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  And to the countless science fiction and fantasy writers who gave a shy kid growing up in a very small town a glimpse of other lives and other worlds. And a sense of hope. I hope this book helps repay that debt.
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  This is a science fiction book, set far in the future. All of the characters are fictional. Any resemblance to any real person, living or dead, is not intended. If you think you see yourself in this book, take the nearest spaceship to Fleet Headquarters on Victoria and consult a therapist.


  

  Intrigue. Betrayal. A devastating surprise attack and a frantic fight to survive.


  Gritty warfare in space as four young officers respond to the alarm of war.


  Four officer cadets in the Victorian Fleet meet in training camp. Emily, the young woman who dreams of becoming a Fleet historian, but discovers her real talents lay elsewhere. Grant, the arrogant son of Victoria’s most famous admiral. Hiram, the nervous but brilliant strategist, and Cookie, intent on joining the Fleet Marines. Together, they survive the trials and hardships of training to join the Fleet, unaware that that their home is about to be plunged into a maelstrom.


  For three hundred years, the Kingdom of Victoria has enforced peace across the galaxy. But it has grown complacent, and its enemies are ready to strike. The Tilleke Empire and the Dominion of Unified Citizenry have been waiting a long time, and now is their chance. As their web draws closed around Victoria, the band of new officers find themselves on the last line of defense. They’ve been trained well – but will it be enough to save the kingdom?


  

  I cannot hold my peace, because thou hast heard, O my soul, the sound of the trumpet, the alarm of war.


  Jeremiah, 4:19
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Chapter 1


  Post Diaspora 950


  The Conspirators


  In Darwin Space


  The opening moves of the Dominion War took place two years before the first shot was fired, over a glass of vintage Merlot.


  Three people sat in a room overlooking the Daskin Sea on Darwin, undeniably the most beautiful planet in the inhabited universe. Darwin had become a resort planet. It had craggy mountains that reached to the heavens, thousands of miles of pristine beaches, lush forests, a stable climate, moderate temperatures and no dangerous life forms of any kind.


  Except for Man.


  Darwin had become the headquarters of the League of Human Worlds. All of the organizations necessary to maintain normal relations among the far-flung worlds kept an office on Darwin. In the leading city of the planet, San Marino, nestled beside the Daskin Sea, there gathered diplomats, trade delegations, religious groups, doctors of the League Health Organization, academics, researchers of every interest and variety…and conspirators.


  In a small, private hotel overlooking the harbor, three people discussed their common grievances. Michael Hudis lazily eyed his two guests. He was, technically, the Assistant Under-Secretary of Foreign Affairs for the Dominion of Unified Citizenry, a minor functionary in a very large bureaucracy. Actually, he reported directly to the Citizen Director, who he had known since the dusty playing fields of grade school. His function was to do the bidding of the Citizen Director. Hudis’s value was that he got things done.


  Today, he was fomenting a war.


  It had taken four years to reach this point. A word dropped here, a gesture there. An offhanded comment at a diplomatic gathering, watching closely to see who laughed, who grimaced, who looked away, and who looked thoughtful. Seeds planted and their furtive offshoots carefully nurtured…and hidden. Carefully hidden, always hidden from the probing eyes of the Vickies. And finally, a very discrete invitation to this meeting, where people representing nations would freely speak their mind and state their intentions.


  “The damn Vickies are killing us,” Elizabeth Dreyer complained. She was a Special Assistant to the Cape Breton National Security Advisor. She was supposed to be on Darwin for her honeymoon. “After the discovery of the worm hole to Sybil Head and the Dominion, we spent one hundred trillion units – one hundred trillion! – to build the space port, repair docks and warehousing needed to handle the freight traffic to the new worlds. Cape Breton was the lifeblood of the new worlds for one hundred years, but then they discovered the wormholes to Victoria, and Cape Breton has been relegated to the status of a backwater port.”


  She was a striking woman, with long tawny hair and flashing green eyes. Now her face was contorted and ugly, and it struck Hudis that she would not age well.


  “We’ve no way of paying our debt burden,” she continued. “Our industry is moving to Victoria to be closer to the shipping nodes. Anyone with an ounce of ambition or wealth emigrates, and the ones left behind can barely scratch out a living. Victoria is sucking us dry.”


  Her complaint was understandable, Hudis acknowledged. Cape Breton had been the gateway to the new worlds. It had enjoyed the good fortune to have been settled and industrialized before the wormhole to Sybil Head had been discovered, and that discovery had been followed almost immediately by the wormhole to what was now the Dominion. As more and more colonists had journeyed to the newly discovered planets, Cape Breton had been the system that had supplied them with everything from sugar to the colony ships they flew in, and had grown wealthy in the process.


  Then calamity stuck. The new wormhole led to an entirely new system, which had not one wormhole leading into it, but seven. Worse yet, its wormholes were only a short distance from its principal solar system, which contained five inhabitable planets. The new system was a veritable treasure trove. Its discoverer, of English descent and proud of it, dubbed the system “Victoria Station” because it had so many entrances and exits. After a time, the name was shorted to “Victoria.” Victoria’s five habitable planets had been settled quickly, and Victoria was soon the acknowledged hub of the inhabited worlds. Each of the seven wormholes led to sectors containing at least one inhabitable planet. Virtually all of the commerce of the inhabited worlds passed through Victoria, and with it wealth that quickly made Victoria the richest of all of the systems.


  And Victoria’s wormholes were strategically placed. It was four month trip from Cape Breton to the Dominion by the old route through Sybil Head, but it took only ten days to reach the Dominion through Victoria. Hudis gave a mental shrug as Dreyer continued her rant. It was little surprise that Cape Breton’s warehouses were empty and its ship yards vacant. Cape Breton was indeed a back water.


  Dreyer finally sat back in her chair, her anger draining away. Hudis studied her, still trying to figure her out. Political neophyte sent on an important mission because she was a trusted minion? Or skilled political operative? She eyed him under hooded lids. “And the Dominion?” she asked. “Little wonder why you have an axe to grind after what the Vickies did to you in Windsor.”


  Windsor! Hudis grimaced involuntarily. Windsor was a badge of shame, an on-going reminder that the Dominion did not rule over all of the inhabited planets within the sector. Windsor was a small planet, poor in resources and with a population of barely fifty million. Its chief export was people, mostly leaving Windsor to immigrate to the Dominion’s home planet of Timor. Then, fifteen years ago, the government of Windsor made a bold move. With great fan-fare and a planet-wide vote, Windsor seceded from the Dominion and sought to become a member nation of Victoria. The Dominion’s Central Committee had been caught flat-footed. Embarrassed, angry and anxious to teach headstrong Windsor a lesson it would not soon forget, the Dominion had dispatched four warships to Windsor, only to discover that Victoria had sent six warships of its own, carrying an ambassador who intended to recognize Windsor and welcome it to the Victorian family of nations.


  The ensuing battle had been humiliatingly brief. Four Dominion ships were destroyed while the Vickies suffered two damaged. The Dominion had responded with a fleet of fifteen ships, forcing the Vickies to retreat, but then a fleet of ten additional ships came through the wormhole from Victoria. This time the odds were virtually even, which made the outcome even harder to bear. Nine of the fifteen Dominion ships were destroyed, while the survivors limped home, scarred and battered, their crews bleeding or dead. Three Victorian ships were destroyed and several others damaged.


  Now, fifteen years later, Windsor remained a Victorian protectorate, a thorn lodged firmly in the Dominion’s side, with four Vicky destroyers in constant orbit above it. The Battle of Windsor remained the only large-scale space combat in the history of the League of Human Worlds. Relations with Victoria had resumed, after a fashion, but Hudis still remembered the bitter defeat as if it were yesterday. And, oh, how the Vickies had crowed about their victory! One man in particular, Vice Admiral Oliver Skiffington, took delight in commenting on the “abysmal ineptitude” of the Dominion military.


  He who laughs last, Hudis thought.


  

  
Chapter 2


  P.D. 948


  The Recruit


  In Victorian Space, on the Planet Christchurch


  The recruiting sergeant wasn’t sure what to make of her.


  At twenty-seven, she was older than his usual recruits. Usually he had nervous eighteen year olds, fresh out of high school, clueless and looking for something they really weren’t sure of. Adventure. Excitement. Something other than the home they had grown up in. Sometimes they were miners in their early twenties, thick necked and dirt stained, looking to get off Christchurch and not having enough education to do anything else but join the Fleet. Other times the recruits were bored and restless, or in trouble.


  Plus, she had some education. Gods of Our Mothers, she not only went through college, she actually had a master’s degree. Sgt. Martinez shook his head. A master’s degree. He had barely made it through high school. Why on earth would anyone with a master’s degree want to join the Fleet?


  She sat still, looking at him. She was attractive, but hardly glamorous. Small, almost petite, with coffee skin, very dark eyes and black hair, all pretty much average for a woman born on Christchurch. But she held his gaze without looking away, showed no anxiety or discomfort. He almost had the impression that she was interviewing him, not the other way around.


  He just wasn’t sure what to make of her.


  Sergeant Martinez glanced at her application folder once more. “Says here you got a college degree,” he said.


  She nodded. “Yes.” Nothing more, just “Yes.”


  “What was your degree, Miss Tuttle?”


  “History.”


  “And what have you been doing for a living?”


  Her mouth twitched then, a mere hint of a smile. “I’m a sales clerk in a furniture store. Or was, anyway.”


  Martinez raised his eyebrows in question.


  Tuttle shrugged. “Christchurch is not exactly at the heart of Victoria’s economic juggernaut, Sergeant. The furniture store closed and I was laid off.”


  Martinez felt himself grow irritated. “So you can’t find a job and decided you might as well join the Fleet, is that it?”


  She shook her head, her black hair swirling around her neck. “No, I had already decided I wanted to join, but my mother was still alive. She needed me to take care of her.”


  “Fleet doesn’t have a lot of use for history majors, Miss Tuttle.”


  Her black eyes fixed on him for several beats. “I would have thought I would be an attractive candidate, Sergeant.”


  “You’re pretty small to be a soldier,” he said.


  “I want to join the Fleet, Sergeant, not the Marines.” She looked at him appraisingly. “Anyway, I bet they said the same thing about you.”


  Sgt. Martinez, all five feet one inch of him, blinked twice, then laughed out loud. “Yes, Miss Tuttle, they certainly did.” He laughed again. “They certainly did.”


  She smiled for the first time. Her black eyes grew luminous with their shared mirth. Sgt. Martinez felt the force of her smile, felt a little tingle. Then she leaned forward, earnest and intense. “I want to join, Sergeant. I’m educated, single, no family ties. I’m smart and…” Unexpectedly, she faltered.


  “And?” he queried.


  She took a breath. “And…I want to serve something bigger than myself.”


  Well, well. Just when you think they can’t surprise you anymore... Martinez drummed the table with his fingers. Then he stood and reached out a hand. She took it and he shook her hand. “Welcome to the Fleet, Miss Tuttle. I hope you are as happy with it as I think it will be with you.”


  It wasn’t until later that he noticed her field of studies for the master’s degree: the History of Conflict. He thought for a few minutes, then took a pen and carefully put a check mark in the top right corner of her application. It was a sergeant-to-sergeant thing. Her applications papers became part of her personnel file and would go with her to the two-year training program on Aberdeen. The check mark meant, “Watch this one, she could be good.”


  He didn’t use it often.


  

  
Chapter 3


  P.D. 948


  The Recruit


  At Victorian Fleet Training Facility on Aberdeen


  For Emily, the first two months of basic training was like watching a laboratory experiment in behavior modification, but from the rat’s point of view.


  The space flight from Christchurch to Aberdeen had been uneventful. When they arrived, she and hundreds of other recruits had been kept waiting for hours until the buses came to take them to Camp Gettysburg, the sprawling military base that was the training center for some twenty thousand recruits each year.


  The buses reached the camp in the middle of the night, causing one of the recruits– a teenager, really – to groan, “God, I’m looking forward to some sleep!” Emily had suppressed a smile. She had read enough books on military training to know that none of them would be allowed to sleep for some time yet. Sure enough, they were herded off the buses, run across a large parade field, and then pushed into a sloppy semblance of order by screaming drill sergeants. As tired as she was, Emily wanted to laugh. It was all so obvious. A quick glance at her fellow recruits, however, revealed the Fleet’s time-tested formula for basic training was working. To a person they looked scared, flustered and unsettled. Ready, in other words, to be broken down and then rebuilt to fit the needs of the Fleet.


  The first weeks passed in a haze of fatigue and pain. Emily was assigned to Training Company Baker, run by Drill Sergeant Kaelin and ten Drill Instructors. She slept in a barracks with forty-nine other women, but all of the training was co-ed. The three weeks were occupied with nothing but physical strengthening and verbal intimidation from the Drill Instructors. No recruit could do anything right, and the Drill Instructors made sure they knew it. Every day each of them had one or more DIs screaming spittle in their face. Each night some of the women recruits cried themselves to sleep. One of the men lost his temper and when a Drill Instructor pushed him, he pushed back. A mistake. An instant later he was on the ground, his eye already swelling shut from the blow that put him there, and then he was yanked to his feet and dragged away. They didn’t see him again.


  The verbal abuse and intimidation did not bother Emily. She knew what they were doing. She would play the game. She would run and sweat and scream ‘Sir, yes Sir!’ and do whatever they wanted her to do. She had a goal: she was going to be a Fleet Historian. If she had to get through basic training to accomplish that goal, she would, and she was not going to let some screaming DI rattle her.


  But in the third week, Sergeant Kaelin found her out.


  It was her own fault. Drill Instructor Johnson was giving hell to another recruit. The recruit – Jeffers – had gotten so nervous that he had hyperventilated and, quite suddenly, crumbled to the ground, out cold. DI Johnson had stepped back, a look of astonishment on his face. The astonishment was soon replaced by irritation.


  “Get up, damn you!” he roared at the unconscious form on the ground. “I’m not finished with you yet!”


  That was too much for Emily. Laughter spluttered from her lips before she could stop herself, then she realized that Sgt. Kaelin was staring right at her. Still fighting the giggles, she thought, What the hell…and winked at him. Kaelin continued to stare at her without any change of expression, then abruptly turned and walked away.


  Later that afternoon, dragging in from a five mile run – her years in the library had not prepared her for this – Sgt. Kaelin was standing in front of the administration building, hands on his hips.


  “Tuttle! My office. Now!” he bellowed. Sure she was in for it, Emily broke ranks and walked quickly to his office. By the time she got there, he was already behind his desk. She marched up to his desk, stood at attention and saluted.


  “Recruit Tuttle, reporting as ordered, Sergeant!”


  Kaelin looked at her in silence for a long minute. Finally, he leaned back in his chair. “Tuttle, you are a problem, do you know that?”


  “Sir, no Sir! Emily shouted, wondering ruefully what had possessed her to wink at him earlier.


  “What are you, Tuttle, twenty-seven?”


  “Sir, yes Sir!”


  “And you’ve studied some, got yourself a fancy degree.” He gestured idly to a personnel folder on his desk. “I’ve looked at your transcripts, Tuttle. You’ve studied a lot about military history and structure.” He tapped a file with one calloused finger. “A lot about military culture, too.” He pursed his lips together and nodded. “Yeah, and I looked at your intelligence tests, Tuttle. You are pretty bright, pretty damn bright.” He looked at her coldly. “In fact, I’ll bet you think you are better than anybody else here.”


  This time, Emily did not shout her response as all recruits are supposed to. She looked right at Kaelin. “No, Sergeant,” she said softly, “I don’t. Older, maybe, but not better.”


  Kaelin sighed, then, curiously, ran his finger over the corner of her personnel folder, as if touching something there. “Tuttle, the average age of the kids coming through here is nineteen. They’ve had almost no experience at anything other than high school. They are as green as green can be. They think they’re all grown up, but they’re still kids. Hell, most of them haven’t even been laid.” He looked up at her. “You know what we do here?”


  Emily knew. The Fleet took raw, scared kids and taught them discipline and skills. It showed them that they didn’t know a damn thing, and then taught them what they needed to know to be soldiers. It taught them they could do things they never would have dreamed of a year earlier. It taught them pride. It taught them that failing your fellow soldiers was worse than death.


  “Yes, Sergeant, I know.”


  “And do you know why, Tuttle? Do you understand the purpose of the training?” He paused a moment, then answered the question himself. “Someday, Tuttle you may be at helm of a war ship going into harm’s way. Perhaps against bad odds. You are going to give an order to attack, and you have to be able to rely on the fact that your crew – some who will be only a little older than the kids we have here – will obey that order, will follow you and attack because you have told them to. That all starts right here, Tuttle, on these training fields.”


  He stopped talking for a moment and turned away, staring out the window.


  “I know that, Sergeant,” Emily said.


  “You are a bit older, Tuttle. You know what we are really doing when we get into a recruit’s face and give em’ hell,” he continued, still looking out the window. “But they don’t.” He turned back to her and his eyes bored into hers. “Do not interfere with what we are doing here, Tuttle, or I will have your ass. Do you understand me?


  Emily braced herself. “Sir, yes Sir!” she shouted.


  Kaelin jerked his head at the door. “Out,” he ordered. She started for the door. “And Tuttle!” She turned back, questioning. “One more goddamed wink out of you and I most certainly will have your ass. Got that!”


  She nodded, and then fled.


  

  
Chapter 4


  P.D. 950


  The Conspirators


  On Darwin


  The third person at the meeting sat slightly apart from the other two. Arrogant, vain, xenophobic and ruthless in the sureness of his superiority, Prince RaShahid was a Royal Born of the Tilleke Empire. But he was not in his homeland now. He was visibly uncomfortable in such close physical proximity to free born commoners. The prince had taken the chair furthest away from Hudis and Dreyer, but they were well within his privacy zone and Prince RaShahid made no effort to conceal his discomfort. Nor his distaste. On Tilleke, after all, a commoner was not allowed to be closer than twenty feet of a Royal, on pain of death. For Hudis and Dreyer to even sit in his presence would have been an unpardonable insult on Tilleke.


  Inwardly, Hudis despaired. How would he ever forge these three wildly disparate nations into a force to defeat the Vickies? He restrained a sigh. One must work with the tools at hand, he reminded himself.


  Hudis cleared his throat. “I think perhaps it is time we also hear from our honored guest from the great Empire of Tilleke. Prince RaShahid, you honor us greatly with your presence here.” From the corner of his eye Hudis could see the grimace of distaste of Dreyer’s face. Didn’t she understand the need for this?


  Prince RaShahid bowed his head slightly in acknowledgement of Hudis’s homage. “I send you greetings from His Most Sovereign Majesty, the Emperor of Tilleke. My father…” The Prince paused slightly, savoring the words that bestowed on him his personal power and status. “My father has sent me as his personal emissary to hear your concerns and convey his wishes in this matter.” Another pause. “I speak for the Emperor.”


  Hudis raised an internal eyebrow. Did he really? If this arrogant young pup was authorized to speak for Emperor Chalabi, that meant that the Emperor was not merely interested in what the Dominion and Cape Breton wanted to do, but that the Emperor had already decided on a course of action. He glanced at Dreyer, who stared back with studied, professional blandness. Good, she understands as well, he thought with relief.


  “What are the Emperor’s thoughts on this matter?” Hudis inquired.


  Prince RaShahid bowed his head again. “As you know, my father, His Most Sovereign Majesty, has as his first and most pressing duty the safety and well-being of his people.” Hudis kept his face expressionless. Just a week earlier, as part of his briefing for this meeting by the Dominion Intelligence Directorate, he had been shown video footage of the now-famous Arcadian delegation that had affronted the Emperor in some way. It had given him nightmares.


  The Colonel from the Dominion Intelligence Directorate who briefed him had been a short, stocky man with a no-nonsense attitude and a scar across his cheek that suggested he had not always served the DID from behind a desk. He had been characteristically blunt when briefing him about the need for proper etiquette around the Tilleke royalty.


