needed.


“Everyone on board,” he called out, waiting for his men to
man the vehicles, six gunships and six transports.  He boarded the last
transport, sending the dispositions he wanted to the other craft.


“We’re ready, my Lord,” called out the Captain of his
security force, sitting in the cabin on the transport, piloting the craft.


Kitticaris nodded as he slid into the copilot’s chair.  “Take
us out.  We’ll head for my mountain HQ.”  And let them try to find me, while
they battle the fleet that keeps sending units into this system, he
thought.  And if they find me, let them try and root me out.


The doors to the hangar started to open, both the heavy inner
pair and the camouflaged outer.  The first two gunships lifted from the floor
and started out, their weapon pods swiveling as their gunners looked every
direction.   The door gunners on his transport were gripping their particle
beams in tight grips, while the Emperor himself manned the forward mounted guns
and her missile pods.


We’ve made it, he thought,
watching as the two gunships made it out into the air, then cringing in shock
as both went up in balls of fire, falling immediately down the side of the
mountain.  Two of the troop transports died in the same manner, their fall only
lasting till they could hit the floor within the space between the doors.  Two
more gunships rocketed out to try and deal with whatever was waiting outside. 
Brave but foolish, as what was waiting out there was much more advanced than
they were.


“Back us up,” he yelled to the pilot, gripping the weapon’s
control as if he could really do anything to change the situation.  Missiles,
or something equally powerful, hit the mountain above the door, starting a rock
fall that partially filled the entrance, and trapped the remaining four
transports and two gunships inside.


I should have continued down under the mountain, thought the Emperor, staring at the partially blocked
entrance.  I should have gone down the secondary tunnel and taken off on
foot, he thought, realizing that his arrogance had doomed him.  He had
wanted to ride, and now he would pay for it.


Something flew past the transport, to hit the far wall beside
the entry, and it took a second to recognize it as the door to the tunnel they
had used to come down from the palace.  Following its clanging strike another
of the gunships exploded.


“Down those ships and come out,” yelled a loud voice that was
amplified by suit speakers.  “Weapons on the ground.”


Kitticaris recognized that voice, and connected with his last
gunship.  “Get that son of a bitch.”


The last gunship spun around, taking several particle beam
strikes before it was able to swivel its own guns onto the target.  “No,”
yelled out another voice as the gunship fired a particle beam that was much
more powerful than any handheld or suit born weapon.  Two more beams struck the
gunship, blasting through the canopy and half vaporizing the gunner/pilot.


Kitticaris bailed from the transport, his men on his heels. 
He still had more than twenty warriors with him.  That was the good news.  The
bad was that they were out in the open, the only cover the vehicles they had
been using, which, with a bad hit, could become deadly to his people
themselves.


A dozen enemy were crouched down near the wall, firing at his
men.  A golden suit that had to belong to the woman was standing, particle beam
pistols in each hand, firing away and scoring hits with most shots.  A figure
in a huge suit was trying to stand up from a kneeling position on the floor,
and not having any success.  Kitticaris’ practiced eye told him that the front
of the suit, including one leg and an arm, had taken major damage from the
particle beam hit from the gunship.  The man inside must have been OK, or at
least not injured so much that he couldn’t struggle.


Half of his own men were down in an instant, as well as five
of the enemy, though more of them were coming through the doorway, and he had
no ready reinforcements at his beck and call.


Kitticaris fired his rifle at that figure, trying to get a
hit on the more vulnerable faceplate.  He scored a hit that splashed alloy,
indicating that this plate was not as fragile as most, and the one working arm
got in the way in an instant.  Beams splashed from his own suit, and he turned
to see the woman firing away at him, her pistols, not near as powerful as
rifles, still blasting molten armor from his suit.


“Don’t kill him,” yelled the man with his amplified voice. 
“We can’t afford to kill him.”


“That’s right,” yelled the Emperor, grinning inside his
helmet.  “Kill me and you’re all dead.  I was about to inform you of that fact,
since you not knowing it benefits no one.  But I see someone beat me to it.”


“Drop your weapons and surrender,” yelled the woman.


“I think not,” said the Emperor, smiling, raising his
faceplate to let his enemies see his face.  He took another shot at Watcher,
aiming for the good leg and getting a solid hit on the knee joint.  The man
fell backwards, his suit hitting the floor with a thump, only the one arm still
capable of movement.  He’s trapped in that suit, thought the exultant
Emperor.  And she’s no match for me.  She’s a normal human, no matter how
much she’s been augmented.  He aimed again at Watcher.