  “Do not fuck with these people, Citizen Secretary. These people think they are God,” he warned flatly. “Once the Prince is in the same room, be respectful at all times and keep your physical distance. On his home world no commoner may get closer than twenty feet to him, under penalty of death. The Prince’s protocol officer has granted you a special dispensation: you may sit in his Royal presence, but you may not sit within ten feet of the little bastard. Get any closer and it is a sign of disrespect. Do not challenge him directly. Do not make any jokes at his expense. In fact, stay away from humor entirely. The Tilleke have no sense of humor and are suspicious of those who do. Whatever you do, do not say anything disrespectful about the Emperor. These people are very, very touchy.”


  “For the love of God,” Hudis had complained. “We are meeting in the heart of Darwin! What is the Prince going to do, challenge me to a duel?”


  The DID officer had stared at him with a flat look that made Hudis squirm. “No, Citizen Secretary, the Prince will not challenge you to a duel. He does not duel with people who displease him, he kills them. What he will likely do is call in one of his fucking trolls, the Savak, the Crèche-born monsters that make up his personal guard. He, or it, or whatever the fuck it is, will twist your head until your spine snaps, then he will cut it off. The Prince will add it to his little collection.” Unspoken was the fact that the DID would not prevent it from happening. If Hudis slipped up and displeased the Prince, he was expendable; the Citizen President had been clear about that. The Dominion of Unified Citizenry needed the Tilleke’s participation if this…this enterprise was going to succeed.


  Then the DID officer had shown him the video.


  

  
Chapter 5


  P.D. 948


  The Recruit


  At Victorian Fleet Training Facility on Aberdeen


  Late one afternoon at the end of the third week, they were broken up into four companies of one hundred each. Each recruit was issued a new uniform that seemed to have a lot of metallic threads woven into it, a battle harness, two canteens, a rucksack and assorted gear to enable them to spend several days outside.


  And, to Emily’s astonishment, they were issued weapons.


  Sgt. Kaelin stood on a small platform in front of them. He looked at them solemnly, hands on his hips. “Each of you has been assigned to a company, Red, Green, Blue or Gold. Tonight Red Company will stay here, but the other three companies will be moved to separate barracks. From here on in, you will be at war with each other. In every field exercise you will be pitted against one or more of the other companies. All of you will have the same weapons, the same tools. No one will have a technological advantage. How you do in the field exercises will depend on how well you think and plan, how disciplined you are. And sometimes, how bold you are.”


  He paused for a moment. Emily glanced about. Most of the faces around her showed no particular understanding of what was being said, but Emily felt a surge of excitement. Tactical training! And after less than a month! She had always read that the Fleet basic training was months and months of physical training and basic instruction, and then, time permitting, some modest tactical training before being shipped off to advanced school. What were they doing?


  Sgt. Kaelin held up a rifle, the same rifle that had been issued to the recruits an hour earlier. “Each one of you has been issued the training version of the M24 Bull Pup assault rifle. This is not a sonic blaster, which is considerably more powerful. Those of you who go into the Royal Marines will learn how to use blasters.” There were some scattered cheers and Kaelin waited tolerantly for them to subside. “The regular model M24 shoots a flechette projectile, but for training purposes we use a low power laser. The Bull Pup weighs ten pounds and requires a battery source, which weighs another pound. The battery gives you enough power for approximately seventy shots and then it has to be recharged or replaced. The Bull Pup has a removable three-power scope. The rifle has an effective range of eight hundred yards, but its shot can be deflected by foliage, so take note. From this moment on, each of you is personally responsible for your rifle. You will keep it with you at all times. If you damage it or lose it, you will have to answer to me, and you won’t enjoy the experience.”


  Emily wondered how the laser rifles recorded a hit. Would the uniform glow? Turn colors? Make a noise?


  “Some of you are wondering how you’ll know when you’ve been shot by the enemy. A brief demonstration is in order.” He barked out orders, and the recruits each separated so they were standing in two long rows, ten feet apart. Emily had a sinking feeling.


  “On my order, each recruit will aim his weapon at the leg of the recruit facing him and shoot! Another pause. This is going to hurt, thought Emily. “Aim,” Kaelin bellowed, “and fire!”


  Four hundred howls of pain and outrage echoed across the parade field. To Emily, the sensation felt like someone had stabbed her with a hot knife. Her leg erupted in pain and she was dimly aware that her uniform pants leg had stiffened, making it very hard to bend her knee. “Gods of Our Mothers!” she screamed. Off balance, cursing, she unceremoniously collapsed to the ground.


  “That is how you know when you’ve been shot,” Sgt. Kaelin said mildly. You will find that the pain will diminish over a period of an hour and that the stiffness in your uniform will go away after one to two hours, depending on the severity of the wound.” He pointed to a nearby recruit. “On your feet!” The recruit staggered to his feet, one hand still clutching his thigh.


  “If you receive a fatal wound, “Kaelin said, “your uniform will do this.” He pointed a laser pistol at the recruit and shot him twice in the chest. The recruit staggered back and opened his mouth to scream, then stopped and looked sheepishly about. “I don’t feel nothin’,” he said. The recruits near him snickered.


  “That’s because you’re dead, dipshit,” a woman muttered.


  The recruit’s uniform was blinking on and off, a brilliant fluorescent orange.


  “Once this happens, you are FOF, or ‘flashing orange forever.’ Dead, in other words. You are out of the battle. Your uniform will keep blinking until it has been reset by one of the Drill Instructors,” Kaelin concluded.


  That night Emily settled into new barracks as part of Blue Company. There were no bunk assignments and she found herself standing next to a bunk bed with a tall, strongly built Hispanic woman.


  “I’m Maria Sanchez,” she said, holding out a hand. “My friends call me Cookie.” She had a round face, high cheek bones and rich brown eyes, which were bright with amusement. “How do we get out of this chickenshit outfit?”


  

  
Chapter 6


  P.D. 950


  Emily’s Personal Journal


  At Victorian Fleet Training Facility on Aberdeen


  Some historian I turn out to be! I’ve been here for five weeks now and not made one journal entry. I don’t even have a proper notebook – I am writing this on a roll of toilet paper, much to the amusement of my bunk mates.


  I am in the Blue Company barracks, or I should say the Blue Company women’s barracks. The men’s barracks is across the parade ground. Life so far has been pretty regimented. Up at 5 a.m., calisthenics ‘til 6 a.m., breakfast, and then start the days maneuver by 6:45. I have my very own rifle now, and take it everywhere I go. And I mean everywhere. They are very serious about that. One recruit got caught coming out of the toilet without his rifle and spent the rest of the day running up and down a hill with a backpack full of sand. I am in the top bunk and finally learned to just sleep with Gertrude rather than leave her on the floor somewhere. Cookie, my “downstairs” bunk mate, laughed when I named my rifle. But “Gertrude” describes my rifle perfectly: ugly, utilitarian and deadly when angered. We have all learned the hard way it hurts like hell to get shot. And since they started us on a steady diet of combat maneuvers, I have been shot several times. (This has even given rise to “mercy killings” among friends, but the Drill Instructors ream you out if they catch you.)


  I was surprised that they started us on field maneuvers so fast. Most of us are going to the Fleet and will be on warships. (I, of course, will be happily ensconced in the Fleet Department of Military History.) If we ever face battle it will be in space, firing missiles and lasers at hundreds or thousands of miles. Why teach us to run around in the woods and spring ambushes? I didn’t really figure it out until this morning after breakfast. They had us moving across a large field, bordered by a hill on one side and a copse of trees on the other. It hit me then: I was no longer thinking like a civilian. I looked at the trees and thought: “Just big enough to hide a squad of men.” Not how pretty the trees were in the morning sun, not curious about what type they were. Just that they were a suitable ambush site. I kept my eyes on those damn trees all the way across that field, feeling naked and vulnerable. It’s a different way of seeing things, and not something you get in a classroom.


  My fellow recruits are a mixed lot. Most are young, quite a bit younger than me. Mostly no college, with a few exceptions. In the men’s barracks there are fifteen men from my home planet, Christchurch. All miners, hard, quiet men who just take what the Drill Instructors hand out without complaint. They are old fashioned and proper in their own way. Once they learned I was from Christchurch they made it a point to look after me. On the long marches they offer to help carry my rucksack, even though the DIs would be all over them if I accepted. They tease me and call me “Little Sister” as if I were from their village. I am very proud of my Christchurch men, and a little sad that life on Christchurch offered so little that they had to join the Fleet. Course, that’s why I’m here with them.


  Most of the others are here because they couldn’t figure out what else to do with themselves. Some flunked out of school; some had trouble with the law. Only a few seemed to be intent on a military career. Cookie wants to join the Marines. (When we are on a long run, she even chants the Marine creed: “All together! Never alone!” Drives me nuts after a few miles.) Can’t say that I have met anyone quite like her. She dropped out of high school in her senior year – “Had enough schoolin’” – and drifted around at odd jobs after that. Too bad, had she gone to college she could have made it on an athletic scholarship of some sort. She is a large, muscular woman – at 19, more of a girl, really – and fierce. Doesn’t take any crap, never backs down. Amazon warrior type; the Marines will love her, if she doesn’t get canned first. Several of the men have hit on her already (the Fleet seems to take a pretty laissez faire approach to fraternization among the recruits, as long as it does not interfere with discipline). One of them would not leave her alone, so Cookie punched him in the nose. No warning, no pleas, just bam! (DI Kaelin got a little excited about that.) There is actually a quaint little institution here: about a mile behind the barracks there is a lake. Maybe half a mile wide and two miles long. Lots of woods around. On Sunday afternoons, when we are allowed about four hours of time on our own, there is quite a little procession of men and women going up there for some privacy and intense fraternization. “Going up to the lake” has already taken on a distinct connotation. Sociology major would have a field day here. Early tribal customs of warrior groups. Or something.


  I must confess here that men have not been hitting on me. No trips to the lake in the foreseeable future. I am too old for most of them. And something else. I try to hide the fact that I have a college degree, let alone a master’s, but my education keeps seeping through. It’s my vocabulary, I think. Cookie says I talk funny. “Girl, where you learn them words?” She started to call me “Professor,” but I threatened her that if she kept it up I would tell some of the other fledgling Marines that she keeps a teddy bear hidden in her bunk. A friendly truce prevails.


  Two others merit note here. Hiram Brill is this gangly, shy, nervous kid who always walks around with a notebook, jotting notes on everything under the sun. When Blue Company was formed, he went around to every soldier and asked them about their background, their hobbies and their skills. Want to know who can fix a truck? Brill has it in his notebook. Who used to hunt? Go rock climbing? Who used to run on the cross-country team in high school? Brill can tell you. He also takes notes on the battles we’re in, and analyzes them endlessly. No college degree. Too bad, he’s a natural student. (He also promised to scrounge me a notebook so I don’t have to keep using this damn toilet paper!)


  The other one is Grant Skiffington, son of Admiral Skiffington. The Admiral Skiffington, from the Battle of Windsor, where he defeated the Dominion fleet. Mauled them, from all accounts I have read. Admiral Skiffington has a reputation for being arrogant, prickly, and ruthless in battle. Some of it has rubbed off on his son. Young Skiffington knows there is nothing the drill instructors can really do to him. He doesn’t flaunt it, exactly, but you can tell he thinks this is all a big game. Did I mention that he is as handsome as sin? He is not lacking for girls to go to the lake for a little stroll in the woods.


  Lights out in five minutes. Thus endeth this entry.


  

  
Chapter 7


  P.D. 950


  The Conspirators


  In Darwin


  “We are all aware of the Emperor’s beneficence,” Hudis said smoothly, careful to keep any sense of irony out of his voice.


  “The problem facing the Emperor is ready access to ziridium,” Prince RaShahid explained. “The Arcadians have large amounts of ziridium in their asteroid belts, but they deny us our rightful share.”


  “I think I understand,” Hudis said.


  “The Arcadians, you realize, must send their ore freighters through Tilleke space to reach the markets in Victoria, yet the Darwin Trade Accord forbids us from charging a tariff on the Arcadian cargoes. This is a terrible affront to the Emperor’s sovereignty. Not only do the Arcadians mine ziridium that rightfully belongs to the Tilleke Empire, but they flaunt their theft each time one of their ships passes through Tilleke space. What is more, when the Emperor graciously offered to buy the ziridium from the Arcadians at a very fair price, the Arcadians refused to sell at that price, citing the Darwin Robinson-Patman Accord.” The Robinson-Patman Accord prohibited any of the signatory nations from selling the same types of goods at different prices to different buyers. All buyers were to get the same price. Hudis knew that the Emperor had offered to buy the ziridium at ten percent of the price Arcadia usually sold it for. The Arcadians had laughed.


  Prince RaShahid pursed his lips together. “My father, the Emperor, protested to the Arcadians. Do you what they did? They sent a lawyer.” He shook his head in wonderment. “They sent one of their senior trade diplomats and a lawyer!” Hudis knew from his briefing that there were no lawyers in the Dominion. All law came from the Emperor, and he enforced it with a will.


  “The lawyer actually had the temerity to lecture my father on the Darwin Robinson-Patman Accord, as if the Emperor of the Great Tilleke Empire was a schoolboy in need of a lesson.” The Prince’s face flushed at the memory of this insult. “The Emperor correctly pointed out to the Arcadians that the Empire was not a signatory to the Robinson-Patman Accord, but the Arcadians refused to reason. The lawyer even suggested that perhaps the Emperor did not understand the need for the laws against price discrimination. Did not understand?” the Prince sneered. “The Emperor of Tilleke did not understand?”


  The Prince sighed deeply. “My father is a patient man, but this was too much even for a man of his tolerance and benevolence. Oh, he respected all the forms. The diplomat was sent back to Arcadia unharmed. The lawyer, of course, had to be punished for his impudence. My father had him impaled in the center of the Throne Room.” The Prince smiled at the memory. “Do you know what his last words were as they put him on the stake? He said, ‘There must be some mistake.’” The Prince gave a short, barking laugh. “Really, where do they find these people? ‘There must be some mistake?’”


  Hudis had heard the story, of course. The DID colonel had shown him the video. It was a major breach of diplomatic immunity and the Assembly of the League of Human Worlds had voted to sanction Tilleke. As for the Arcadian lawyer, he was still there in the Emperor’s Throne Room. Emperor Chalabi had ordered his body preserved and lacquered, still impaled on the stake. It had been left as a reminder to diplomats and other visitors to mind their manners.


  The Prince laughed again, then abruptly sobered. “Meanwhile, the Empire has needs for energy that cannot be met. Our industrial development has fallen behind schedule. Food production is not sufficient to meet our needs. If we had the ziridium that the Arcadians stole from us, we could solve our energy shortage overnight. Instead we must go into the market to buy necessary stores. Those purchases, of course, go through Victorian brokers, who take a commission that is charged against the Empire.”


  The Prince leaned forward, tapping the table in emphasis. “The Emperor is a great man. His patience is vast, but not limitless. The Arcadians have not mended their criminal ways, and have insulted the Emperor’s honor. They leave us no choice: the Tilleke Empire will invade Arcadia and take back the ziridium ore that is rightfully ours.”


  The room fell into an abrupt silence. Hudis nodded in satisfaction. The Tilleke were ready to go to war! They did not have to be convinced or bribed. They were ready, even eager. Then Elizabeth Dreyer spoke.


  “The Victorians will stop you,” Dreyer said flatly. “Their fleet is twice the size of yours and its ships are newer and more powerful. If you attack Arcadia, the Vickies will come running and when they are finished, your fleet will be a smoking ruin and you still won’t have the ziridium.”


  Hudis cast a cautious glance at the Savak bodyguard standing against the wall and cleared his throat. “Unless…unless of course the Empire has the support and help of its allies. As the Assistant National Security Advisor said, the Victorian fleet is twice the size of the Tilleke fleet. But it is not twice the size of the Tilleke fleet, the Dominion fleet and the Cape Breton fleet combined.” He smiled. “Perhaps we can accomplish together what no one of us could accomplish alone.” He glanced at Dreyer, who nodded imperceptibly. “We have been thinking of a way to distract the Vickies, forcing them to divide their fleet. It is still risky, Prince RaShahid, particularly for your Empire. The Victorian fleet is formidable.”


  Prince RaShahid nodded thoughtfully. “What you say is true, Citizen Secretary, but perhaps the Victorian fleet is not as formidable as you think. We have developed…ah, a device that could help us in our effort.”


  Talk suspended while servants brought in refreshments. When the last of them had left, Hudis outlined his plan for conquering Victoria. When he was done, he sipped his wine and looked at the beautiful woman from Cape Breton and the haughty prince from Tilleke. “There are many details, of course, but first we must make a collective decision: Will our three nations join together in this crusade or not?”


  Elizabeth Dreyer nodded once. “Cape Breton will join.”


  Prince RaShahid stood. “His Most Sovereign Majesty, the Emperor of Tilleke, welcomes your allegiance in his war against the Arcadians. He will cooperate with your effort against Victoria.” He tilted his head and made a clicking noise with his tongue. The two Crèche-born Savak stepped forward and flanked the Prince as he swept from the room. Hudis was mindful to keep beyond the proscribed ten feet.


  For a long moment after the Tilleke had left, neither of them spoke, then Dreyer combed her hair back with her fingers. “You realize, don’t you, that the Tilleke will turn on us once the Vickies are destroyed?”


  “The Tilleke want Arcadia and the ziridium,” Hudis replied neutrally. Make her show her hand first.


  Dreyer nodded. “And once they have it, fifty percent of the known ziridium reserves in the Inhabited Universe will be in the hands of the most xenophobic, psychotic race in the League of Human Nations.” She cupped her chin in her hand, pursing her lips in a mime of thought. “Tell me, Citizen Secretary, do you think that is a good idea?”


  Hudis sighed. Cards on the table, then. “The Tilleke are vicious attack dogs. We can use them, but we can never trust them. I don’t know what this new weapon is that they have, but I am satisfied that they will make the Vickies pay dearly. Will the Tilleke win?” He shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter, as long as they hurt the Vickies badly. We need either a victorious Tilleke or a victorious but badly battered Victoria. In either case we will have our prize.”


  Dreyer studied him, her eyes wide and unmoving. He realized wryly that she was no political neophyte. More like a very sleek, dangerous cat. “Ah, yes, our prize. Victoria, its planets and its resources.” She smiled lazily. “And of course, its location – the very center of the human universe. All that commerce passing through every day.” She straightened and clasped her hands together.


  Here it is, thought Hudis. Now comes the hard bargaining.


  “Thanks to the Vickies, Cape Breton is a poor nation. When we defeat Victoria-” She paused, inclining her head to Hudis. “When we and the Dominion defeat Victoria, we want something to repay us for the harm they have caused.”


  Hudis frowned. “We have already agreed that we will jointly govern the planets-”


  “We want the Titans,” Dreyer said firmly. “Independent control and exclusive rights to their total output.”


  The Titans. Victoria had built two enormous ship building and repair facilities, each one larger than any ship building yard in any other sector. They named them after the early Greek gods, Atlas and Prometheus. A third facility, Hyperion, was under construction, but years away from completion. In their smug belief of their own superiority, Victoria used the Titans to produce mostly freighters and merchant ships, but whoever held the Titans would be able to build more warships than the rest of the worlds combined. It was a staggering logistical advantage and would make them invulnerable from attack.


  Hudis smiled wryly and held up one finger. “One,” he said. “We’ll each take one.”


  Dreyer considered for a moment, then smiled in return. “Very well, Citizen Secretary. Cape Breton will take Prometheus.”


  She had played it well, Hudis thought. Prometheus was the newer of the two, with more advanced computer aided manufacturing capability than its older brother. Still, each of the Titans was a treasure beyond measure.


  “Done!” he said warmly. We can always take it back later.


  

  
Chapter 8


  P.D. 948


  Emily’s Personal Journal


  At Victorian Fleet Training Facility on Aberdeen


  Another three weeks without an entry. I can only plead exhaustion. Years of sedentary living did not get me ready for this! Some days I think they intend to run us to death, then other times they throw us into a four day combat maneuver where we are lucky to get three hours of sleep a night. Funny, everyone gets real macho about staying awake for thirty hours straight, but the fatigue kicks in. People start making mistakes, tripping, forgetting to bring extra battery packs for their rifle. “Friendly fire” incidents go up. We actually had one recruit fall asleep while he was on a night march and walk into a tree. Broke his nose. Sergeant Kaelin field-packed it with toilet paper and made him continue for the rest of the maneuver. “If the soldier is combat effective, he fights,” he told us. “The mission comes first.” On the other hand, maybe if the soldier were allowed a little more sleep, he wouldn’t walk into trees. Dream on, Emily.


  Other lessons as well. Every day they select one of us to be a squad leader, platoon leader or company leader. No training or instructions on how to be a leader, just, “You’re it. Take this position” or “Hold this hill.” As my statistics professor would have said, the results are ‘variable.’ What is interesting, though, is how quickly you learn who is good and who isn’t. First lesson: The bad ones get more of us killed than the good ones. Second lesson: the tough, swaggering guys often can’t plan their way out of a paper bag. No feints, no maneuver, no psychology, just charge straight in and damn the torpedoes, or machine guns, or whatever. Enormous casualties. Sometimes they take their objective, more often not. When they do win there seems to be a perverse pride that they won the battle despite the dire losses suffered by their men. Stupid, just stupid. And God help us if the idiot wins like this, it makes him more prone to do it again in the future. Foolhardy bravery + lack of imagination = disaster.


  Which brings me back to Grant Skiffington, the Admiral’s son. I know he is smart enough to plan a decent, imaginative attack, but he doesn’t bother. He just likes to fight and isn’t too concerned with actually winning. He doesn’t seem to care much if people get wounded (which hurts like a sonofabitch). After one skirmish I told him he was a jerk and that a lot of his people had been killed for nothing (he didn’t even take the objective). He laughed and called over one of the FOFs. “How you feeling?” he asked the guy. “Fine,” replied the soldier. Then Skiffington leaned over to me and said sotto voce, “I’ll let you in on a little secret, Tuttle; he’s not really dead.” Then he laughed and walked away. I told Cookie about it and she said I should have shot him in the ass. “He feel some pain then, girlie. He most certainly will.” Cookie is ambivalent about Skiffington. She admires him for his ferocity in battle, but doesn’t like the casualties. “He’ll take the hill that needs takin’ real bad, but he might be the only one left standin’.” Sergeant Kaelin just shakes his head and asks Skiffington if he can really be that stupid. He’s not, of course.


  Sergeant Kaelin still hasn’t picked me to lead the Company in any significant maneuver. Getting nervous.


  

  
Chapter 9


  P.D. 948


  The Recruit


  At Victorian Fleet Training Facility on Aberdeen


  For the next two months, Blue Company was in the field at least six days a week. There were ambushes, assaults on a fixed target, long patrols in free-fire zones, and more. Each day the Drill Instructors would pick recruits to be officers for that day’s exercise. Emily quickly discerned that they were given problems, but not taught the solution to the problem until the next training session. The first week they were given maps and a compass, and then were sent on long hikes with half a dozen way-points. They got helplessly lost, and in one case wandered so far outside the training area they did not even encounter enemy troops. They got back to the camp a day late, out of water and food and thoroughly exhausted. The next day there was a lesson in map reading and orienteering. Emily paid very close attention, noted her mistakes from the day before and vowed that whatever other screw-ups she might make; she would never be lost again.


  They were run through several hairy fire fights before they were taken to a shooting range, and once there every one of them paid close attention to how to properly aim the Bull Pup. They ran out of battery packs, and learned to check out additional ones from Supply. They learned that water was too damn heavy to carry a third canteen, but to refill the two they had at every opportunity. They learned to never, never pass up an opportunity to sleep.


  And they learned about each other: which recruits never complained; who always complained; who would scream and bully; who would listen quietly and take the time to think the problem through; who you could rely on.


  For sheer cleverness, though, Emily’s favorite was Hiram Brill. Awkward, gangly, his slow speech masked a chess player’s sense of strategy. Blue Company’s mission was simple: hold a communications center. The building sat next to a small copse of trees in a flat field. The “enemy” was made up of Green and Gold Companies, two hundred soldiers against Blue Company’s one hundred. The jump off point for the attackers was fifteen miles away. They would have to march through hilly, wooded terrain to reach the objective.


  When he got the assignment, Brill sat down with a topographical map of the area he had scrounged from the Camp library. He studied it for twenty minutes, then divided the Company into five groups of twenty each. He flipped pages in his notebook, then called out the names of fifteen men and women who had all been long-distance runners in school, and had them dump all their gear except for their rifle, two extra batteries, one field-ration bar and a bottle of water. One man was given a pair of binoculars and a radio.


  “You are the rabbits,” he explained. His voice was strong, but Emily saw his face was pasty white. “Green and Gold jumped off thirty minutes ago at the base of this ridge line, fifteen miles away. You guys can run faster and longer than anybody in Blue Company. We need you to reach the enemy as far away from here as possible so that we’ll have the maximum amount of time to whittle them down before they reach this building. Move as fast as you can until you make contact with Green and Gold. Send your three best runners ahead to be scouts. Once you find the enemy, fall back to a good position to set your first ambush. Harass the hell out of them! Shoot like you’ve got all the ammo in the world! They’ll be stunned at first, then they’ll come at you hard. As soon as they do, fall back! Stay in contact, but keep falling back. I want them to chase you. If they don’t chase you, hit them again.” He marked a spot on the map. “When you reach this point, this ridge line right here, another team will take over being the rabbits. You just break contact and come all the way back. There’ll be food and water at these points. Eat a little, have some water, then go. Don’t try to carry anything, just get back here.”


  The second rabbit team was to harass and fall back over three miles, then break contact while the third team took over. This way the Green and Gold troopers would continually face fresh defenders, who were traveling light and fast.


  It worked like a charm. The Green and Gold companies had only marched four miles, moving slowly with full packs, when they ran into the first rabbit team. They lost ten men FOF before they could muster a counter attack, but try as they might, they could not seem to catch the fleet-footed Blue soldiers. More Green and Gold fell, but they doggedly pushed on. Sometimes the attackers caught up to the Blue soldiers, and even managed to kill a few, but they paid dearly for their meager victories. It was a hot day and soon the pace began to tell on them. The Gold commander urged the men to slow down and not get worn out, but the Green commander urged the men forward, screaming invectives each time the Blue defenders picked off another attacker. The stronger, fitter soldiers soon pushed out in front, while their slower comrades fell behind. Command and control began to break down and the attackers soon became several disorganized, individual groups rather than a cohesive force of two hundred soldiers.


  Ten long, hot hours after the first shots were fired, the Green commander led the front elements of the attack force to the hill overlooking the communications center. By then the attack force had lost ninety men killed to twenty of the Blues, and the attack force was strung out over five miles. Rather than wait for the rest of his force to arrive, the Green commander (the Gold commander had twisted his ankle six miles earlier) ordered an immediate attack with the forty men he had at hand. Tired, hungry, and anxious to launch a bold attack against his objective, the Green commander did not bother to make a reconnaissance, and thus missed the last opportunity to save himself and his men.


  From his spider hole, Brill watched the attackers emerge from the copse of trees. He wiped his sweaty hands on his pants, then keyed his radio: “Steady, everyone. They are almost in the kill zone. Wait for my command.”


  Brill’s defenders waited until the Green soldiers were fully exposed in the middle of the field, then emerged from the spider holes they had dug on either side of the Communications Center. In three brutal minutes, they annihilated the attackers. Not one attacker survived, and the field was littered with blinking orange troops.


  That still left some seventy Green and Gold troops in the hills, led by the limping Gold commander. Brill got on the radio and gave an order, and the small teams he had hidden in the woods formed a line behind the stragglers. The Blue troops crept stealthily behind the attacking forces as the Gold commander led them to the copse of trees near the communications center. When they arrived, the Gold commander was mystified to see so many of the attack force FOF in the field below him, with no Blue soldiers in sight. Had they been driven off? Was the communications center his for the taking? Cautiously, wary of a trap, the attack force moved from the copse and formed a wide skirmish line. Behind them, unseen, the Blue soldiers who had been following them took up firing positions in the trees.


  Brill waited until they were in the open, spoke into his radio and ducked lower in his spider hole as the Blues in the trees opened fire from behind the attackers. The Gold commander ordered his men to wheel around and return fire, and that was when the main Blue force emerged from their spider holes for the second time that day and caught them unawares. Only ten Green and Gold troops escaped back to their base.


  “Nice job, Hiram! That was great!” Emily shouted to Brill. She couldn’t stop smiling. Her face was smudged and dirty and her teeth gleamed white against the dirt. She had commanded one of the teams that ambushed the last attackers from behind. She was exhausted and exhilarated all at once.


  Sergeant Kaelin joined them. “Well, recruit, the odds were two-to-one against you, and you pulled it off,” Kaelin said, nodding in pleasure as he looked over the “dead” Green and Gold troops. “What made you think up that plan?”


  Brill, who had not moved more than a hundred feet in the entire battle, looked sweat-soaked and haggard. His eyes were a little too bright and he spoke rapidly. “They key was that we have fought against the Green and Gold companies before.” He waived his notebook in the air. “Green Company has always been bold and aggressive, while Gold has been cautious and methodical.” Brill smiled in satisfaction. “I figured that the two commanders would not work well together and that with some pressure, their command and control would go to hell. I hoped if I could split them up, spread them out by making them chase us through the woods, we could whittle them down to size.”


  Sergeant Kaelin nodded. “That was a good job, Brill.” He looked at him for a long moment, pausing as if he were going to say something more, then abruptly turned and left. Emily turned back to Brill.


  “All honor to you, Hiram! By my life! It worked like a charm!” She laughed and hugged him. He shook his head somberly.


  “You know what, Em?” he said softly, so that only she could hear. “I didn’t know if it would work, I really didn’t.” He swallowed and lowered his chin. “I mean, I thought it should work, but I was so scared. Once I sent you out to harass them, all I could do was sit and wait to see what would happen. Gods of Our Mothers, I waited for hours before I had a clear picture of what was going on, and even then I was afraid to believe it.” He smiled weakly. “Harder than it looks, Em. Harder than it looks.”


  And that, Emily thought at the time, was the lesson of the day.


  There were more missions, and sometimes Blue Company came out on the losing end. Through it all, Emily kept her head down and her mouth shut, anxious not to rile Sgt. Kaelin. A couple of times he made her the officer for a tactical problem, but they were relatively simple and straightforward, focusing more on logistics and movement than combat. She performed the tasks competently and that was that.


  

  
Chapter 10


  P.D. 948


  The Recruit


  At Victorian Fleet Training Facility on Aberdeen


  One morning late in the third month of training, Sergeant Kaelin assembled Blue Company and told them to stand at ease.


  “Alright, most of you know that in five days this training cycle ends and you will rotate to specialized Fleet Training. On that day you will officially become “Cadets” instead of mere recruits. You will begin classes in line with your long-term assignments within the Fleet. Today,” he paused to consult the clipboard he held, flipping several pages before coming to the one he wanted. “Okay, today there is a light schedule in the morning at the weapons range. You’ll be brought back here for your mid-day meal and this afternoon you’ll begin packing your equipment, tagging anything that needs maintenance. Report out front in fifteen minutes with your rifle and two battery packs. No other equipment is needed.” He closed his clipboard with an audible ‘snap.’ “Recruit Skiffington is in charge of the Company for today’s activities. That is all! Dismissed!”


  Beside her, Cookie gave a “Whoop!” and grinned broadly. “We are almost outta here! I finally get rid of you candyass Navy pukes and start Marine training.” She turned and started back to the barracks to get her equipment.


  Emily laughed and started to join her, then caught sight of Brill. She hesitated. Brill was frowning.


  “What?” she demanded. “Aren’t you glad we’re getting out of here? Don’t you want to start all those intelligence school courses you’ve been waiting for?”


  Brill glanced at her and then back to the main yard, where transport trucks were already pulling up to take them to the weapons range. “How many days off have we had, Em?”


  “What?” she said, confused. “Come on, lighten up, Hiram. What’s your problem?”


  “Three days,” he said, answering his own question. “We’ve been here for three months, and in that entire time they have given us three days with no training. Now, with five days left of training, they tell us we have light training today and nothing but packing and cleaning for the rest of the week. Don’t you find that a little…” he groped for the right words, “…too good to be true?”


  Emily sucked in a breath, thinking furiously. Five days left…five days to put them in the field, five days to…


  “Oh, damn!” She turned and glared in the direction of the Administration Building, where Sgt. Kaelin kept his office.


  “What’s with you two?” It was Cookie, who had come back to see what was keeping them.


  “Hiram thinks it’s all bullshit. If he’s right, instead of rifle range, we are going to be sent on a major exercise.” Emily quickly explained it. Cookie whirled on Brill.


  “Goddammit, tell me you’re makin’ this up!” she said accusingly.


  Hiram shrugged. “Think about it. They put us into the field with little ammo, no food or water, then they throw something big at us. It’s perfect, in a gruesome sort of way. Catch us unawares. Lot of stress, have to think on our feet.” He shrugged again. “Think of it as Sgt. Kaelin’s special graduation present as we go off to Fleet School.”


  “Aw, bugger me,” Cookie moaned.


  In the Administration Building across the field, Sgt. Kaelin stood in the window, watching them through a pair of binoculars.


  “You are a mean sonofabitch,” you know that, Sergeant?” Major Korber said pleasantly.


  “I never disagree with the Major, sir.”


  Korber snorted derisively. “Have they figured you out, Sergeant? Will they escape the full emotional trauma of the dirty trick you are playing on them? Or are they going to be thoroughly and irrevocably screwed, like the last class?”


  Kaelin scanned the field once again with the binoculars. “Well, sir, I think some of them sense that something is not quite right.”


  Major Korber leaned forward. “Really? Who?”


  “Brill, Sir.”


  Korber looked blank.


  “The smart one. The guy who completely buggered Green and Gold two weeks ago. He’s talking to Tuttle.”


  “Ah, the history major. Is she smart enough to figure it out?”


  Kaelin grinned ruefully. “Yes, sir. She’s plenty smart. I haven’t thrown much at her yet. Been saving her for this.”


  Korber gestured for the binoculars. Kaelin handed them over and the Major peered through them. “Okay, I see Brill. Looks like a bloody accountant, doesn’t he? I recognize Sanchez. She already looks like a Marine.” He moved the binoculars a fraction. “Is that Tuttle?” He snorted. “She’s tiny, for Christ’s sake.” He lowered the binoculars, his smile gone, and his tone serious. “Is she tough, Andy?” he asked, using the Sergeant’s Christian name.


  Kaelin shrugged. “Well, sir, that’s what this mission is intended to find out, isn’t it?”


  “Has any group ever successfully completed this mission?”


  “No, sir. Always a first time, though.”


  Korber pursed his lips. “Who is the officer of the day?


  Kaelin grinned wolfishly. “Skiffington.”


  Korber shook his head in dismay. “You’ve got a mean streak, Andy.


  On the parade field, Emily checked her watch: ten minutes left. Grant Skiffington was nearby. She ran to him. “Hey, Skiff! Hold up! There’s a real good chance this is a setup for a surprise mission. You should tell everyone to wear full battle rattle. Extra food and batteries.”


  Skiffington stopped and turned to her. He smiled condescendingly. “And you made the jump from a morning at the rifle range to a surprise mission how, exactly?”


  “Hiram thinks they’re going to send us on a major exercise.”


  Skiffington pursed his lips and nodded. “Ah, well,” he said sarcastically. “If Brill says it, it must be so, right?” He looked tall and fit and more like a soldier than Brill, and the contrast of the two of them standing side by side somehow made Brill’s hunch sound like a feeble joke.


  “Sergeant Kaelin would never give us five days of light duty,” Brill said defensively. Emily winced.


  Skiffington laughed then, the tone hovering on the edge of outright scorn. “You want everyone to carry thirty extra pounds because the Sergeant is being nice? You sound like the lunatic fringe, you know that?”


  Two bright spots appeared on Brill’s cheeks. Cookie Sanchez pushed forward, thrusting her face close to Skiffington’s. “Show a little respect, you piece of shit,” she growled. “While you busy getting’ our asses shot off time after time, Hiram here is the guy who took out two enemy companies. You got balls, Skiffy, I give you that, but you ain’t got the brains of a gnat. Hiram is smart, you hear? If he says the Sergeant is about to mess with us, that’s good enough for me.”


  Emily looked at Cookie in surprise. This was something more than a person just defending a friend. There was a distinct whiff of ownership in her tone and body language. Skiffington’s gaze flickered from her to Brill and back again. A little smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Well,” he drawled. “Who would have guessed? The notebook geek and the Amazon lady.”


  Emily could sense Cookie sliding towards a fight. “It’s just a smart precaution, Skiff,” Emily said quietly, hoping to defuse the situation. The other members of Blue Company were looking at each other. Not a few laughed. Some look concerned. But Skiffington was in command, and he did not like anyone to disagree with him in public.


  Skiffington snorted in amusement. “We’re going to the rifle range. Bring whatever gear you want, just don’t complain about how heavy it is later.”


  An hour later Blue Company assembled at the rifle range. As they assembled, about thirty of them wore full battle gear. Sergeant Kaelin shook his head wonderingly.


  “I see that some of you recruits are either hard of hearing, just plain stupid, or gluttons for punishment,” he remarked sarcastically. Emily wasn’t sure, but she could have sworn he glanced at her as he said it. She felt a little flicker of doubt. What if she was wrong? Screw it, she thought. If I’m wrong, I’m wrong. Cookie glanced at her, gave a reassuring wink. Brill kept his eyes fixed straight ahead, his jaw set.


  After ninety minutes of target practice, Sergeant Kaelin blew his whistle and shouted, “Cease fire! Cease fire! Blue Company, load up by platoon on the trucks. Back to base for lunch, then we start to pack up the Company equipment. Get a move on, people!”


  As they boarded the trucks, Skiffington shot her an “I told you so” look, then they were headed back to camp, down a long gravel spur that led to the main camp road. Emily’s transport was third in a row of five trucks. As the truck lurched and bounced along, Emily glanced at her watch. Just coming on noon; her stomach was grumbling with hunger. She looked at Brill. He shrugged apologetically. “Sorry,” he said, a little sheepishly.


  “Don’t you go be sorry, sugar,” Cookie said from the other side of the truck. “It ain’t over yet. We got ourselves ten miles or more on this back road. Good ambush territory. You keep your safety off and your eyes peeled.”


  Emily laughed out loud. Of course! “Hey, folks,” she called to the others. “Weapons ready! Keep your eyes on the trees for bad guys.” The others in the truck collectively blinked. Three shook their heads in disgust and went back to talking, but the rest dutifully unlimbered their rifles and turned in their seats to keep watch outward.


  The ambush came two miles later. Shots rang out from a copse of woods and the first truck skidded to a halt. Inside men were already screaming from being hit, and two recruits were flashing a cheerful fluorescent orange.


  “Now we’re havin’ fun!” Cookie whooped, firing into the woods. Hiram Brill turned to Emily. “Thank God,” he breathed. And Emily surprised herself by thinking: The road is closed. They’ll have ambush teams all along the road.


  It was over in fifteen minutes. Skiffington quickly organized his troops and charged into the ambush site. The ambushers – it turned out to be Green Company – faded back into the forest, leaving behind several dead and wounded. The first truck in the convoy had been hit the worst: four dead, ten wounded. Skiffington returned from pursuing the ambushers, grinning broadly, his rifle cradled in his arms. “Looks like we’re going to get some fun out of this day after all,” he told Emily. She glared at him, annoyed that he did not even have the good grace to apologize for his earlier behavior. Skiffington could care less; he was just happy to be fighting again.


  Scowling darkly, Kaelin called on the survivors to assemble in front of him.