“No you don’t,” she yelled, taking aim with both pistols and
putting beams into the rifle, blasting pieces of it into the air.


“And you better be careful, woman,” said Kitticaris, shaking
his head.  “If I die, a hundred gigaton bomb goes off.   And there’s nothing
you can do about it.”  A barrel rose over the back of his suit and locked into
place, then swiveled to take aim at Watcher.  


The woman raised her own faceplate, and from the expression
on her face, he could tell that they had found the bomb, and that they didn’t
know what to do with it.


“Don’t shoot him,” she yelled, her nostrils flaring, her
pistols never wavering from his head.


Kitticaris laughed and fired a thirty millimeter round from
the cannon on his shoulder, barely missing the man on the ground.  It was a
purposeful miss, one meant to rattle the woman.  He would kill the man soon
enough, but for now he had other games he could play.


*     *     *


“Watch out for…” said Watcher, just before his com link went
down.  Dammit, he thought, trying to get his suit to move, and failing. 
It was sealed at several points along three limbs, and parts of his torso, and
the damned thing wouldn’t open.  Given time, the suit nanites would cut through
those welds, and he would be able to open the suit.  As it was, he was a
cripple, plain and simple.


And she isn’t aware of his pheromones, he thought, almost in a panic.  He still had the link in
his brain, the brand new one that had been installed after he had been
rescued.  But he now had no com to link it to, and, without his quantum
entanglement packet, he couldn’t contact her through the station computer.  And
there was definitely no net that he could link into in this part of the enemy’s
lair.


Pandi lowered her pistols, a slack expression coming over her
face.  “No,” he yelled, which came out as a muffled cry that no one could
hear.  


“Order your people to raise their faceplates,” said
Kitticaris in a commanding voice.  “Now.”


“You heard the man,” said Pandi.  “Raise your faceplates.”


The other of his people looked confused for a moment, but
after that hesitation they raised their faceplates.  A couple of breaths, and
the confused looked deepened, then slackened.


“You,” said the Emperor, walking forward and pointing his
finger at one of the Commandos.   “Shoot that man next to you.  In the head.”


The Emperor’s soldiers, the eight that were left, got to
their feet, also retracting their faceplates to reveal smiling faces.  Watcher
knew that these people were used to the pheromones of their leader, and
welcomed the chance to partake of the chemicals that calmed their thoughts, and
increased their almost ecstatic devotion to the man.


“No,” yelled Watcher, watching as the Commando so ordered raised
his rifle and aimed it at the exposed face of his mate, the smile on his face
mirroring that of the man he was going to kill.  The particle beam crossed the
two meter distance between the men in an instant, vaporizing the victim’s face
and eating into his skull, dropping him dead as quickly as anything could.


“The rest of you people,” said Kitticaris, pointing at the
remaining Commandos.  “Go into the tunnel you entered through, and kill anyone
in your uniform that comes down from above.”


The smiling men nodded and ran through the door, into the
corridor, ready to murder as many of their comrades as they could at the whim
of the man who had been their enemy just moments before.


“Now, woman,” said the Emperor, walking closer to Pandi. 
“Why don’t retract that helmet, so I can get a look at my new concubine.”


Pandi smiled at him and the helmet retracted back, sliding
down and leaving her entire head exposed, long red hair flowing down into her
suit.


“Yes, you will do,” he said, looking over at the helpless
Watcher.  “And you will still go to your execution, while I get what I need
from this woman.”  He reached out a hand and stroked a freckled cheek.  “Think
of her in my arms, while you are undergoing interrogation.  Don’t worry, your
torture will be short, since I really have no need to keep you around.”


The genenged spy leaned his head back and roared with
laughter, tears coming to his eyes.  “You fools.  To think you could actually
defeat me.”  His face took on a more serious mien.  “Order your forces to stand
down,” said the Emperor to Pandi.


Pandi’s face scrunched up, her pained filled eyes showing
that she was trying to resist.


“Now, woman,” said the Emperor, blowing into her face,
wafting another wave of pheromones into her system.


And Watcher could only look on in horror, as the victory he
had been about to achieve fell apart, as the madman above him used his chemical
weapon to stop the Confederation assault.  He cursed the makers who had given
the ability to the man.  He could put out pheromones of his own, mostly of the
sexually attraction type, nothing at all like what this man had.  The superman
slammed his one good hand into the ground, snarling in fury.


“On second thought,” said the Emperor, pointing down at
Watcher.  “I don’t think he will be needed after all.  Kill him.”
