  “All right, everybody take a knee and listen up. Lesson of the day: Be prepared!” He glanced around sourly. “You all should know that by now. You think the enemy is going to send you a nice little note, ‘Excuse me, but we are going to attack you tomorrow at noon?’” He shook his head angrily. “Why in God’s name do you think we practiced all those ambushes? You want to take the enemy by surprise! Well guess what, people, the enemy wants to take you by surprise, too! We are training you for war, people! Not for a day at the target range. War! Stay alert or die!”


  He took out a map tacked to a piece of poster board. “Okay, new orders!” He pointed to the bottom of the map. “You are here, about two miles from the main road. The main road leads you due east to the Dunloe River, then follows the river as it curves back north and northwest to the Killarney Bridge. Total distance is forty miles.”


  Emily could see the map. The river road described a huge ‘S’, bending counter-clockwise until it reached the Killarney Bridge, where it then crossed the Dunloe River and turned northeast. They were at the bottom of the ‘S’. It would be a lot shorter to go in a straight line, but the terrain was a mix of bogs and steep hills. Sgt. Kaelin started talking again and she gave him her full attention.


  “Blue Company’s mission is to secure the river crossing for Gold Company. Gold Company is leading a convoy of trucks that have to reach the Four Corners crossroads-” He pointed to a spot two miles past the Killarney Bridge. “For you to fulfill your mission, the trucks have to be at the Four Corners twenty-four hours from now. Enemy forces hold the Killarney Bridge. Channel 3 on your radios have been assigned to you, and Channel 4 to Gold Company. You’ll be able to speak to Gold Company when they are within five miles of you.”


  He turned to Grant Skiffington. “Mr. Skiffington, you have your orders! I will be along as an observer only. You will handle the mission as you deem fit. As a little added incentive, the side that wins the exercise gets two weeks leave before having to start Fleet School.” That triggered an undercurrent of excited murmurs and at least one unabashed cheer.


  To Emily’s dismay, Skiffington ordered everyone back on to the trucks. Emily stepped close to him, speaking in a low voice.


  “Skiff, the road is going to be blocked. They’ll have ambush teams all along it.”


  “And now that we know they’re there, we’ll be ready for them. Relax, Tuttle. Once we blow through their ambushes and get behind them, we’ll have a fast run to the bridge.”


  Emily thought that if she were defending the bridge, she would have ambushes set up every mile. With every attack, Blue Company would be whittled down just a little more, until the force that reached the bridge would not be strong enough to do anything. “Skiff, take a look at the map,” she said urgently. “We can cut cross-country-”


  “Mr. Skiffington!” Sgt. Kaelin bellowed. “You have a mission to accomplish! Take that bridge!”


  Skiffington smiled sardonically. “Their playin’ our song, Tuttle. Time to move.” He put his map back into its pouch. “Everybody on the trucks!” Skiffington shouted. “You, too, Tuttle.”


  Emily walked back to her truck, her face red and lips pressed together. “Got a problem, Tuttle?” Sgt. Kaelin asked her. She wheeled on him angrily.


  “You’re supposed to be an observer here, Sergeant! Why are you egging him on like that?” she demanded.


  The Sergeant shrugged eloquently. “Always somebody egging you on, Tuttle. Get used to it.”


  They reached the river road, turned north, and promptly hit an ambush in force. Emily guessed there must have been thirty or more soldiers shooting at them. Skiffington tried to organize a sharp counter-attack, but everyone was so pinned down it took time. They finally drove off the ambushers, who were forced to leave behind one smiling recruit. She blinked a cheerful orange and waved at them. All told it cost Blue Company five dead, seven wounded and delayed them for three hours.


  Emily again implored Skiffington to leave the road. “They are going to nibble us to death if we stay on the road! When we make it – if we make it – we won’t have enough troops left to take the bridge.”


  Skiffington paused, dug out his field map and inspected it. Emily pointed out an alternate route, cutting across country. “This is not an easy walk,” she said, “but we’ll be hard for them to find in these hills, away from this damn road. With a little luck, we might surprise them.”


  Sgt. Kaelin frowned and looked at his watch. “Time’s running out, Mr. Skiffington. You are the commanding officer. You’ve got a mission to accomplish and a lot of ground to cover before you can do it. What are you going to do?” he demanded.


  Skiffington pointed down the road. “That’s where the enemy is, Tuttle. We can’t kill them if we don’t fight them.” He raised his voice so everyone could hear. “Everybody on the trucks! We are moving out!”


  Sgt. Kaelin sighed and shook his head. “Wrong answer, recruit.” As Skiffington blinked in confusion, Sgt. Kaelin took out a small box and pushed a button. Skiffington’s uniform began to blink fluorescent orange. “Your commanding officer had just been killed by a sniper!” Kaelin turned to Emily. “Tuttle, you are now in charge.” He looked at his watch. “You have twenty-one hours and twenty minutes left to complete your mission.” And while Emily stared at him, open mouthed, he winked at her and walked away.


  Fighting back a sudden rush of panic, Emily took stock. She had ninety-four men left, seven of whom were wounded. Only thirty had food, water and extra batteries for their rifles. She quickly stripped the extra batteries from the “dead” soldiers, including the Red Company soldier who had been involved in the ambush. The soldier from Red Company had two water bottles. Emily took them both, along with four packets of field rations. The dead soldier stuck out her hand. “I’m Susan Matt,” she said. “This should be very interesting. Good luck.”


  “I don’t suppose you’d care to tell me where the rest of Red Company is?” Emily asked.


  Matt gestured to her blinking uniform. “Dead men tell no tales,” she intoned solemnly, then ruined it by giggling.


  Emily divided the Company into five platoons. She considered who to make platoon leaders. One choice was easy: Cookie Sanchez. She took Hiram Brill by the arm and pulled him aside. “Do you want to be a platoon leader, Hiram?” she asked out of hearing of the others.


  Fresh beads of sweat appeared on his forehead and the color drained from his face. “Listen, Em-Emily,” he stammered. “If you need me, I’ll do it, but I’d much rather be, you know, like you staff officer or something. I’m real good with maps and-” He paused, looking away from her. “I really don’t like making battlefield decisions,” he said miserably. He took out his notebook and held it in front of him, as if he were offering her a gift of great worth. “But I’ve got everything you need to know about everyone in Blue Company.”


  Emily remembered the look on Brill’s face after he led the Blue Company victory over Green and Gold. And she recalled the brilliant analysis that allowed him to do it. She made a decision. “Okay,” she said briskly. “You are my aide de camp, chief advisor and right hand man. But,” she said sternly. “When I want advice, I want it because I need it right then and there. You can’t get all nervous and close up on me. Deal?”


  Brill breathe in relief. “I won’t let you down.”


  “Okay, Mr. Advisor, I need four platoon leaders right now. Suggestions?”


  Brill thought for a moment, his face taking on that peculiarly blank expression that she had seen before when he was concentrating intently. Cookie called it his “village idiot” look. Then, abruptly, he was back.


  “Okay,” he said. “You want Kimball, Lee, Zavareei and,” he smiled grimly, “Skiffington.”


  Emily considered. Rob Kimball was a tall, beanpole recruit with a shock of unkempt hair who had shown an unbridled enthusiasm for tactical exercises. What’s more, he had shown a talent for devious and cunning tactics, always doing something that caught his opponents by surprise. Sandra Lee was slow talking, calm and steady, but incredibly focused. She wasn’t afraid to take risks and Emily thought she would walk through fire if that is what it took to accomplish the mission.


  “I don’t know Zavareei and Skiffington is FOF,” she said, a little more sharply than she intended. In the back of her mind a voice was screaming at her that time was running out. They had to get going!


  “Kara Zavareei is a high energy type who will keep her troops motivated and moving,” Brill replied easily. “And Skiffington is ten feet behind you, looking fine. If we have to break through enemy defenses at the bridge, put his platoon out front.”


  Emily turned. Grant Skiffington was standing there with a nonchalant grin, eating a ration bar. “Sergeant said I could finish the maneuver with you,” he said, explaining his rebirth. “And I hope you don’t mind if I took one of your ration bars. Haven’t eaten since breakfast.”


  Her staff problem resolved, Emily took stock of logistics. The Company’s biggest problem was immediately evident. Even after the extra “ammunition” had been passed out, there were still twelve soldiers without working batteries to power their rifles. Others had only a few shots left. They had depleted their batteries at the rifle range. Emily thought furiously, then, borrowing an idea from Hiram Brill, called for the four fastest long-distance runners. When they stepped forward, she took them aside.


  “We are about four miles from the camp as the crow flies, she explained. “You take the truck back up the road about a mile. That will put you closest to the camp. Leave the truck there, in case Red Company has more ambushes set up. Cut through the fields to the camp and beg, borrow or steal as many batteries as you can find. Field rations, too. Don’t load your packs too heavy, because you’ve got to catch up to us. Come back a different route and don’t go near the truck. If the enemy sees it, they’ll stake it out.”


  She showed them on the map which route she intended to take, and gave them one of the radios, along with code words in case Red or Green Companies were listening in on Blue’s designated channel.


  As soon as the runners had left, she assembled the Company. “Listen up, everybody!” she said loudly, conscious that her soft voice did not carry well. To her ear she sounded ten years old. She held up the map. “We are marching cross-country, skirting this big swamp and these hills. Maybe twenty miles or a little more. It is rough country and it will be slow going, but we should make it to Killarney Bridge in plenty of time. The key is stealth. If we can get there unseen, we’ll have a huge advantage. Red and Green will have some patrols out, but I am betting that most of their forces are tied up either defending the bridge or setting up ambushes along the river road.” Emily paused to take a breath. The troops in Blue Company watched her intently. Please, she prayed silently. Let me do this without screwing up too badly.


  “I’ve sent runners for more food and ammo. With luck they’ll catch up to us in four or five hours. For now, everyone get a drink of water and have something to eat. If you are carrying a water bottle, share it with someone who doesn’t have one. Fill it every time we pass a stream. We leave in ten minutes.”


  Emily called together the platoon commanders and Brill spread his map out on the ground. She pointed a hill directly overlooking Killarney Bridge. “I am calling this hill ‘Sunflower.’ If I were Red and Green, I would have people up there with binoculars. It gives a good view of the river road and some view of this area as well. We are going to have to stay in woods and dead ground until sunset. The enemy will certainly have occupied it. If we are to attack the bridge, we are going to have to take that hill first.”


  They discussed the best route, finally decided on skirting between the two swamps, then entering a large ravine that ran close to Sunflower. Emily sent out flankers and scouts, armed with binoculars and radios. She warned them to stay off the radio except in extreme emergency. She tried to reach Gold Company without success. As the rest of Blue Company moved out, Emily checked her watch. The Gold Company convoy had to be at Four Corners in less than twenty-one hours.


  The day was hot. Much hotter than she had expected. Water was going to be a problem. They crossed two small, dusty stream beds before they reached the gap between the swamps. Even the swamps had retreated under the summer sun, leaving vast sheets of hard-caked mud. Everyone was sweating and they were rapidly going through what little water they had. The Company slipped through the gap between the two swamps, then turned north. Well off to the east, they could see the hill Emily dubbed “Butterfly,” beyond which would be the river road. She tried to reach Gold Company again; still no luck. Somewhere ahead of them was Sunflower and the Killarney Bridge.


  Five hours later, as they crept through a stand of pine trees, one of the scouts ran back to them, flushed and breathless, to report an enemy patrol less than a mile away, crossing the open ground in front of the forest.


  “We can take them out!” Skiffington said. “We can lay an ambush and they’ll never know what hit them.” He looked thrilled at the prospect of a fight.


  Emily shook her head. “Our target is the bridge. As long as they don’t know where we are, we’ve got a chance. One radio call from this patrol and they would swarm all over us.”


  They sat and waited for ninety minutes until the patrol left the area. Skiffington grumbled and chaffed at the inaction. Emily was glad of the rest. The water was almost gone and many in Blue Company were painfully thirsty. They had at least ten more miles in front of them and she wasn’t sure all of them would make it.


  Then they caught a lucky break. While they were waiting, the four runners sent to fetch supplies caught up to them. They carried full packs bulging with ammunition and food and collapsed to the ground, chests heaving.


  Emily tore open one of the packs and dozens of battery packs spilled out. A second pack had two hundred ration bars and the third pack had more batteries.


  “And a special surprise,” one of them, Odackal, said. Emily made a “tell me” gesture. Odackal smiled and opened his haversack to reveal bottles and bottles of water. Emily felt a rush of relief.


  “Oh, thank God!” she exclaimed. “I could kiss you!”


  “Hmmm…Really?” Odackal raised one eyebrow in amused question.


  Emily snorted. “Just a figure of speech.”


  “When we got to the base, we were all dying of thirst, so we figured that a little water wouldn’t be a bad idea.” He looked sheepish for a moment. “On the way back I had to drink two bottles just to keep going.”


  “You did great.” Emily distributed the ammunition and made sure everyone had some water. By the time they finished, it was full dark.


  Cookie joined her then, carrying a map. She calculated they were ten or twelve miles from Killarney Bridge. “Moon will be up soon, enough light to travel, at least for a few hours. We could be at the bridge by dawn if we push.


  Emily smiled. They had ammunition, food and enough water to keep them going. And they had not been spotted by the enemy. They could do this. They could take Killarney Bridge with hours to spare.


  • • • • •


  Eight hours later, Emily sat back in despair. There was no way she could take the bridge by assault. None at all.


  They had reached the top of Sunflower just before dawn, only to find four Green Company soldiers sound asleep. They were “killed,” then woken and told to stay off the ridge so that their comrades on the bridge would not see them Flashing Orange Forever. One of them had a radio, which Emily gave to Kimball. “If anyone calls looking for a report, just tell them you don’t see anything,” she ordered.


  Now Emily lay atop the ridge, binoculars to her eyes, studying the bridge through the first light of dawn. Cookie and Hiram lay beside her, touching hip to hip. The other platoon leaders waited just behind them.


  “I would kill for a cup of coffee,” Hiram grumbled. He swung his binoculars the length of the bridge. “My, my…they have been little busy little beavers, haven’t they?”


  Emily stifled a curse. The bridge was small, only the length of a football field, and only one lane in each direction. The Green and Red soldiers had dragged tree trunks and rocks to block off both ends of the bridge, rendering them impassible to the trucks in the convoy. Also, at each end of the bridge there were two roughhewn bunkers, built from more logs, with firing slits cut into them. Blue Company was armed only with the Bull Pup laser rifles. There were no grenades, mortars or artillery. To take out a bunker they would have to storm it, then physically tear open the bunker walls and kill the defenders. Each bunker was positioned so that it could fire on anyone attacking the other bunker. As they watched, more “enemy” soldiers carried logs onto the middle of the bridge, where they began erecting yet another barricade.


  Emily shook her head. It was just too much. Her troops would be swept with fire the moment they started down the hill. Once on the bridge they would have no cover at all and would be charging into fortified positions defended by twice the number of soldiers at her command. It was exactly the type of stupid frontal assault that she had criticized others for. So…so…


  So who says it has to be a frontal assault? What if they by-passed the bridge altogether? But where, and how? She brought the binoculars back up to her face and began to scan the bridge pilings. The pilings were made of cement. They were large, round and dirty. No, she realized, not dirty, but stained. There was a clear water line mark about six feet above the water.


  “You’ve got five hours to accomplish your mission, Tuttle,” a voice suddenly said into her ear. “You better get your ass in gear and take this bridge!” Emily turned and saw Sgt. Kaelin lying prone just behind her. Cookie and Hiram had discretely withdrawn.


  “Well, well, Sergeant Kaelin, and just as I thought you had taken a vow of silence.” She turned back to the river. No doubt about it, the summer’s drought had left the river running much lower than normal.


  “Are you paying attention, recruit?” Kaelin demanded.


  “Are you egging me on, Sergeant?” she asked mildly, still scanning the river. “Trying to panic me into charging the bridge and getting us all killed?” She looked up at him. “You wouldn’t do that now, would you, Sergeant Kaelin?”


  Sergeant Kaelin frowned. “You are running out of time, recruit. If you don’t-” Suddenly Emily, in a surprisingly intimate gesture, leaned forward and put a finger on his lips, silencing him. He blinked in surprise. She leaned in close to his ear.


  “You are here as an observer, Sergeant, remember?” she whispered softly. “Just observe. I know what I need to do.” She rolled to her feet and walked away. Kaelin was shocked. If any other recruit had done that, he would have bitten off their head. He watched her go, his surprise gradually giving way to a jumbled stew of mild annoyance and bemusement. Well, by God, he had put her in this situation because he wanted to see what she could do. This had better be good, he mentally warned her.


  “What do you see?” Emily asked the platoon leaders. The sun was just creeping up and Killarney Bridge was still deep in the shadow of the hill. They all had binoculars trained on the bridge.


  “Heavy defenses,” said Lee.


  “A lot of targets concentrated in a very small area,” replied Skiffington with relish. “Once we pin ‘em down, they won’t be able to move worth shit.”


  “Static defenses,” Kimball said thoughtfully. “We can put a platoon over the river and attack from the flank. They’ll be caught in cross-fire from the side and this hill.”


  “Take us hours to pry them out of there,” complained Kara Zavareei, “and we don’t have too many hours left.”


  Cookie was counting. “They got most of their men right here, Em, camped out by the bridge. If we can pin them down…”


  “And go around!” Emily confirmed. “The river is low. We need to get upriver and find a spot to take the trucks across. Push a feint at them here and cross someplace else.”


  Skiffington laughed. “My platoon will go across and attack the bridge from the flank. This will be fun.”


  Now, wondered Emily, where was Gold Company with the convoy?


  Odackal supplied the answer as soon as the platoon leaders had slithered back from the crest of the hill. “Gold Company just called in. They are four miles away. The Company commander wants to hear from you as soon as you’re free.”


  Emily radioed immediately. The Gold Company commander was Rafael Eitan. “Are you on the river road?” she asked. “Oh, yes,” he replied. “It took us a while to get here, but now we are making good time. I still have all the trucks, but I am down to seventy three men.”


  “Now listen carefully,” Emily said slowly. “I need to know your exact orders.” There was a pause as Eitan considered this.


  “Well, I have a convoy of ten trucks, with cargo. I have to get the cargo to a location on the map called ‘Four Corners’ by noon today.”


  “And what do you orders say about the Killarney Bridge?”


  “Well, it is the only bridge across the river, isn’t it?”


  Emily grinned wolfishly. She was right. Kaelin, you are a devious sonofabitch. “Okay, Rafael, I want you to drive exactly three miles, then stop. Do you understand? Three miles, no more. And Rafael, do any of your trucks have a winch?”


  She left Skiffington and Kimball with their platoons and strict orders to wait for her signal before attacking. “Once you start, you have to keep them occupied for at least three hours.” She looked hard at Skiffington. “No heroic charges, Skiff, you understand? If you get your platoon wiped out, they’ll be able to mob Kimball’s platoon, and then wonder just where the rest of us might be. You need to keep them occupied.”


  Skiffington gave her his best devil-may-care grin. “Don’t worry, Tuttle. ‘Prudence’ and ‘caution’ are my middle names.”


  “Kick your ass you screw this up, Skiffington,” Cookie said.


  • • • • •


  Careful to stay out of view of the bridge, Emily led the rest of the Company to the River Road. Cookie’s platoon shucked most of their gear and went ahead at a fast trot, looking for the convoy and keeping an eye out for a shallow crossing. As Emily led her group, Hiram Brill gave her a piece of paper torn from his notebook. “A list of everyone in these three platoons with any engineering or construction experience. We’ll need it to get the trucks across the river.”


  • • • • •


  At the bridge, the Green Company commander nervously looked at his watch. Where was the damn convoy? He knew the ambush had not gotten them, and all the surviving ambushers were now back at the bridge. He wheeled to the Red Company commander. “I don’t like this,” he said worriedly. They should have been here by now. They’re up to something. We need to send out some more patrols.”


  The Red commander yawned. “Take it easy. We’ve got the hill and we’ve got the bridge. They have to come over this bridge to reach the Four Corners. Relax and let them come to us.” She looked at her watch. “Only three hours left.”


  The Green commander picked up his radio. “This is Messina on the bridge, calling the observation detail. Do you have anything to report?”


  On top of the hill they labeled Sunflower, Kimball picked up some pebbles and shook them in his hand, making a scratchy, rough noise. While still shaking the pebbles, he thumbed the radio they had taken from the Red Company lookouts.


  “Nothing to report,” he said, praying the background noise would adequately disguise his voice


  “See?” said the Red leader. “They’re not within two miles of here or the lookouts would have seen them.”


  • • • • •


  Emily shook sweaty hands with Rafael Eitan. “Boy am I glad to see you!” she said fervently. Eitan was medium height, stocky and sported a thick black mustache. He smiled in return and bobbed his head. “And I you. It has been a very long day, yes?”


  His accent told her he came from Refuge. His uniform was torn and filthy. Emily wondered if he had spent the day driving a truck or rolling around in the dirt. From the corner of her eye she could see Sergeant Kaelin join Drill Instructor Johnson, who had climbed out of one of the trucks. They stood to the side, conferring quietly. DI Johnson looked at his watch and shrugged.


  A radio buzzed. Kara Zavareei trotted over. “Our patrol on the flank reports all is clear.”


  “How far is the bridge?” Eitan wanted to know.


  “Forget the bridge,” Emily told him. “We are taking the trucks across the river just up past that stand of trees. We found a sand bar that is only three feet deep.” She didn’t mention that it stopped thirty feet short of the far bank and the water there was deeper and faster. One thing at a time.


  Eitan looked doubtful, but had the good grace not to say anything. Emily’s curiosity finally got the better of her. “Just what is this precious cargo you’ve been carrying?”


  Eitan shrugged. “Boxes. One per truck, but I don’t know what’s in them.” Emily followed him to the back of the truck. Eitan swept back the tarp. The floor was cluttered with tools, pry bars, a coil of rope and a square wooden box measuring roughly two feet per side. She hoisted herself into the truck and gave the box an experimental push. Heavy, but two men could carry it. She eyed the tools scattered around the floor.


  “What is all this?” she asked.


  “I think these are the trucks used by the grounds crews to clear brush and trees back at Camp Gettysburg,” Eitan said. He frowned. “Don’t we have to hurry?”


  Emily nodded, preoccupied. “Do you have axes in the other trucks?”


  Eitan thought a moment. “Yes, in the third truck. Maybe half a dozen. Some saws, too.”


  Emily clapped her hands in delight, startling him. She scrambled down off the tuck, shouting a flurry of orders. “Not much time! Move your asses!”


  • • • • •


  On the bridge, a soldier suddenly pointed to a bend where the river road turned toward the bridge. “See, right there, just sticking out a little past that big rock. That is the front of a truck!”


  The Green commander lifted his binoculars and adjusted the focus. By God, it was the front of a truck! The Gold team had finally made it. He glanced at his watch. Too late, too damn late. Blue and Gold had less than two hours to make it to Four Corners. He looked at the bunkers squatting on the bridge like three shabby trolls. No way in hell they were going to get past that, he thought with satisfaction. He lifted the binoculars again. But why weren’t they attacking?


  In answer to his question, eight men on the bridge suddenly screamed and fell to the ground. Arms and legs flashed orange. Two men just stood there, not quite understanding they were already FOF.


  “Where the hell are they?” someone shouted. “I can’t see them.”


  “On the hill! Snipers on the hill!”


  The Green commander threw himself behind one of the bunkers, out of the line of fire from the hilltop. More shots, and he was shocked to see the two men with him blink orange. Another shot nicked his shoulder and pain lanced through him. Dammit! “They’re behind us!” he shouted. “Take cover! They’ve sent troops across the river.” Well, he had a surprise for them. He spoke urgently into his radio. He had a team of fifty men hiding in the forest just to deal with this possibility, and they would come in from behind and crush the enemy against the river.


  But as the troops hiding in the forest came forward to crush the attackers, they came within reach of the attackers on the hill. More Red and Green soldiers fell. The Red commander ordered fire from the bridge, but to get a decent firing angle the soldiers had to leave the protection of the bunkers. FOFs began to pile up.


  “Fall back!” the Green commander ordered disgustedly. “Get back into the forest and the bunkers. Make them come to us.” He shook his head in frustration: fifteen dead after only ten minutes of fighting. He looked at his watch. Not much longer.


  • • • • •


  “Pull, dammit! Pull!” Emily shouted. Fifty men pulled on the rope and the first truck lurched off the sand bar. Its nose started to sink into the water, then the two tree trunks jammed behind its front tires gave it some buoyancy. Five of the miners from Christchurch thrust more logs under the back of the truck just as the rear wheels reached the end of the shallows. Then the truck was floating – precariously, perhaps, but floating. The men on the far side of the river pulled, the rope tightened and the truck jerked forward, bobbing toward the far shore.


  Emily laughed out loud. It was working! One of the men from Christchurch called to her: “Give us more time, Little Sister, we build you a proper bridge, eh?” The others laughed with him. And Emily looked at the scene; dozens of men splashing through the river, men pulling on the tow rope, trucks being readied for the crossing. We’re going to do this, she thought. And I am their commander!


  • • • • •


  Once the first truck was across, Emily sent two platoons led by Cookie and Sandra Lee ahead to take the Four Corners. She was taking a risk that Green and Red had it heavily defended, but she was betting they had thrown everything into securing the bridge.


  They used the first truck to tow the second truck, and the pace picked up. The miners waded waist deep in the river, stuffing logs under each truck as it was dragged off the sand bar. Crews on the far shore received the trucks, pulled the logs out and swam them back across to use with the next truck. Emily had already taken the precaution of sending all of the precious, mysterious boxes across and they were loaded into the lead truck.


  Sergeant Kaelin stood behind her, hands on his hips. “Got an hour and a half left, Tuttle. You just might pull it off.”


  “Just might, Sergeant.” She couldn’t suppress a grin. “Just might at that.”


  “Catch a ride, Little Sister,” one of the miners called as the last truck splashed past her. She leapt onto the passenger side door runner. The driver smiled broadly. “All honor to you! By my life, this is a great day!” The truck reached the end of the sand bar and another miner tied the rope to its tow ring. On the far shore the truck started to pull. The tow rope lifted out of the water, spraying droplets everywhere. Emily wanted to sing.


  She was never sure exactly what happened next. Maybe the truck had not been lined up properly, or maybe the previous trucks had weakened the sand bar. As the truck lurched forward, the entire side of the sand bar suddenly collapsed. The truck shuddered, creaked loudly, then fell over on its driver’s side as if in slow motion. When it crashed to the river bottom, Emily’s face cracked into the door frame. Her nose broke in an agonizing spray of blood and pain lanced all the way to the back of her skull. Black dots suddenly crowded her vision, growing larger and larger and-. Suddenly she was in the water, sputtering, coughing, then under water, choking, then she felt herself grabbed hard by the shoulders and hauled to the surface.


  Pain ravaged her head and overwhelmed her senses, but she became dimly aware that people were still shouting and someone was screaming and more people came running, and only then did she realize that there were people trapped under the fallen truck.


  When it was over, two soldiers – two of her beloved miners – were dead.


  Sergeant Kaelin cursed. He exchanged a long look with DI Johnson. Something passed between them, then Johnson shrugged. “Fuck it, Andy. I’ll back you either way,” he told Kaelin.


  Emily felt thick-headed, fuzzy. What was Johnson talking about? She looked at the two bodies laid on the shore. Tears pricked the corners of her eyes and she scrubbed them with the back of her hand.


  “Tuttle,” Sergeant Kaelin said quietly.


  She thought about the two men and wondered if they had girlfriends waiting for them. Did they-


  “Emily!” Kaelin said more sharply. She looked up at him. He looked tired, she thought. He was soaked to the skin and his thinning hair was plastered to his head.


  “Emily, listen, I have to call for a chopper to evacuate the casualties. If I call now, it will come within minutes, but the Major will insist that the maneuver be stopped. Do you understand?” He looked at her hard. But why was he telling her this? The men were dead, of course they had to-


  And then she did understand. There was still time for her to take the convoy to the Four Corners. Still time to complete the mission. But if they called in the fatalities now, the operation would end. She shook her head. Stupid, stupid, stupid. All a game and now two men were dead forever. She looked up at Kaelin and the tears came freely now, almost invisible against her wet cheeks, but there.


  “I hate this,” she said. “Gods of Our Mothers, I hate this.” Then she turned to the river and waived her arms until she caught Rafael Eitan’s attention on the far shore. Her radio was on the bottom of the river somewhere. She checked her watch and saw they still had forty minutes. She cupped her hands to her mouth.


  “Go!” she shouted. “Take it to the Four Corners!”


  “Come across, Emily,” he shouted back. “We’ll wait for you!”


  Emily waived him away. “Go! Complete the mission. You’re running out of time.” Eitan stood for a moment, then climbed into the truck without another word and the convoy drove across the field.


  Emily turned and walked to edge of the water. Men who were standing there silently moved aside. She knelt down between the two bodies. She knew them both. They were two of the men who had teased her, offered her fruit they had taken from the mess hall, kept an eye on her on some of the brutally long marches. Nodded at her in approval when she did something well. Followed her orders.


  She placed a hand on each of the two dead men. “Thank you,” she murmured. “I’m so sorry.” The sun felt warm on her face. She closed her eyes and waited for word that Four Corners had been taken.


  

  
Chapter 11


  P.D. 948


  Emily’s Personal Journal


  I lost two men today.


  I think I will remember their faces for the rest of my life.


  

  
Chapter 12


  P.D. 951


  The Conspirators


  On Darwin


  The admirals from the Tilleke Empire, Dominion of Unified Citizenry and Cape Breton met in the same hotel in Darwin to plan the war. They all dressed in civilian clothes, but there was no mistaking what they were: men and women who had spent their lives in the military, accustomed to command. This was their third meeting, and it would be their last. After today there would be no more meetings, just a signal. A simple, coded signal to launch the greatest war in the history of the League of Human Worlds. They had given the operation a code name now, ‘Family Reunion.’


  As always, Michael Hudis chaired the meeting, but said as little as possible. He was not a military man and did not pretend to know the admirals’ task better than they did. The meeting was cluttered with the warp and the woof of the fabric of war: signal codes, routes, target designations, designation of attack forces, endless logistics, and chains of command. The task of coordinating three different forces that would be fighting in at least two separate sectors was a formidable task, but that did not make it any more interesting to the civilian observer.


  Finally there was a pause. “You still haven’t told us about your new weapon,” Hudis remarked to the Tilleke admiral.


  The Tilleke admiral was a tall, handsome man and a member of the royal family, Hudis couldn’t remember what – a count or a duke or something.


  “Nor will I now, Citizen Secretary,” the admiral replied. “It works, that is all you need know.”


  “You’ve tested it then?” Hudis pressed.


  The admiral nodded. “Oh, more than tested it, Citizen Secretary. We have actually used it. Just last month. The operation was quite successful. When the time comes the Vickies will be in for a nasty surprise.”


  Hudis filed this away, and made a mental note to review the news for reports of missing ships within the last sixty days. “Your Emperor realizes that during the next few months the public statements of the Dominion will be increasingly hostile and belligerent towards the Tilleke Empire?”


  “Yes, yes, we’ve been through this before,” the Tilleke admiral said impatiently. “We have no doubt the Vickies will believe every word of it. Arrogant fools.”


  “You should be thankful the Vickies are so arrogant,’ Hudis said. “That is how we are going to beat them.”


  The admiral leaned forward. “Emperor Chalabi remains concerned that other nations might intervene at an inopportune moment. Our intelligence operatives have not discovered anything, but we acknowledge that our spy network is not as extensive as the Dominion’s.”


  Hudis paused a moment while a servant entered the room to refresh their drinks. The man, goggle-eyed behind thick glasses, topped off water glasses and put out a fresh bottle of cold white wine. He fussed over the table until one of the admirals snapped at him: “That’s enough, man. Get out and don’t bother us again!” The servant bowed hastily and withdrew, apologizing as he went.


  There are only three other nations of note,” Hudis continued. “Sybil Head and the Sultenic Empire will sit on the sidelines as long as there are no attacks on their principal planets. There is even some chance the Sultenics could be persuaded to side with us if we are doing well, but if things go as planned they will not have time to mobilize.


  “Refuge will side with the Vickies, but we’ve known that all along. Their navy is small, however, and by the time they mobilize, the fate of Victoria will have been decided.”


  The admiral frowned. “There is a fourth nation, The Light. What of them?” he queried.


  Hudis barked out a short laugh. “The Light? A bunch of religious fanatics with a small navy made up of small ships. They’re not a serious threat!”


  The Tilleke cocked his head thoughtfully. “Hmmm…we have had dealings with The Light. They can be quite…nettlesome.”


  Hudis snorted in derision. “How many battleships do they have? How many cruisers?”


  The Cape Breton admiral had been listening. “Oh, The Light has a military force, all right, but their entire doctrine is defensive, not aggressive. They have enough forts and ships to make invading The Light like wrestling with a porcupine; you can win, but you might regret it later.”


  “And your fleet building?” asked the Tilleke admiral. “Is the Dominion on schedule?”


  “Our fleet will be twice as large as the Vickies think it is by the time we launch the attack,” Hudis said, unable to keep a note of smugness out of his voice. “When we give you the signal, we will be ready to attack Victoria from two fronts, while the Tilleke Empire deals with the Vickie fleet that goes to rescue the Arcadians.”


  “And don’t forget our force,” said the Cape Breton admiral. “It won’t be as large as yours, Citizen Secretary, but it will give the attack a formidable edge.” This was overt posturing, of course. Cape Breton would supply access to the worm hole into Victorian space and some supply ships, but its navy was small and antiquated.


  The meeting broke up. One by one, Hudis shook the hands of the foreign admirals, except for the Tilleke admiral, who would have been repulsed by the idea of touching a commoner. “This is our moment,” he told them. “Our time to strike against the Vickie oppressors, to take our rightful place. All of us our depending on you. Don’t fail us.” And then they were gone, leaving only Hudis and Admiral Mello, leader of the Dominion Space Fleet. Admiral Mello shared the brusqueness of his soldiers.


  “Pretty words, Citizen Secretary,” he said. His rolling vowels gave away his upbringing in the streets of Cape Town, a coal mining region in Timor. “But it doesn’t change the fact that if the Vickies have one fucking whiff of what we’re up to, it will be us who’s walking into a trap, not them.”


  Hudis shrugged. “Security is good, Admiral. Less than fifty people in three nations know about this. And no one else will know until the operation begins.”


  The admiral was not placated. “It also doesn’t change the fact that even if the plan works, our force will still be smaller than the Vickies’.


  Hudis said: “Well, Admiral, when you are small force attacking a larger adversary, it is always important to remember the first rule of military strategy.”


  The admiral looked puzzled.


  Hudis smiled humorlessly. “The first and most important rule, admiral: If you take on a bigger adversary, you’d better win.”


  • • • • •


  When Hudis returned to his suite, he was not surprised to find Colonel Inger from the Dominion Security Directorate waiting for him. Hudis knew what he was there for and looked sourly at him.


  “How many this time, Colonel?”


  Colonel Inger made a show of looking at his notes. “Three, Citizen Secretary. Perhaps four.”


  “Who?” Hudis demanded.


  “Two drivers who have seen the Cape Breton people. And the waiter.”


  Hudis had a fleeting image of the thin waiter with thick glasses and receding hair who had hovered over the tables. “Well, which is it, have we been infiltrated or are you going to murder three people because you think they might be spies?”


  Inger eyed him with barely restrained distaste. “If you put it that way, Citizen Secretary, yes, I am going to murder three people because I think they might be spies.”


  “Do you have any evidence they are spies?” Hudis pressed.


  Colonel Inger steepled his fingers in front of him. “I have no evidence they are not, Citizen Secretary. Do you?”


  “And the fourth?” Hudis asked testily. “You said there were four?”


  “The fourth is a soldier in the Dominion military. He was assigned to escort our admiral and his staff. He knows that they were here. He may not know who the Cape Bretons are, but he will certainly know that there was someone from Tilleke here.”


  “One of ours, then!” Hudis said sharply. “We don’t kill our own people!” Colonel Inger stared at him expressionlessly. How can a man with this much power be so naïve? Inger wondered.


  “No,” ordered Hudis. “Send him back to Timor, under guard if you must.”


  “And the others, Citizen Director?”


  “Take care of them as you see fit,” Hudis snapped irritably. There was never really any question about it. Nothing could be allowed to risk Family Reunion.


  Colonel Inger bowed and left. Hudis poured himself a small cognac and stood by the window. After several minutes of watching the ocean and sipping the smooth liquor, he felt his shoulders loosen and his mind slow its ceaseless darting about. War has a way of letting the Colonel Ingers of the world reach a prominence and stature they could never achieve in peacetime, he mused. In peacetime, we keep our predators restrained, hobbled. But the chaos of strife nurtures them, exhilarates them. Makes them…ambitious. He turned away from the window and poured a second cognac.


  How ambitious? We’ll need the good Colonel Inger for some time, Hudis thought to himself. But afterwards?


  

  
Chapter 13


  P.D. 951


  The Spy


  On Darwin


  The waiter with the thick glasses waited stoically until his shift ended. Soon now, very soon, they would come to kill him. Or not. But if they did, he could not run, could not try to escape. The Abbott was clear on that point. “You must live long enough to drop your package, Reuven, and then you must wait,” the Abbot had instructed all those months ago. “This is the terrible risk, I know, but if you suddenly disappear then they will know that they have been discovered and all will be undone.”


  But the shift ended without incident. He changed into street clothes and walked several blocks to the harbor, to a bar he drank at two or three times a week. It catered to locals, not tourists. It was dark and noisy. One or two of the regulars waived at him. The bar tender nodded in silent recognition and passed over his usual beer without a word. He took it and sat at his usual corner table. In the middle of the table was bowl of peanuts and dried fruit. And a small, flickering candle.


  This is why he chose this bar. If he were ever caught with a candle in his room, questions might be asked. Someone might take note and wonder. But here every table had a candle; it was the owner’s attempt at creating an illusion of intimacy. And so he sat, beer in hand, staring at the dancing flame. And in his mind he recalled the Three Doctrines:


  The First: God beckons. Our task is to seek the Light.


  The Second: There are many paths to the Light. All are difficult. A man must strive.


  The Final Doctrine: Death in search of the Light is not death.


  His name was Reuvin. He was a Devote from the planet Canaan, sent to Darwin years earlier to spy on the Dominion agents there. For four years he had watched, listened and reported things of little consequence. Then several months ago there had been a meeting with a man The Light knew was a prince of the Tilleke Royal Family. The others were unknown, but clearly from different nations. Security at the meeting had been very tight, preventing Reuven from learning its purpose. He waited. Eventually he learned there would be another meeting. New instructions had come from the Church. Urgent instructions. And now here he was, about to make his final drop.


  He stood and walked to the bathroom at the back of the bar. No one else was there. Moving quickly, he went to the waste bin, which was half full of discarded paper towels. He reached into it, groped around and then withdrew a paper towel wrapped around a hard object. He hurriedly unwrapped it, fearful someone else might enter. He withdrew a pair of black glasses with thick lens, identical to the ones he was wearing. He removed his glasses, wrapped them in the paper towel and replaced it at the bottom of the bin. Putting on the new glasses, he returned to his table.


  The relief he felt was almost palpable. He had done it. His mission was over. He sipped his beer unconcernedly, not bothering to look around. They were there or they weren’t. God has a plan for us all. Then, knowing he shouldn’t, but unable to stop himself, he spread his hands out toward the candle flame and swept them back towards his face. “There are many paths to the Light,” he murmured softly. “And each must find his own.” A deep feeling or serenity and peace flooded through him. He had done all that had been asked of him.


  Now let them come.