Chapter Thirty-four


 


Your empire is now like a
tyranny: it may have been wrong to take it; it is certainly dangerous to let it
go.


Pericles


 


“OK,” yelled out Captain Milish Drazdore, waving to the men
who were moving the wormhole into place.  “Get her in position.  Quickly.”  I’m
not sure how much longer we have before this thing goes off.   But it can’t be
long.


The engineers were wrestling the frame of a wormhole to lay
underneath the bomb, that was now suspended in the air, a sextet of antigravs
attached to it by nanite bonds.  The Captain hadn’t been sure the antigravs
would lift the mass of weapon into the air.  But they had performed as
advertised.  The frame had expanded as advertised as well, the parts of the
structure moving into place as new negative matter was injected in to dilate
the wormhole, but it had been one holy bitch trying to get it into position.


“I still don’t understand why we didn’t just move the
wormhole horizontally into the bomb,” said one of the Sergeants.


That should have worked, thought
the Captain.  The wormhole would have sucked it through as soon as part of
it was through the horizon of the portal.  But, if something went wrong, and
the side of the bomb had ripped into the frame, we still might have several
tons of antimatter being released into this room.


“I want it to drop through the hole and be gone without any
problems,” said the Captain, for some reason needing to explain himself to his
subordinate.  If only because he’s been a civilian construction worker much
longer than I’ve been an engineer, and so has a wealth of experience.


“It’s in place, sir,” said another of the NCOs, playing a
laser measurement device over the bomb, the beams linking to the wormhole below
and showing that there was at least ten centimeters leeway on all parameters. 
“With a straight drop, we should be able to move it through.”


“And where is the other end of the wormhole?” he asked his
Executive Officer, who was monitoring that portion of the mission.


“Still locked into place on Vengeance, sir,” said the
woman, a slight smile on her face.  “This bitch shouldn’t have any trouble
sliding out onto the ship’s hangar.  And Vengeance is programed to start
her programmed maneuvers as soon as that happens.”


“OK, prepare for the drop.  And I want that hole closed as
soon as it’s through.”  Or else we might get a good portion of that hundred
gigaton blast coming back through.


The Captain was sweating as the Platoon Sergeant in charge of
the drop made one last check on the antigravs, floating up on the side of the
bomb on his suit grabbers.  The Sergeant shook his head and looked at the
Captain. “Prepare to drop.”


“Drop it,” called out the Captain.


“Dropping,” yelled the Sergeant, hitting the button on the
small control that had been attached to his left forearm.


The large bomb container fell under the force of gravity as
the antigravs turned off simultaneously.   The Captain held his breath as the
big device fell, his eyes tracking it to make sure that the antigravs had
actually all cut off at the same time, and not sure what he would have done if
they hadn’t.  But to the relief of all present the bomb hit the mirrored
surface perfectly, disappearing like a rock falling into a pool of water.  The
power cables attached to the bomb stretched tight, then pulled out of the wall
as the suction of the hole forced them to follow the container they were
feeding power to.


“Get that wormhole shut down,” yelled the Platoon Sergeant.


A pair of men ran to the opposite sides of the oblong ring,
reaching for control panels set one hundred and eighty degrees from each
other.  They looked at each other, obviously talking suit to suit, and hit the
commit buttons, then jumped up and ran back ten meters from the ring.


The ring’s magnetic field, which was holding the negative
matter that pushed the hole open, died, and the negative matter, released from
its hold, flowed around the fabric of the hole and ate into the substance of
the ring.  Negative matter cancelled matter, almost all of it taken out before it
could do damage to anything else in the room.  Only a few wisps of gas escaped,
all of it cancelling against the molecules of the air.  That had been the
dangerous part of this stage of the exercise.  The wormhole itself, with
nothing to hold it open, collapsed to a point, and beyond, pinching off as if
it had never existed.


“Command reports that the bomb is aboard Vengeance,”
called out the XO.  “She is starting her maneuvers now.”


And what a surprise she’s going to be to those ships on
blockade duty, thought the Captain with a smile.


*     *     *


The million ton mass of the Confederation destroyer Vengeance
started moving through the thick gas of Odin’s atmosphere, angling upward.  The
last ship of Pandora Latham’s command was unmanned, her computers programmed to
take her into her last battle.  Like most military computers, and unlike the
sentient comp of the Donut, they were not given much of a personality
program, and included no self-preservation function.  Vengeance’s computer
knew that it was on its last mission, and it really didn’t care.  It’s only
imperative was to strike at the enemy, to get as close as possible to a
formation of the foe’s warships, before the device on board detonated.  It
didn’t know when that would happen, which made it even more of a difficulty to
its tactical computations.


The ship rose through the atmosphere, the pressure decreasing
outside by the second.  The ship’s sensors looked through the atmosphere as
well as they could.  They passed through the terminator from opaque gas to the
layer of clouds floating through clear air, even if that air was still mostly
hydrogen.  As it entered that area it could now pick up the enemy ships.  And
moments later they could pick up Vengeance.  And picking her up, they
began to react, boosting onto paths that would take them close to the
Confederation ship, probably hoping for a capture of her and the tech she
carried.


*     *     *


“You heard me, woman,” said the voice that seemed to reach
right into her soul.  A voice that sounded softly sensuous, a tone that she
must obey.  No, that she wanted to obey, no matter the other feelings running
through her.  “Kill him.  It is our command, and you must obey.”


Pandora looked down at the man she had been ordered to kill. 
Even hidden in his suit, she could see his face in her mind.  That face became
even more real a moment later as the faceplate on Watcher’s suit retracted.


“Don’t let him control you, my love,” said Watcher, eliciting
other feelings within her, the kind that fought against the total control of
the man who was flooding her olfactory senses with pheromones which were taking
hold of her will and making it his.


Pandora raised her right hand pistol, aiming for Watcher’s
forehead, her finger on the trigger.  Her hand wanted to continue that squeeze
until the weapon went off, vaporizing the beloved face before her.  And the
marvelous brain behind that face.  What the hell am I doing? she
thought, trying to force her hand down.  The muscles bunched on her forearms as
she fought against the compulsion.  The pistol shook in her hand, one moment
pointed at Watcher’s face, the next to the side.


She pulled the trigger, at the same time jerking her hand
even more to the side, the beam barely missing her lover, who flinched, but
continued to look into her eyes.  Please, she thought, her vision
blurring slightly from the tears that were beading up in them.


“I should kill you,” she said, not really sure if she meant
Watcher, or the Emperor.  Her mind was totally confused.  She wasn’t sure what
thoughts came from the chemicals that had infected her body, or from her own
mind.


“Yes, my sweet,” said Kitticaris, his voice a dream from
heaven.  “Kill him.”  The voice grew rougher after she still did nothing. 
“Kill him, I say.  Kill him.”


“Don’t kill him, Pandi,” said Watcher.  “Remember the
consequences.”


The Emperor laughed.  “Yes, the consequences.  Remember them,
my love.  For if my heart stops beating, everyone in this city, and hundreds of
kilometers in each direction, dies.  Besides, you don’t want to kill me.  You
want to serve me.  And to serve me, you must obey me.  So kill him.”


Pandi again tried to lock her muscles, but the arm still
moved the pistol, tracking onto Watcher’s face.  The superman’s eyes were calm
as he looked into hers.  He’s not afraid, she realized, a thought that
passed through the confusion in her mind that was working against her own
desires.  He’s not afraid of dying.  Only concerned that his dream for the
people of the Galaxy will not come to fruition.


I can help, mistress, came a thought
from outside of her mind, as if something were talking to her telepathically.


Station, thought Pandi, recognizing
the mental voice.  She realized that the station computer was contacting her
through the quantum entanglement module of her implant.  What can you do?


I can take control of your body, said the computer.  If you give me the go ahead.


I don’t know if I want that, thought Pandi in a panic.  I’m not sure I want to give you
that kind of control.


The failsafe system only allows me to take over if you give
your permission, said the computer.


Why in the hell would you even have such a system in me? she asked, feeling her rising anger, cutting through the
ecstasy of the pheromones.


It is only there to get you out of trouble, such as when you are
in a confused situation, from injuries and such, and cannot remove yourself. 
But I can only initiate at your command.


“Kill him,” yelled Kitticaris.  “Kill him, now.”  The Emperor
reached to the floor and picked up a discarded particle beam rifle.  “Or I’ll
just do it myself, and then take you out.”


“My Lord,” came a voice over the com.  “My Lady.  We have
moved the bomb through a wormhole.  There’s no risk now.  No risk.”


Pandora didn’t understand for a moment, before the
realization came through her mind that Kitticaris was now capable of being
killed.  That thought submerged under the compulsion of the Emperor.  And she
caught sight of the rifle in his hand rising to track onto the head of
Watcher.  I have to do something, she thought.  I must, but I can’t
do anything, but…


Station computer.  You have my permission to take charge of
my body.  Do what you need to do.