  

  
Chapter 14


  P.D. 952


  Intelligence Briefing


  On Space Station Atlas in Victorian Space


  Lieutenant Hiram Brill took a deep breath, stood and walked to the podium. “Good morning,” he said. No matter that he had given briefings twenty times before, he could still hear the tremor in his voice. His audience, the ten senior admirals of the Victorian Fleet Council, stared at him stone-faced. The senior admirals for the Home, Second and Third fleets were there. Home Fleet was permanently stationed in Victorian space; Second, the largest of the three, was assigned to patrol the border with DUC; and Third on a constant series of “courtesy visits” to the other inhabited sectors, a not-so-subtle reminder to everyone that Victoria was the biggest, badest military power in the known universe.


  In addition to the Fleet admirals, there were the commanders for Logistics and Personnel, Operations, and Intelligence. The meeting was chaired by Admiral Giunta, the First Sea Lord. Ten admirals all together, staring at one lowly lieutenant.


  “Today’s briefing concerns recent developments between the Tilleke Empire and the Arcadian sector,” Brill continued. “As you know, five months ago Emperor Chalabi declared that unless Arcadia sold Tilleke ziridium at heavily discounted rates, he would deny Arcadian freighters transit rights to pass through Tilleke space. Although this is in violation of the Darwin Accords, the Emperor…”


  “We are well aware of the history! Tell us something we don’t know, Lieutenant,” snapped Admiral Skiffington, head of Second Fleet.


  Brill’s face flushed. He darted a quick glance at Rear Admiral Teehan, head of the Victorian Intelligence Bureau and his ultimate boss. Teehan placidly returned his gaze.


  “Of course, Admiral,” Brill said more calmly than he felt. “Under protest from the League, the Emperor has not closed the shipping lanes to Arcadia, but within the last four weeks three Arcadian freighters have disappeared.”


  “Yes, yes, we know that, Lieutenant,” Skiffington growled. “Do you have anything new to add, or is this briefing a waste of our time?” He swiveled in his seat to look at Admiral Teehan. “Really, Jeffrey, it’s bad enough that you’ve sent a lieutenant to brief us, but this is old news.”


  “Give the boy a chance, Admiral,’ Teehan replied evenly. “There’s more.”


  “And the Lieutenant is here at my express order, Admiral.” Admiral Giunta stared coldly at Skiffington. There was a spark of tension in the room. There was little love lost between the two men. Everyone knew that Admiral Skiffington wanted Admiral Giunta’s job as First Sea Lord, and had been actively lobbying with members of the Legislature to get it. Giunta nodded at Brill. “Continue.”


  “What has not yet been made public is that tomorrow the Arcadian ambassador will formally protest to the League and petition the League to impose civil and military sanctions against the Tilleke Empire for piracy.”


  “Well,” said Vice Admiral Alyce Douthat, Home Fleet, in a mischievous tone, “that should get a reaction from the good Emperor.


  “This is obviously a job for Second Fleet,” Admiral Skiffington declared. “After all, Second Fleet has more combat experience than any other Victorian unit.”


  The Home and Third Fleet admirals bristled at that remark, but before they could say anything, Brill spoke again. “Forgive me, Admiral, but there is something more. When the Arcadian ambassador makes his request, he will also announce that Arcadia and the Dominion of Unified Citizenry have entered into a mutual assistance pact. Starting immediately, all Arcadian freighters crossing Tilleke space will be escorted by DUC military vessels.”


  “Well, well,” muttered Vice Admiral Katherine Penn, Third Fleet. “Isn’t that interesting?”


  “That is preposterous,” Skiffington fumed. “Why would Arcadia look to the Ducks, for Christ’s sake! Why wouldn’t they come to Victoria? We’ve got the best fleet and we’re closer.” Left unspoken was that the Dominion had only been involved in one military confrontation in the past few years and had lost to Admiral Skiffington himself.


  “Maybe it’s because the Arcadians don’t like us very much,” suggested Vice Admiral Penn. Arcadian freighters had to pass through Victorian space in order to reach at least six of its markets. The Darwin Trade Accords prohibited any tax or tariff on goods being shipped through any Sector, but it did allow for customs inspections. The Victorian Legislature promptly passed a law requiring that all shipments passing through Victorian space be inspected for contraband, hazardous materials and prohibited goods. Victoria had a limited number of customs inspectors, however, and inspection delays could tie up a valuable freighter for four or five weeks. To avoid that, shippers usually offloaded their goods at special customs warehouses, owned either directly by the Victorian government itself or specially licensed private businesses. The slow inspection process meant that a shipper was forced to keep a lot of his goods in Victorian warehouses for weeks, sometimes months. And the warehouse fees were steep. Very steep. The Arcadians had complained for years of the high storage fees, to no avail. Victoria was the central shipping nexus, and it shamelessly exploited it.


  “No, I don’t suppose they do,” Admiral Giunta remarked dryly. “But this development means that we will have Duck war ships passing through Victorian space on a routine basis.” He paused, absently toying with his pen. “Kathy, I want you move Third Fleet to Windsor and replace the Second Fleet there.” He shifted to look at Admiral Skiffington. “I want Second Fleet brought back to Victoria and placed in deep orbit around Cornwall. If we need to take action, Second Fleet will be our primary strike force.”


  Vice Admiral Skiffington nodded in agreement, smiling broadly.


  “Admiral!” the Third Fleet commander protested, “there’s no reason why Third Fleet can’t handle this. From what we know of the Tilleke navy, we-”


  Admiral Giunta held up a hand to forestall her. “That’s the problem, Kathy. We just don’t know.” He turned to the head of Intelligence. “Jeffrey, how current is our information on Tilleke technology?”


  Rear Admiral Teehan frowned. “It’s not current at all, Admiral. Our latest information on their military technology is at least seven years old. Every time we’ve sent agents in to spy on them, they disappear. No reports, no information. And we have not been able to observe any tests or weapons trials. We know they have a huge development program based on the materials they’ve bought from others, but we just do not know what they have done with it.”


  Admiral Giunta turned back to Vice Admiral Penn. “That’s the problem, Kathy: we don’t know what we are up against. Second Fleet is bigger, with newer ships. If there is a shooting war, I want Second Fleet there first.”


  Penn frowned, but said nothing. Beside her, Admiral Skiffington looked thoughtful. “If I may, Admiral,” he said pensively. “I know I can come on a little strong about Second Fleet’s abilities sometimes-”


  “And all the time I thought you were shy and introverted,” Alyce Douthat said in mock astonishment. A dry chuckle sounded around the table.


  Skiffington smiled in wry acknowledgement of the well-deserved sarcasm. “I’ve never been one for hiding my light beneath a bushel, I’ll admit that, but Bob makes a good point. We’ve never fought the Tilleke. The fact is, we don’t know what they have, what their tactics are, how good their command and control is.” He looked at Kathryn Penn, then back to Admiral Giunta. “It might be best if we detach a small covering force to picket Windsor and send the rest of Third Fleet with me to Tilleke if the balloon goes up.”


  Giunta was astonished. Oliver Skiffington was not known for this degree of caution. A big, burly, energetic man, Skiffington’s favorite saying, drummed into every Second Fleet officer, was: ‘When in doubt, be bold!’


  “I will not give up command of Third Fleet and make it an adjunct unit of Second Fleet!” Vice Admiral Penn said sharply.


  “Of course not, Kathryn,” Giunta assured her. “I’m sure Oliver wasn’t suggesting that. I do like the idea, however, of sending as large a force in as we can.” He smiled. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. There is a very good chance nothing at all will come of any of this.”


  No one really believed him.


  As they were all filing out the door, Admiral Douthat caught Teehan’s elbow. “Jeffrey,” she murmured. “I don’t want this to sound like I am as offended as Oliver put on, but why are you using Lieutenant Brill to brief us? Isn’t he a little junior for this?” She smiled to take any sting out of her implied criticism.


  Teehan nodded. “Normally, yes.” He pursed his lips and breathed heavily though his nose. “Remember five months ago, Emperor Chalabi demanded Arcadia practically give them free ziridium?” Douthat nodded. “Yes, well, the very next day our good Lieutenant Brill sent his superior a memo outlining what he considered to be a highly likely outcome of that demand. His superior sat on it until the second Arcadian freighter disappeared last month, then sent it on to me. Felt a little sheepish, I imagine.”


  “Sheepish?” Home Fleet said inquiringly.


  “Brill had laid it all out, you see. The Arcadian rejection of the Emperor’s demand, mysterious disappearances of Arcadian ziridium freighters, the Arcadian reaction to that. Did an analysis of Emperor Chalabi’s personality, the history of friction between the two Sectors. Nice little piece of work. The thing is, you see, he even suggested that this would be the perfect opportunity for one of the lesser Sectors to cement their supply of ziridium by providing military transport to Arcadian vessels while in Tilleke space.”


  Douthat raised her eyebrows in surprise. “He actually predicted the Dominion would offer military escorts?”


  Teehan chuckled. “No, not that good. Actually, he guessed it would most likely be Cape Breton, but I won’t hold that against him. I showed the report to Admiral Giunta, who told me to bring young Brill along for the briefing.”


  “Well,” Douthat said slowly, “all honor to young Brill. And what does the prescient Lieutenant Brill predict will happen next?”


  Teehan grimaced. “Yes, well, that’s the thing, you see. He says Tilleke will invade Arcadia. Quite emphatic about it.”


  “Oh, crap!” said the Commander of Home Fleet.


  Teehan gave a ghost of a smile. “From the mouths of babes, eh?”


  Outside, Admiral Skiffington was walking with his newly appointed aide, his son, Lieutenant Grant Skiffington. The Admiral saw that his son was frowning. “What’s the matter?”


  Grant shook his head. “I don’t know, I mean, what happens if the Tilleke do attack. We have no idea what we’ll be up against. Admiral Teehan said-”


  “Teehan’s an old woman, afraid of his shadow,” Admiral Skiffington said dismissively. “Don’t worry, Second Fleet can take anything the Tilleke throw against us. Our ship building and design is years ahead of the Emperor’s.”


  “But you just said you needed Third Fleet,” his son protested.


  The Admiral was a little disappointed, but tried not to show it. “Every situation is an opportunity,” he explained patiently. “If the Tilleke attack Arcadia, I’ll see to it that Third Fleet is put under my command. At the end of the day, not only will I defeat the Emperor, but Third Fleet will be mine for good.”


  Grant Skiffington digested this thoughtfully. The Admiral saw the expression on his face and barked a laugh.


  “Always remember, son: Victory goes to the bold.”


  

  
Chapter 15


  P.D. 952


  In Victorian Space


  It was during her third month aboard the missile cruiser New Zealand that Emily discovered she could be a devious bitch…and enjoy every minute of it. But before she got there, she was in constant torment.


  Her chief tormentor was a short, fat, balding, cheerful lieutenant borrowed from the Destroyer Cape Town. He was the instructor for the twenty new Tactical officers aboard the missile cruiser New Zealand. His name was Alexander Rudd, and as he stood at the podium in the Training Room, he wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. He sweated. His cheeks were always flushed and he constantly mopped his brow.


  How did this guy ever make it through Camp Gettysburg? Emily wondered in bemusement. Sergeant Kaelin would have eaten him alive.


  Lieutenant Rudd unbuttoned his tunic and wiped his face. “Okay, listen up. Welcome to the Home Fleet. This is kiddy school for new Tactical officers. For the next three months, you will learn about basic tactics, weapons load outs, combat maneuvers, use of weapons and decoy combinations, and combat under a variety of scenarios, from one-on-one skirmishes to task force size engagements. For the next month or so, each of you will be the “captain” of your very own destroyer.” He smiled. “Your first task is to name your ship. Once you have done that, I want you to select a weapons load out, arm your ship and prepare to attack me.”


  “One at a time or all of us?” Laura Salazar asked boldly. She was tall, with striking red hair and pale skin. She made Emily feel frumpy and too short.


  “Entirely up to you,” Rudd replied. “You can coordinate with each other if you want to. In fact, I would urge you to do so.”


  One of the students, Andrew Lord, stared dubiously at his screens. “How will we know which ship is yours?” he asked.


  “For now,” Rudd explained, “all the ships are color coded: blue for friendly, red for hostile, yellow for unknowns and, of course, flashing orange for dead.” A bemused chuckle ran around the room. After their months at Camp Gettysburg, they were all too familiar with flashing orange. “Only here we don’t indicate a destroyed ship by using ‘FOF” or anything else cute and pretty. When a Victorian ship is destroyed, it automatically sends out a special, high speed courier drone that broadcasts a ‘Code Omega’ message. That means the ship is dead. Its crew is dead.” He paused for a moment to let this sink in. “The Code Omega drone will transmit the last hour of data from the ship’s bridge and sensor systems so that we can learn what happened.”


  Each officer was assigned to his or her own “ship,” a cubicle filled with sensor screens and a simple control panel. Emily sat at a console that gave her control of a computer generated destroyer. By moving a joy stick she could “fly” her ship in any direction and fire its weapons. A screen showed her a simple sensor display, while another displayed the condition of her ship. It was about as simple as a computer game display. As an added feature, however, there was a large holographic display in the middle of the room, showing all of their ships suspended in three dimensional space. She put on a pair of headphones and worked out how to talk to the other trainees.


  “Okay, here’s what we do,” Laura Salazar said crisply, assuming command of the ten trainees without discussion. No one objected, mostly relieved that someone was taking charge and had a plan. “Each of our destroyers can launch ten missiles at a time, with a total of thirty spares. If all ten of us load all missiles – skip the decoys and crap - and shoot at the same time, we’ll have one hundred missiles headed for him at the same time. That should overwhelm his defenses and take him out.”


  Emily was scanning through the defense systems for her destroyer. It seemed to be based on short-range lasers. She wondered what the recycle time was to recharge before she could fire the lasers a second time. A frown wrinkled her forehead: How many hits could a destroyer absorb before it was killed? A lot she didn’t know yet.


  Ten minutes later they were ready, their ships moving across the holograph as tiny blue specs. For several minutes, nothing, then a red triangle popped up on Emily’s sensor screen. “Got him!” she alerted the others. They had him, too. “Let’s nail the bastard,” Salazar snarled. “Tally ho!” Lord shouted, then ruined it by laughing. The ten ships wheeled towards their target, formed a ragged line and advanced to weapons range.


  Moments later a hundred missiles were in the air, accelerating rapidly toward Rudd’s ship.


  Emily sighed, folded her arms and sat back. Too easy, she thought to herself. Much too easy. She wondered how he’d do it. Then she frowned and wondered how she would do it if she were in Rudd’s shoes. She thought about how to sucker ten untried tactical officers on their first mission, ten trainees eager to show they could be more aggressive than the next guy. Ten trainees who would charge at the enemy at the very first opportunity... Oh, bugger me! She toggled her communicator so that she was talking only to Rudd.


  “We who are about to get thoroughly screwed salute you,” she said ruefully. There was a moment of silence, then a dry chuckle sounded in her headphones. “Tuttle?” Rudd asked.


  “Yes, Lieutenant.”


  “Well…your file said you were bright. Figure it out yet?”


  “Not all of it,” Emily admitted. “But I know that we’re about to get creamed.” She smiled. “You must be a very busy person just now, with ten ships to target.”


  “Nah, Tuttle, not as busy as you might think. After all, you guys are doing all the hard work for me,” Rudd said cheerfully. “Got to go, Tuttle. Things to do, ships to kill and all that.” He switched off.


  Meanwhile, the destroyers were frantically reloading missiles. “Once we are all loaded, shoot the second round on my command,’ Laura Salazar said forcefully. It was a good plan: The second wave of missiles would be in the air just as the first wave was reaching the target. If the first wave didn’t kill the target, the second surely would.


  Emily stood up in order to get a better view of the holographic display. Ten blue triangles were closing in on one red ship. Then, as she watched, the red ship split into two, then into four, then into eight, each darting in different directions and maneuvering wildly. The missiles relentlessly pursued, splitting up into groups to chase after the nearest target. Three of the trainees decided on their own not to wait any longer and launched their second round of missiles. Seeing that, the others fired theirs off in a ragged volley. The screen was filled with dots of light leaping towards the hostile ships.


  No, not ships, Emily thought. Decoys. Dammit, they were all decoys. So, where was Rudd? Her head swiveled to scan her sensor screens, which were filled with a confusing clutter of over a hundred missiles, other ships, Rudd’s decoys and…


  Without warning, three destroyers blew up, their blue symbols suddenly flashing orange. Shouts of consternation came from their captains. Two more exploded a moment later.


  Where there had been ten blue symbols representing their destroyers, there were now five orange circles and five blue triangles…and one red triangle behind them. Empty space a moment ago, but now there was Rudd’s ship. More missiles emerged from it, almost languid in their movement, boring in towards the remaining blue ships.


  “Shit!” Salazar shouted frantically. “Turn, turn! Activate your short-range defenses-”


  Then it was over. Two more ships were completely destroyed, three were crippled, including Emily’s. After a long moment of silence, broken only by muttered curses, Rudd’s voice came over their headphones. Emily had expected laughter, perhaps sarcasm, but instead his voice was somber and serious.


  “Those of you who are Code Omega are the lucky ones. For the others, your ship is crippled. You cannot maneuver, you cannot turn, cannot stop. Maybe your life support is still working, so you still have air…for a time. Perhaps you hope to be rescued. But look at your sensors. Your ship is still moving, drifting farther and farther away into deep space.” On Emily’s screen her ship slowly cart-wheeled away into the inky blackness, growing smaller and smaller. “This is what we call the ‘Long Walk.’” Rudd continued gravely. “It is the nightmare of every officer and sailor in the Fleet: To drift in the darkness of space for days or weeks or months until your air is exhausted and you die.” He paused, letting them envision it. “Your job as Tactical Officer is to make sure this never happens to you, to your ship, to your crew.”


  “Bastard,” muttered Salazar.


  Later that night, after most of the ship was asleep, Emily searched the library until she found training programs containing a variety of skirmishes. She downloaded the first one. The screen flickered and the face of Captain Grey appeared. She looked full into the camera, her short, gray hair forming a small helmet. After a moment she blinked once, smiled and spoke:


  “If you are using this training program, it probably means you have finished your first day of Tactical Officer training – “ Her mouth quirked in humor – “and you were not very happy with the results. Okay, there is a lot to learn, but the first lesson is this: Combat is not just about force, but about the application of force. The proper application of force depends on three things-” she held up a finger – “One, your status. What is ‘status’? It is the ships you have, their damage state, their weapons status and, importantly, the morale of your crew. Two, the status of your enemy. And three, your ability to control the initiative in the battle. It is not the navy with the most power that wins; it is the navy that controls how and when that power is used.” Grey smiled grimly. “It’s never that simple, of course, and that’s why you’ll train harder than you have ever done anything in your life. So, let’s begin...”


  

  
Chapter 16


  P.D. 952


  Pieces in Motion


  In Dominion of Unified Citizenry Space


  Through the observation bubble, Michael Hudis watched in grim satisfaction as the armada passed before him. Eight-five ships: one battleship, twenty missile cruisers, ten energy weapon cruisers (nicknamed “Beamers,” he recalled), thirty destroyers, miscellaneous frigates and support vessels…and two carriers, each carrying fifty chemical fuel fighters. Each fighter could carry three ship-killer missiles.


  And best of all, the damn Vickies had no idea they existed. All of the ships had been built at the Dominion’s secret ship yard, hidden from prying eyes in a dust cloud a full thirty days’ travel from the Dominion home planet of Timor. Construction of the ship yard had begun six months after the humiliating defeat at Windsor. For fifteen long years the Vickies had strutted and crowed about Windsor. Now it was their turn. Beware the wrath of a patient man, Hudis thought. And piss on you, Admiral Skiffington.


  The armada lumbered by, turning away from the Unity and gathering speed toward Sybil Head, two months distant. The armada would not pass through any of the principal wormholes, but would follow the old trade route, following a wormhole trail unused now since it was so much shorter to travel through Victorian space and its precious wormholes. They should not meet anyone, but if they did, Admiral Mello was under strict orders to destroy them so that no word could be passed, no warning given.