And what do you want me to do with the being known as the
Emperor?


Pandi sent it her wishes, and felt her body begin to move,
not under her own control, but, at least, not under the control of the monster
who was threatening her and her lover.


Her body swiveled around at full speed, her left forearm
slamming into the rifle, the strength of her suit, working under the control of
her muscles, pushing it aside just before it fired.  Her right arm moved the
pistol into line with Kitticaris’ face.


“What are you doing?  You can’t kill me, without killing
everyone else.”


Pandi felt a smile come across her face.  “Die, you bastard,”
said her vocal cords outside her conscious control, and her finger squeezed and
held down the trigger.


The particle beam only had twenty centimeters to travel
before it hit the face of the Emperor Alphonso Kitticaris.  The flesh on his
face converted to vapor as the beam of protons blasted through his skull,
destroying his brain in an instant, even while that organ was thinking its last
thought.  That thought was disbelief that he was being killed.  The beam hit
the back of his helmet, normally a blow that would glance from the hard metal. 
But this beam continued for the more than three seconds that were needed to
burn all the way through.  By that time the entire head was vapor, even the
hard carbon laced bone of the skull.


Pandi’s faceplate lowered as she pulled the trigger,
protecting her from the superheated steam that came spurting from the Emperor’s
helmet.  She felt her own control returning with the death of the Emperor, and
the filtration of her air by the suit that was quickly removing the pheromones
from her breathing gas, while her system nanites cleaned up the chemicals that
were flowing through her bloodstream.


Thank you, computer, she said,
looking at the body before her, the suit still in the standing position that
had been the last command it had received from the destroyed brain that had
been its controller.  But I have to ask.  Die, you bastard?


It seemed appropriate, said the
computer.  Something that you would say.  And I think it had the added
effect that you would want.


Pandora nodded her head, then turned and knelt by Watcher,
holstering her pistols, then reaching out to put her hands on his shoulders. 
“Are you OK?” she asked, retracting her faceplate once again.


“I’ll be fine, once this metal coffin releases me,” he said
with a smile.


“We’ve won, you know,” she said, spraying more nanites on his
suit joints to speed the process, not wanting her man trapped any longer than
necessary.


“We still have work to do,” he said, his eyes unfocusing a
bit as he linked into the com net.  “We have to show these people that they are
now free, and stop the bloodbath that is sure to occur when the downtrodden
take on their masters.”


Let them kill the bastards, thought
Pandi, before the memory of her not being in control returned.  The complete
and total helplessness, after only the briefest exposure to mind control
chemicals.  She could only imagine the people who had been exposed to the
chemicals and more for years.  They really had no choice, the most of them. 
So how can I blame them.  The people here will, of course, especially people
like Garcia, who didn’t submit.


“I think the vid of Kitticaris’ death will prove that they
are no longer under the despot,” she said.  “And the arrogant asshole was too
much of a megalomaniac to set a succession in place.”


One of the joints on Watcher’s suit began to move, and less
than five minutes later the armor began to open, freeing him.   “Then let’s go
talk to these people,” he said, putting his arm around Pandi’s armored
shoulders.


*     *     *


Less than a second after the heart of the Emperor Alphonso
Kitticaris, an organ that had pumped blood for over a thousand waking years of
his ten thousand year existence, stopped beating, the bomb aboard Vengeance
detonated with the fury of a hundred gigatons.  Added to that were the fifty
gigatons from the antimatter already aboard the ship, in engine storage
compartments and missile warheads.  The ship was not close enough to the
closing Imperial ships to do much damage, mainly putting some heat and
radiation into the hulls of vessels that were still in the vacuum above the
atmosphere.


The crews and commanders of the ships stared in a shock that
lasted minutes, realizing what could have happened to them if they had closed
on the ship down in the planet’s atmosphere.   Ten minutes later, a transmission
reached the ships, and they were in shock again as they witnessed the death of
the man who had ruled their Empire since long before any of them were born. 
Followed by a vid of the man they knew as the Abomination, telling them that
they were now free people.  Some, the less susceptible to the brainwashing of
the Empire, took that message to heart almost immediately.  Others would not be
able to think with a clear mind for days to weeks, but eventually the message
would get through.
















Epilogue


 


One Standard Solar Year
Later


 


President Tony Garcia looked up from his desk as the com
chimed, the tone of the signal letting him know who was on the other side.  He
hit the commit, a smile on his face, and watched as the face of a beautiful red
haired woman formed.


“My Lady,” he said, bowing his head, his smile growing.


“Now Tony.  You know I don’t take with any of that putting on
airs.”


Garcia smiled again.  It was one of the things he loved about
the lady that was one of the advising pair of the Confederation.  “And what can
I do for you today, Pandora?”


“I’d prefer Pandi, but you’re moving in the right direction. 
We just wanted to see how everything was coming on that planet of yours.”


Much better, thought
Garcia, looking at the holo picture on the wall that showed his inauguration,
and Watcher and Pandora Latham standing with him on the podium.  And so much
better now that we are no longer an Empire, but only one planet among many in
the Confederation.  No longer hated by our neighbors.  “Everything is going
great,” he answered, truthfully.  “The children are absorbing the new sciences
and technologies like it’s their mother’s milk.  And even a stodgy old engineer
like myself is finding that I can learn new things.”


Garcia looked past the com holo, to the wall holo that gave a
view of the city, which was back to its beautiful self, improved really,
without all the propaganda boards floating through the sky.  “And what might
you be doing this fine day?” he asked.


The woman smiled, and the holo expanded to show the busy
bridge of a ship behind her.  “Why, what I always wanted to do.  Explore the
stars.  And bring the light of civilization to those who have lost it, just
like my evangelizing daddy wanted to bring his doctrine to his neighbors who
didn’t believe like he did.  Only we’re actually giving them the truth.”


Garcia wasn’t really sure what the woman was talking about. 
He knew that she was from another era, from the time before humanity had made
it to the stars, millennia before the rise of the first Empire.  Some of her
notions were foreign to him.  To anyone not of his time.  But he really knew
all he needed to know about her.  She was the definition of a good woman.  He
smiled at that last thought.  Even if she does like to kill things a little
too much.  But most of the things she kills need killing.


“Drop on by the system when you have a chance,” he told her. 
“And I’m looking forward to the convention coming.”  They were going to enact
and actual constitution, all of the worlds and kingdoms already involved in the
Confederacy.  Making things official, as she liked to say.


“See you then, Tony.  I mean, Mr. President.”  The holo went
blank, leaving Garcia to his own thoughts once again.  We did it, he
thought, turning his chair and gazing out the window that looked over the parks
of the city from his small office.  It took some outside help, of course. 
He looked up the mountainside, to the palace of their former master, which had
been converted into a museum, lest they forget the horrors of the past, and for
some reason repeat them.


We will never forget, thought the
President of Kallis, his eyes now wandering up to the huge globe of Odin,
dominating the sky.  Let any tyrant that tries to take our freedom from us
remember that as well.  We will never forget.


*     *     *


“Three inhabited planets,” said the science officer of
Confederation Exploration Ship Enterprise.


Some on the Donut, including Watcher, had wondered at
the significance of the name, which Pandi had taken from an obscure show that
dated back to two dimensional video.  But to her it fit, though her mission was
pretty sure to extend past five years.


“Any signals?” she asked the large being that towered over
everyone else on the bridge.  He was a dracocentauroid, his race known as
Phlistarans, and despite his looks he was a gentle and intelligent creature.  And
it’s about time we only worried about the minds of our co-sentients,
thought Pandi, looking into the mild brown eyes.


“One of the planets is broadcasting on the FM band.  Another
on a more primitive AM, while the third is devoid of signals, though the probes
gave us this image.”


The holo showed a large ziggurat rising from the flood plains
of a wide river.  Small figures walked up the side of the structure in a line. 
They looked human at first glance, but a sweeping close up showed that they
were not.  The view moved to the top of the ziggurat, and Pandi gasped as she
saw one of the beings open the chest of another and rip out an organ that,
though  not looking like a heart, was pumping out an orange fluid, indicating
that it served the same function.


“Oh my,” said Pandi, watching the scene.  “Another primitive
culture.”  She thought of how they would approach that culture.  Because,
unlike that old TV show, their prime directive called for total interference,
the raising of people from their primitive superstitions back to the
enlightenment of technic civilization.


And you’re about to get a rude awakening on how the Universe
really works, she thought, looking into the alien face of
that bloodthirsty priest as he raised the heart to the sky.


 


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.


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 Walbroski enters the rigors of Ranger training, becoming one of the
augmented warriors of the Empire.  But his first assignment, Azure, is one of
the most deadly planets in the Galaxy, even prior to the coming of the Cacas. 
Can Cornelius survive his first mission?  Or will  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.


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?


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: 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.


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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