  Once at Sybil Head, the armada would turn toward Cape Breton, where it would pick up additional support ships, make any repairs necessary, and then proceed through the Cape Breton-Victoria wormhole into Vickie space. Exactly three months from now, the armada would reach the Victorian home world of Cornwall.


  “You should be proud of yourself, Michael. Everything is going exactly as you planned.”


  Hudis inclined his head to the man beside him. Anthony Nasto, the Citizen Director, the most powerful man in the Dominion. Soon to be the most powerful man in the occupied universe. “Thank you, Citizen Director,” he replied. Hudis repressed a smile; he could still remember giving Tony Nasto a bloody nose on a dusty elementary school playground. Well, things change. Now it was “Citizen Director,” even when they were alone. “Admiral Mello’s task force will be under strict radio silence until he reaches Victorian space, then he will broadcast the code word. In the meantime, Admiral Kaeser’s task force is finishing its shake down of the new crews. About two more months should do it, I think. Admiral Kaeser’s task force will be ready to go as soon as the Victorian Second Fleet departs for Tilleke.


  “And the commandos?” asked Nasto.


  “They are almost finished training. In two months they will board three different freighters and move to the target. They will be in place and ready when Citizen Admiral Mello’s task force approaches. And, of course, once the battle begins, we will put the Dragon Teeth in place as well.” The Dragon Teeth would be the Dominion cork in the Victorian bottle, he thought


  Nasto nodded in satisfaction. “And the Tilleke?”


  Hudis shrugged. “So far, playing the role assigned to them.” He took a deep breath and blew it out forcefully. “The Emperor is the wild card; gives me the willies, to tell you the truth. He doesn’t seem to have much of a fleet, but he is very confident.”


  “Have we found out anything about his new weapon?”


  Hudis shook his head in annoyance. “No, and they aren’t telling us anything either. I don’t like it, not a bit.”


  “Well,” Nasto said philosophically. “If everything goes well, it won’t matter what the Tilleke do, will it? All they need to do is lure the Vickie Second Fleet away from Victoria; we’ll do the rest. And has our beloved Admiral Skiffington taken the bait?”


  Hudis smiled in satisfaction. “The Intelligence Directorate reports that the Vickie Third Fleet is moving to Windsor and should arrive within the month. There are signs that Second Fleet is preparing to relocate to Victoria. As we had hoped, the Vickies will use Second Fleet when war erupts between Arcadia and Tilleke, leaving our target defended by the First Fleet only.”


  Nasto frowned. “But their Second Fleet isn’t moving to Gilead? If they positioned themselves forward to Gilead, it could cause problems.”


  “We don’t think they’ll do that. Remember, Citizen Director, if they keep Second Fleet near the entrance to the Victoria-Gilead wormhole, they can cross Gilead and be in Tilleke space in two days.”


  “As long as they use the Second Fleet,” Nasto replied. “We need Second Fleet to leave Victorian space. If they get chewed up by the Tilleke, all the better…”


  Hudis shrugged. “The one thing we can count on is Victorian arrogance and pride,” he said confidently. “The Arcadians have been telling the Vickies that they don’t need any help from them. It stings the Vickie’s pride. Once the shooting starts and the Arcadians cry for help, the Vickies will be eager to show the galaxy that they are the ones who can set things right. They’ll go in, all right, and they’ll go in force.


  “And then we’ll have them.”


  

  
Chapter 17


  Emily’s Personal Journal


  On the H.M.S. New Zealand


  Alex Rudd is the most sadistic bastard ever born. For the last ten weeks he has beaten the living crap out of every one of us in Tactical School. And after he does it, he sits us down and explains in excruciating detail just how we screwed up. Slow motion replays of every stupid blunder we made. And he has this most annoying mannerism of raising his eyebrows in mock bewilderment and asking, “What were you possibly thinking when you gave that order?”


  Now we are in final exams. Or as Rudd puts it, the last chance to have to show just how god awful stupid we really are. We started with twenty trainees; there are ten of us left. We’ve just had one field exercise; one more to go. The exercises are played in real time. Ten of us on the “Blue Team” are in simulators here on the New Zealand, while Rudd and his pack of hyenas are based on the missile cruiser Dublin. The first exercise was a disaster. They picked Laura Salazar to head Blue Team in a mission to guard a fifteen-ship convoy. She kept us in a tight formation to maximize our fire power, but Rudd’s Red Team had split. After three days of constant battle stations, we were all dragging our butts. Then we were attacked simultaneously from two directions. Laura used all of us to attack the larger of the two enemy forces, a calculated risk that we could drive off Red Team by inflicting a massive blow. Bold, but risky. Too damn risky, as it turned out.


  So we left the convoy and attacked the larger of the two Red Team groups. Or thought we did. When we got into missile range we discovered most of the “ships” we were attacking were decoys. By the time we got back to the convoy, half of them were Code Omega and the rest had scattered to hell and gone. Blue Team lost two war ships and eight freighters. Red Team lost one ship and a bunch of decoys. Rudd told Laura that she had done quite well for someone who obviously hadn’t given the exercise any serious thought. He was right, of course. Bastard.


  Tomorrow we start our second exercise. Supply Station Alamo. Alamo has 50,000 tons of processed ziridium, the entire supply of ziridium for that Sector. Blue Team has ten destroyers and has to protect it. We have hard intelligence that Red Team is sending a large force of ships to seize the supply station or, failing that, to destroy it. They could be here within two days. We have seven days before we can expect reinforcements from Second Fleet.


  Rudd told me ten minutes ago that I am in charge of Blue Team.


  

  
Chapter 18


  P.D. 952


  On H.M.S. New Zealand


  Supply Station Alamo –Training Exercise, Home Fleet


  He loved it. This was the best part. They knew he was coming. They would set a trap for him. And he would still beat them. He was chubby, unattractive, pigeon-toed and awkward, but he would walk into their trap and then beat them silly. Let them do their worst, he would beat them. He would beat them every time because he was smarter and more treacherous than they were.


  He loved it.


  Lieutenant Rudd studied his data screen. He had fifteen ships – two cruisers and thirteen destroyers – with eight destroyers in the van and the remaining seven ships coming in behind him and to his left. As in all missions, the ship’s computer established an artificial “Plane of Advance” that helped orient the Fleet. It showed on the holo as a shimmering green rectangle that looked like a playing field. Any ship on the mission could know where it was relative to the other ships and their targets, and in the confusion of battle it helped enormously to have a simple sense of what was “north,” “south,” “east,” “west,” and “up” and “down.” He was traveling “east” towards a large asteroid belt, which covered the “eastern” edge of the screen. The asteroid belt was enormous, passing out of sight at the top and bottom of his screen. Supply Station Alamo sat immediately in front of it. Good defensive positioning, there was an enormous amount of sensor “clutter” from the belt. You could hide an entire Battle Group in there. Of course, he was pretty sure they didn’t have an entire Battle Group. This was their test, not his, and usually Captain Grey liked to tilt the odds against the trainees. Still, it never hurt to be careful.
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  “Launch sensor drones to the left and right of the Supply Station. Pay particular attention to the thermal scanners. Anything hot is an enemy ship.” He wondered what they would try. The last group he’d been up against in this scenario had tried to sucker him with decoys, but his recon drones had detected the ruse. When the real Blue Force had burst out from hiding in the asteroid belt, Rudd was ready for it, and had tricked them into wasting missiles on his decoys. It was over in two minutes. He’d been scathing in the debriefing.


  “Supply Station Alamo is in missile range,” his tactical office reported, bringing him back to the present.


  “Eyes peeled, people,” Rudd warned. “Our little friends will be popping in for a visit any moment now.”


  A minute later alarms shrilled. “Laser hit! We have been struck by a laser on the port bow.” A quick diagnostic revealed only minor damage, but nonetheless, battle had been joined. Rudd leaned closer to the sensor display. The display was poor, fuzzy with static from the asteroids, but it was clear enough. And there they were. Five, no six destroyers emerging from the asteroid belt ten degrees to the left of the supply station. Good. He turned to his Executive Officer. “Frank, this is their feint. They’ll pop out another force once we’ve committed to attack. You fight the feint. I’ll handle the real attack.”


  The Red Force swung to the left, honoring the threat. The two forces began to exchange missile fire. Rudd ignored it. This wasn’t the real threat. He ordered sensor drones launched “up” and “down”, perpendicular to their line of flight, with active pinging to detect anyone coasting in from the ceiling or basement. He didn’t think Tuttle would do that though, it was too obvious and too easy to discover. He was betting on an attack from the rear, and he began to move his second wave into position to pounce on it when it came.


  Meanwhile the missile duel was going pretty much as he expected. The Blue Force had flushed their missile batteries, but had fired erratically, depriving them of the saturation they needed to achieve to maximize their chances of a hit. He peered closer, and then shook his head in disappointment. The best tactic for the Blue Force was to flush its missile batteries, then retreat immediately back into the asteroid belt, where they would be protected from Red Force’s missiles and lasers. But they had charged out farther than they should have, like the British cavalry at Waterloo. They would be exposed to deadly fire for several minutes before regaining the protection of the asteroid field. Rudd frowned; he’d expected better from Tuttle.


  Suddenly the sensor plot changed, showing the Blue Force wheeling about, trying to get back to the asteroid field. They desperately shot chaff clouds to further confuse his sensors. His Executive Officer ordered the second round of missiles, and eighty missiles shot toward the retreating enemy.


  He watched the feed from the two sensor drones he’d launched towards the Supply Station. Lots of static from the area of the chaff cloud – well, no surprise there – and nothing from the right flank…unless. Behind him, he could hear groans from the Weapons Officer as the missiles lost their sensor lock in the chaff cloud. Some of them would punch through the chaff and regain a lock on the other side. Maybe. Ready for Act II, he thought.


  He touched his Sensor Officer on the elbow. “Active sensors there!” he ordered, pointing to an area to the right of the supply station. “Now, ping the hell out of them!” The Sensor Officer charged the sensors for a five pulse sequence, then punched the firing button. Even as the first set of data came up on the screen, more alarms blared.


  “Fifty missiles inbound from our stern! Five zero missiles. Two minutes to impact!” the Sensor Officer barked. But before the missiles could reach him, one of his eight ships blossomed and began blinking orange. Rudd blinked. That wasn’t supposed to happen.


  “The Alexandria is dead. Looks like multiple laser strikes cracked her bottle, Sir.” The Sensor Officer looked up from his screens. “Gods of Our Mothers, they must have all aimed at the same target.”


  Rudd cursed under his breath. Every ship had a magnetic “bottle” protecting the antimatter reactor. It was very well shielded, but a lucky hit could knock out one of the crucial capacitors, making the bottle fluctuate and lose cohesion. Matter and antimatter would fuse uncontrollably…and that would be that.
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  Time to spring his own ambush. He touched a button to talk to his second wing. Two cruisers and five destroyers had been coasting in behind him, antimatter reactors throttled back to idle, observing radio silence. There was an excellent chance that the Blue Force would not even have noticed them. “Rudd to Red Force Two! Attack the force that emerged behind us! Execute now!” A moment later Red Force Two volleyed ninety missiles. That should distract them, he thought. Now to turn around and-


  “Sir, the Boston reports several laser strikes! Damage to one of her missile batteries and to her fire control!”


  Damn! Rudd snorted ruefully. He was still going to win this, but Tuttle was taking her pound of flesh. Time to protect his force until the cruisers could soften them up. He quickly weighed the options. The asteroid field would give him ample protection, but it was still several minutes away. Too long. He smiled. The first Blue ships had left an enormous chaff cloud right in front of him. Why not?


  “Red Force One, all ships go into the chaff cloud. We’ll let Red Two handle the ships behind us while we go after the first Blue ships. Execute now!”


  Thirty seconds later all seven of his ships had plunged into the chaff cloud, concealing them from the pursuing Blue attackers. The sensor display immediately turned murky.


  “I can’t see shit,” one of the sensor operators muttered. “It’s like driving though a rain storm.” The Sensor Officer leaned over his shoulder, pointing at something. “What’s that?” The rating shrugged. “Can’t tell, Sir. Too small to be a ship. Could be an echo. Lot of them. See here, and here? I’d guess they’re just sensor ghosts. This chaff is buggering the sensors all to hell.”


  “Sir!” The XO shouted. “The Boston just dropped off the net! Wait… Shit, now Athens is gone.” He suddenly leaned over to a rating, who was talking frantically. When he straightened, his face was pale. “Budapest and Tripoli report heavy damage from laser fire.”


  “From where? Who’s firing on us?” Rudd demanded furiously. “Sensors! Do we have a lock on the Blue ships?”


  The Sensors Officer shook his head in bewilderment. “There are no Blue ships! We don’t have any on the screen.”


  The XO again: “Tripoli reports she’s lost power. Naples is under fire and is turning to clear the chaff cloud-”


  Then Rudd understood. That sneaky bitch! She’d mined the goddam chaff cloud! She’d suckered him into hiding in it and buggered him royally. He had to smile, despite himself. Buggered by a wet-behind-the-ears trainee!


  “All ships, they’ve mined the chaff cloud. Veer left! Get out of the cloud. Fire lasers to your front to clear a path!”


  Only two of his seven ships survived to break out of the chaff. He breathed a deep sigh of re-


  “Oh, Christ!” the XO exclaimed. Immediately on front of them, six Blue Force destroyers hovered at a full Hoang stop. Ten seconds later the remaining Red Force One ships were Code Omega.


  Rudd’s sensor screens continued to show him the battle, even though his ship was dead. He watched sourly as all of the Blue ships slipped back to the safety of the asteroid belt. Red Force Two prudently declined to chase them – it would be like groping around in the dark. Rudd sat back with a sigh. Well, he’d gained his objective, the supply station was his. But what a price!


  The room lights went up, signaling the end of the exercise. His com screen came on. Commander Grey’s face appeared. “Well, Alex, this is a first,” she said coolly. “I don’t normally expect my Tactical Instructor to be taken to the cleaners by one of his students.”


  Rudd stifled another sigh. “Losses were heavier than I anticipated, Ma’am, but I achieved my objective. We took Supply Station Alamo and deprived the Blue Forces of fifty thousand tons of processed ziridium.”


  Commander Grey cocked her head. “Didn’t they tell you?”


  Rudd closed his eyes. “Excuse me, Ma’am?”


  ‘When Red Force Two boarded Supply Station Alamo, it was empty.”


  Rudd’s eyes snapped open. “Empty!”


  The corner of Commander’s Grey’s mouth was twitching despite her effort to appear dead-panned. The young, chubby lieutenant was one of her protégées, a whiz kid in his own right, and it was all she could do to keep from laughing at the pained expression on his face. “Yes, Alex. It seems Lieutenant Tuttle moved the ziridium to freighters-”


  “There were no freighters,” Rudd blurted angrily. “All she had was ten destroyers-” He stopped in mid-sentence, slow realization settling like a stone in his stomach. Commander Grey nodded sympathetically. “It was a mining colony, remember? The first thing she did when the exercise started was to commandeer all of the mining ships, have them empty their holds and report to the supply station. She transferred the processed ziridium to the mining ships and sent them to the nearest Victorian world.”


  “And the laser mines in the chaff cloud?”


  Grey grimaced. “That was a nasty touch, wasn’t it? Laser sleds she stripped off the mining ships. She had forty three of them. She slaved them ten at a time to four sensor platforms and strung them out in the chaff cloud. Very limited range, of course, but very powerful.”


  Rudd was disgusted with himself. “So I lost eight ships and the ziridium?” he asked, with more than a hint of despair.


  “Actually, you lost ten ships.” Grey finally permitted herself a broad smile. She chided herself for enjoying this, but the look on his face was priceless. “She also mined the supply station, Alex. She blew it up when your ships were close by. Dublin was destroyed and Stein was heavily damaged.”


  Rudd had to laugh. “She mined the station? A five hundred million unit supply station?” It was beautiful. It was something he would have done if he had been playing the defender.


  Captain Grey leaned closer to the screen and lowered her voice. “What do you think, Alex, is she a keeper?” This was a sensitive subject. For years Second Fleet had raided Home Fleet for skilled officers, and used Home Fleet as a dumping ground for Second Fleet’s rejects. Admiral Douthat had objected, of course, but Fleet Personnel had generally given Admiral Skiffington his way. One of those rejects was Michael Bishop, now serving as New Zealand’s Tactical Officer. He was ponderous, unimaginative and enjoyed picking on his subordinates. Grey had been looking for a replacement for months.


  Rudd nodded in reply. “She needs more training, of course, but she’s creative and ruthless” – he smiled - “all the characteristics required for making Captain someday. I’d suggest you make her the Assistant Tactical Officer to start with.” He grimaced. “She’ll have to survive Lieutenant Bishop’s tender mercies, but if you bring her along fast, then maybe in nine months…?”


  “Good,” Captain Grey replied. She smiled. “When you write up her evaluation, Alex, make it look mediocre. I don’t want to lose this one, too.”


  After Rudd had left, Grey sat at the communicator and dialed a number. In fact, she was calling her own communications server, which in turn connected her through an encrypted line to a small stateroom on board the Atlas space station. A deep male voice answered. “Hello?”


  “Sir Henry? It’s Julie Grey.”


  There was a pause, then the com screen came on. An elderly, elegant looking man with a neatly trimmed beard and a shock of white hair looked back at her. “Always a pleasure to hear from you, Captain Grey,” he said formally.


  Grey suppressed a smile, from his tone you would think they were barely acquainted. Sir Henry was always cautious and discrete. She had known Henry Truscott since she was a girl of five, when he used to bounce her on his knee and tell her stories of the faraway lands he had visited. Grey’s father had died before she was a year old. Sir Henry had become a “special friend” of her mother’s, and though they never married and after a time no longer shared a romantic relationship, he had remained a family friend and was as close to a father figure as Grey ever had. Sir Henry did not have a job as such, but was said to be “influential” at the court of Queen Beatrice. In fact, although his name did not appear on any public table of organization or list of high governmental officials, Sir Henry was the most valued advisor to Queen Beatrice and the Royal Family. His influence ran from foreign affairs to matters of security. It was Sir Henry who had helped Grey get a posting in Home Fleet, not merely out of respect for her mother or affection for her, but because he wanted officers in Home Fleet that he could trust.


  “We have just finished running the qualifying exams for Tactical.” She looked at him intently. “I have someone you may want to meet. She’s only a Second Lieutenant, but she’s already a standout. With a little bit of time…”


  “We may not have much time, Julie,” he said gravely.


  Grey stiffened. “Do you know some-”


  He shook his head. “Nothing concrete, at least since that intercepted message I told you about. But things are in motion. The Tilleke are intimidating Arcadian shipping as it passes through Tilleke space. The Sultenic Ambassador has issued a formal complaint and is threatening sanctions against Victorian vessels in it space unless we reduce tariffs. And the DUC have gone surprisingly quiet, which makes me nervous.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “If any of these reach crisis, Her Majesty will ask the Fleet to show the flag.”


  “And that means the Second Fleet will be on the move.” Grey finally saw where he was going with this.


  Sir Henry nodded. “On the move and possibly in harm’s way, so of course he’ll ask for more ships.”


  “Not from Home Fleet?” she protested.


  “No, but he’ll get them from Third Fleet, and then Admiral Skiffington will have the largest Fleet Victoria has ever seen.” He looked grim. “And this could all happen soon, Julie. Very soon.”


  “Have you spoken to the Queen? Couldn’t she-”


  Sir Henry sighed. “It’s been a year since her husband’s death and she has – “ he looked up at the ceiling, groping for the right words – “tired of political intrigue. Queen Beatrice has withdrawn from an active role; she spends most of her time in her library or her garden.”


  “But surely the First Sea Lord-” she sputtered. “You could warn him!”


  “Warn him about what, the suspicions of an old man he considers little more than a family retainer? Admiral Giunta is faced with a possible military action, the first since the Battle of Windsor. Admiral Skiffington is the only Fleet commander with any combat experience. Giunta will use the tools he has.”


  Grey thought furiously. “And the Princess?” Princess Anne was twenty, and the only direct heir to the throne. If anything happened to her, several cousins and her uncle would all be in position to make a claim, a nightmare Grey did not want to think about.


  Sir Henry nodded. “I think it might be wise to send Princess Anne on a tour, perhaps to Space Station Atlas, somewhere where she is physically separated from the Queen in case someone should…become ambitious.”


  “Atlas! But that’s the primary naval base. What makes you think she would be safe when she is surrounded by Second Fleet war ships?”


  “Because she will be on a Home Fleet ship, surrounded by Home Fleet sailors and under the eye of my favorite Home Fleet captain,” Sir Henry explained.


  Grey inwardly groaned at the thought of having Princess Anne under her charge. Security would be a problem, and who would take care of her?


  “I’ve already spoken to Admiral Douthat,” Sir Henry said. “She agrees that the Princess would be safer with Home Fleet than anywhere else. I will arrange to have her visit Atlas in the next week or so.”


  Grey sighed. Princess Anne had a reputation as being smart, acerbic, and…hard to handle. She came by it naturally, Grey thought ruefully. Queen Beatrice was a formidable woman…or had been. And her father the King had been as well. Something in the Churchill genes. It was hard to picture the Queen retreating to her garden.


  “And my aspiring Second Lieutenant?” Grey asked.


  Sir Henry considered for a moment. “By all means go ahead and vet her, Julie. I trust your instincts on this. But be prepared to bring her along much faster than usual. We may soon have a need to know who we can rely on and who we can’t.”


  I hope you’re wrong, Uncle Henry,” she said fervently.


  He gave a short laugh, totally devoid of humor. “Not half as much as I do, Julie.”


  

  
Chapter 19


  P. D. 952


  In Tilleke Space/ In Victorian Space


  The captain of the Arcadian freighter Fool’s Gold stared anxiously at his sensor screen. They were two days into Tilleke space, with one more to go before reaching the Tilleke-Gilead wormhole. As far as he was concerned, it couldn’t be soon enough.


  Less than fifty miles abeam two Tilleke war ships kept pace, pinging them with active sensor scans every few minutes. Either of those ships could blast Fool’s Gold into atoms at a moment’s notice. The Arcadian captain was a stoic man – you had to be if you were going to run a deep space freighter – but a thin sheen of perspiration covered his forehead and his stomach was tied up in knots. Two other Arcadian freighters flew in loose formation with him. Each carried enough ziridium ore to power a small city for a year. Big fat targets, that’s what they were. A total of ten Arcadian freighters had gone missing in the last several months; there was little doubt what had happened to them. The captain of the Fool’s Gold had known some of captains of the missing ships, had eaten with them, shared more than a few beers with them.


  His eyes drifted nervously back to the sensor screen. He could easily see the two red triangles of the Tilleke ships and the three blue circles representing the Arcadian freighters. And between the freighters and the Tilleke raiders, shining solidly, were the two blue triangles of the Dominion destroyers, shielding the freighters from all harm.


  He blew out a long, shuddering sigh. “Thank God for the DUC escort,” he breathed thankfully.


  • • • • •


  Lieutenant Hiram Brill grasped the sides of the podium with sweaty hands, nodded to the rows of admirals, cleared his throat nervously and began his briefing.


  “As expected, the Emperor Chalabi has lodged a protest about the presence of Dominion war ships in Tilleke space. The Dominion of Unified Citizenry has committed approximately twenty five ships to escort Arcadian freighters through the Tilleke sector.”


  “Approximately?” Admiral Skiffington asked tartly. “Don’t you think it is important for us to know the exact number, Lieutenant?”


  Brill’s face flushed scarlet. “My apologies, Admiral. As of the last update from our ships screening the entrance to the Gilead-Tilleke wormhole, exactly twenty-six Dominion warships and colliers have passed into Tilleke space, including five missile cruisers, a Beamer of cruiser size, fifteen destroyers, two frigates and three colliers.”


  “Gods of Our Mothers!” someone muttered. “That’s almost a quarter of the entire DUC fleet.”


  “Have there been any incidents?” asked Admiral Giunta.


  “No shooting incidents, Sir. However, this is the first major deployment for the Dominion fleet since the Battle of Windsor, and they have experienced a number of maintenance failures. Our surveillance ships located at the Gilead-Tilleke wormhole report that at least five Dominion ships -” he consulted his notes – “including four destroyers and a cruiser, have had to be towed to Darwin for repairs. The cruiser The People’s Voice had to be towed all the way back to the Dominion. It may be because of these maintenance issues that the Dominion has notified us that it intends to move another ten ships to the Tilleke sector within the next few days. No word on the names or types of vessels.”


  “What a fiasco,” Admiral Schuster said. “The Ducks are losing twenty percent of their fleet to maintenance failures.” Brill repressed a smile. That was neatly done, he thought. In one sentence Schuster not only stated the obvious, but reminded everyone at the table that he, as Commander of Fleet Logistics and Planning, only ran an average of two percent maintenance failures in comparison to his DUC counterpart.


  “They’ve got an entire battle group there,” Admiral Douthat said with a tinge of concern.


  “If they can keep them up and running!” Schuster jeered. “Gods of Our Mothers, we could make a fortune leasing them tug boats!” Smiles and laughter ran around the table.


  “Not actually a battle group, Admiral,” Hiram replied. “There are no battleships deployed.”


  “Can’t compare it to one of our battle groups, anyway,” Alyce Douthat reminded him. Heads nodded around the table. The Victorian Fleet was built around Battle Groups, usually consisting of one battleship, five missile cruisers, ten destroyers, four frigates and a supply collier. Home Fleet and Third Fleet had three Battle Groups each, while Second Fleet had four. Each Fleet was augmented by one or two arks, large freighter-like ships that could carry a number of corvettes and gun boats. The corvettes and gun boats had limited range and weapons loads, but added a measure of flexibility. In contrast, the DUC favored “wings” of ten ships, usually made up of heavy cruisers and destroyers. Intelligence said the entire DUC fleet had ten wings – 100 ships - - so sending twenty six ships to escort the Arcadian freighters was a major commitment.


  “And what about the Tilleke?”


  “We do not have an accurate count of the number of ships the Tilleke have deployed along the trade route, but Duck ships have reported that there are fifty or more, most no larger than a destroyer-class. They are shadowing the Arcadian convoys very closely, but there have been no incidents as of yet. We have no information on weapon types or capabilities.”


  Skiffington rounded on Admiral Teehan. “Really, Jeffrey, we need to get some decent intelligence on what the Tillies are up to. If the balloon goes up, I want some idea of what I will be running into. We certainly won’t be able to count on the Ducks, not at the rate their ships are falling apart.”


  “We’re trying,” the head of Intelligence replied. “We even sent some drones through with some of the DUC destroyers, but the Ducks destroyed them, thinking they were Tilley drones.


  “The Duck navy could not find its ass with active scanners!” Skiffington said sarcastically. He wheeled on Admiral Giunta. “We have to face the facts, Robert, the Ducks are worthless. If things get hot in there, the Ducks won’t be able to do a bloody thing. It is going to be up to Victoria to save the Arcadian’s bacon. You know that and I know that. But if I’m going in without any current intelligence, I want Second Fleet strong enough to take on anything it finds.”


  Teehan flushed at this, but before he could retort, Admiral Giunta raised a placating hand, then spoke to Brill. “So what you are telling us, Lieutenant, is that there are a lot of DUC and Tilleke ships in close proximity to one another, that tensions are high, but nothing has happened yet. Is that about right?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Giunta turned to Admiral Skiffington. “Okay, Oliver, I want Second Fleet to go through a full maintenance cycle, combat preparation. No more than ten percent of your force in maintenance at any one time, but pull out all the stops. Twenty four/seven until all your ships are at maximum readiness.” He turned to Admiral Penn. “Katherine, I am detaching two battle groups from Third Fleet and tasking them to Second Fleet. I want you to select which two by the end of the week. As soon as Second Fleet has finished its maintenance cycle, rotate those two battle groups through maintenance as quickly as possible.”


  Third Fleet shot an angry glare at Skiffington, then focused on Giunta. “With all respect, Admiral, Third Fleet can’t continue to protect Windsor and task two of our three battle groups to Second Fleet,” she protested.


  Giunta raised a placating hand. “I want you to leave a cruiser and three destroyers in orbit around Windsor. Bring the rest back to Cornwall.”


  “You’re gutting my fleet!” Penn said angrily.


  “Yes, I am,” the First Sea Lord replied evenly. He stood up. “You have your orders. Make it so.” He strode from the room. The others followed, leaving Katherine Penn and Oliver Skiffington alone.


  Admiral Penn sat stiffly in her seat, jaws clenched, pink smudges staining her cheeks. Admiral Skiffington rose slowly, smiling. He hefted his briefcase. “Now, now, Katherine, don’t be angry. It’s only for a little while. You know I’ll make good use of them.”


  Katherine Penn gave him a tight, furious smile. “Fuck you, Oliver.”


  Skiffington chuckled, but didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. He’d won, they both knew that.


  

  
Chapter 20


  P.D. 952


  Gathering Storm


  The Dominion First Attack Fleet in Sybil Head Space


  Four months after leaving their home sector, the First Attack Force of the Dominion of Unified Citizenry, eighty five ships strong, entered the Sybil Head Sector like a dark cloud.


  No one noticed their arrival. Aboard the battleship Vengeance, Admiral Mello had taken great pains that this be so. They stayed off the direct route freighters used to use to travel from Sybil Head to the Dominion. It was a long route, using a series of short-hop wormholes made obsolete by the discovery of the wormhole from Sybil Head to Victoria, and another from Victoria to the Dominion. But Admiral Mello was a cautious man, for all his reputation as a bold tactician, and so he had taken the Task Force on a dog leg away from the trade route, then ran parallel to it well out of sensor range of any errant freighter dogging its slow way between sectors.


  Running five hours in front of the Dominion Task Force, fifteen destroyers probed in a wide arc with sensitive passive sensors, looking for any ship that might notice them, wonder who they were and pass along a message to Sybil Head. Their standing orders were blunt: No one must see the First Attack Force. Destroy any ship that stumbled across their path. So far they had been lucky.


  “Latest report from Captain Morales, Admiral,” his aide said, handing him the notebook. Mello waived a hand. “Tell me, Jodi.”


  Commander Jodi Pattin nodded. “Captain Morales has only picked up one ship, at extreme range, moving away from our line of travel. The drive signature makes it an ore freighter, probably making a local run between mining colonies. He’s not seeing any other activity, but he’s concerned that there might be a small mining colony somewhere in front of us.”


  Mello drummed his fingers on his armrest, considering. The trouble with Sybil Head was that it was cluttered with little mining colonies, often that weren’t on any navigation chart. They could blunder into one without every knowing it was there until they were on top of it, and any one of them could send out a dispatch drone warning of the Dominion attack force. In another four days they would be through Sybil Head, heading for Cape Breton. There they would meet with the light force of frigates and several colliers promised by the CB government, resupply, perform one last maintenance check, and then enter the wormhole that would take them into Victorian space. And then…


  “Okay, Jodi, let’s move another dogleg, a full Sensor Unit further out, then turn back on course. Inform the fleet. Use whisker laser, not radio.”


  “Commander Pattin punched some numbers into her notebook. “This will chew up another fifteen hours, Sir.”


  “Can’t be helped, Jodi. This entire campaign depends on surprise. Without it, we will get our collective asses kicked. We’ve built in extra time for just this type of contingency. And, Jodi-” She looked at him expectantly.


  “No mistakes,” he said firmly. “I want confirmation from each ship that they understand we are turning. Everyone stays in formation. Any captain who strays off course will be removed instantly. No mistakes. We haven’t come this far just so some sloppy jackass can ruin everything.”


  “Of course, Admiral.” She left to do his bidding.


  Mello turned his attention back to his screens. He was commanding the largest fleet in the history of the Dominion, about to attack the Dominion’s biggest threat, and he would flay alive any man who stood between him and his victory.


  

  
Chapter 21


  Emily’s Personal Journal


  I am now the Assistant Tactical Officer on board the New Zealand! A missile cruiser, Gods bless her. I was afraid they would stick me on a battleship, where I would be lost in the mobs of junior lieutenants. A destroyer would have been okay, but a missile cruiser! Very nice. Only one problem: I got a poor write-up on the Supply Station Alamo exercise, which I don’t understand at all. I asked Rudd about it, but all he said is next time I should try harder. Try harder? Heck, I almost annihilated him! Trying to get up the nerve to talk to Captain Grey. Getting madder as I think about it. Laura Salazar, who I had thought screwed up her exercise, got a good write-up and has already been transferred to Second Fleet. Andrew Lord is still here.


  I have been in touch with Hiram, who sounds excited but is being very closed mouth about just what he is doing. Still seeing Cookie, but he is pretty much stuck on Atlas and Cookie has been posted to Second Fleet and is back at the space station infrequently. Another ‘Fleet relationship.’ What an unlikely couple! The shy geek and the warrior woman. I hope it works out for them. I envy them a little, I think. I’ve had one or two nice weekend flings while going through advanced training, but it was clear from the start that weekend flings were all they were going to be. One was someone in my training battalion, but I felt like I was having sex with a teenager. The other man was my age, but he was one of the training cadre, so we probably broke a gazillion rules and regulations. He was nervous as a cat. I’m trying not to get depressed about this.


  Meanwhile, I am being trained in Tactical on the New Zealand. The skipper is Commander Julie Grey. She is a tiny woman, slender with short grey hair. She is attractive enough in a very severe way. She is pleasant, a bit formal, and can be one ruthless bitch in the training skirmishes we have.


  I love it. And to my surprise, I seem to have a knack for it. I still want to be a Fleet Historian, of course, but in the meantime I must confess I am enjoying Tactical. We keep having all of these exercises where they create a tactical situation without telling you what is. You have to figure it out from the political background memos, from reports from other ships in your Battle Group, and from your own sensor reports. You look at all this data – most of it conflicting – and you try to find a pattern. You try to figure out what the enemy is doing. And if you are lucky enough to figure that out, then you have to figure out a way to counter it. It is fascinating, frustrating, stressing and rewarding, all at the same time. Twice now Grey and Alex Rudd have teamed up against me and I have either fought them to a draw or won. ‘Course, I have also been completely buggered about five times.


  But I am learning how they think, how they like to move the pieces on the board, and what they don’t seem to pay attention to. We have more exercises coming up and I have some ideas that might just surprise them.


  

  
Chapter 22


  An Unexpected Dinner


  In Victorian Space, on the New Zealand


  The summons was unexpected. Emily was in her cabin, pouring over endless reports and wondering what she would do for dinner, when a very young naval rating nervously appeared at her door. “Captain’s compliments, Lieutenant. She wondered if you would like to join her for dinner in her wardroom at 1900 hours.”


  Emily looked at her watch, it was already 6:30 p.m. Half an hour to get cleaned up and make sure her uniform was presentable.


  The Captain’s Wardroom was surprisingly small. The dinner table could seat six, but was only set for two. A steward in a white jacket silently served them sea bass with fresh vegetables and a large salad, poured white wine into their glasses, then departed.


  “Well, Emily, you are off to a pretty good start,” Grey observed, raising her wine glass. Emily felt a surge of anger, struggled to keep it off her face.


  The corner of Captain Grey’s mouth twitched. “Something you’d like to say, Lieutenant?”


  Emily put her glass down hard on the table. “With all respect, Captain, I don’t understand my final training evaluation. My overall rating was “Poor,” which I thought was inaccurate and unfair.” Part of her could hardly believe she was saying this to the Captain, but she had to bite her tongue to keep from saying more.


  “Really?” Grey seemed surprised. “Do you think you did as well as Laura Salazar? Or Richard Burke? Or Watterson?” All three of them had been transferred to the prestigious Second Fleet on the basis of their training evaluations, which mystified Emily even more.


  In for a penny, in for a pound… “Yes, Ma-am, I most certainly do.”


  “And is there anyone else you think did well enough to deserve a good evaluation?” Grey asked blandly.


  “Yes, Ma-am. Andrew Lord did a very good job on the convoy protection mission. He thought it all out before hand and stationed his ships where they could support each other quickly. And he didn’t allow himself to get lured away from the freighters.” Unlike that jackass Salazar. “Bob White did a brilliant job on the outpost attack.”


  “And yourself, of course,” Grey added dryly.


  “Yes, Ma-am.”


  “I see from your record that you are a would-be historian, Emily,” the Captain said. “Have you studied the history of monarchies and empires?”


  The sudden change in topic took Emily off guard. What was this about?


  “Yes, Ma-am. Mostly old Earth, of course, but we studied the rise of the Sultenic Empire and the Tilleke Empire, and there was a course just on the Dominion at the Academy.”


  “And what did you learn about their stability?


  Emily relaxed a little. This was home ground for her. “Monarchies are surprisingly stable, unless you have a very poor king or queen. Typically, if the monarchy was moderately progressive, it lasted longer. If it was too totalitarian, or if it was radically progressive, it became unstable and vulnerable. England, Spain and Germany were pretty good examples on old Earth. China was the outstanding exception to the rule, because it was both repressive and stable, at least until the plague hit. The Sultenic Empire and Victoria are good modern day examples of stable moderates. The more repressive, totalitarian regimes tended to survive for a shorter time, and typically had a cataclysmic failure, usually by war or assassination, followed by civil war.”


  “Now tell me, Lieutenant, how does your performance evaluation relate to all of this?”


  “Ma-am?” Now she was confused.


  “Come now, Lieutenant, your file says you are smart. Are you smart?” Grey sipped her wine and looked at Emily expectantly.


  Annoyed, Emily opened her mouth to speak, then closed it with an audible ‘snap.’ She could almost hear her father’s voice in her ear: Emily, you are smart as a whip, but you don’t always listen too good. You’d be amazed at what you can learn when you just shut up and listen.


  Okay, so Salazar, Burke and Watterson all got good reviews – which they didn’t deserve - and promptly got transferred to Second Fleet, commanded by Grant’s father. She could guess that Lord and White, who deserved good reviews, had been passed over because they had received poor reviews, just like she had. That told her that Second Fleet had enough clout to get the people they wanted…and that Captain Grey had made sure that no one in their right mind would want her. But that was nothing more than normal arm wrestling between Fleets competing for scarce leadership talent, wasn’t it?


  There had to be more to this. Emily looked hard at Captain Grey, who smiled blandly back. Emily’s mind raced. Second Fleet. Easily the most prestigious Fleet in the Navy. Admiral Skiffington was a national hero, the hero of the Battle of Windsor. He was one of the most widely recognized persons in the entire Victorian Kingdom. Hell, his approval ratings were higher than the Queen’s! Why would Home Fleet try to-


  The realization stopped her cold. Fine historian you turn out to be, she chided herself ruefully. Did you forget the thing you learned in your first year of college: The greatest threat to any kingdom is not foreign armies, but domestic intrigue. And where do you find domestic intrigue? She stopped as a new realization swept her, one that made the palms of her hands sweat.


  “I apologize, Ma-am,” she told Captain Grey. “I didn’t realize until just now that this is a job interview.”


  Grey’s eyebrows knitted together in a frown. “Perhaps you should explain, Lieutenant.”


  Emily paused to take a long sip of her wine, thoughts racing through her head. “‘The task of the Home Fleet is to protect Victoria and the Queen from any dangers, domestic or foreign,’” she quoted from the Fleet Manual. “And history is rife with examples that the greatest threat to a monarchy is from domestic sedition and treachery rather than attack from the outside, although that happens a lot, too.” She took a very deep breath. She was about to be really clever, or finish her career with a bang.


  “You are worried that Second Fleet – Admiral Skiffington – is getting so powerful and so popular that he might subvert the government, perhaps by force, perhaps not. Admiral Skiffington has so much power and favor that he can pretty much hand pick whoever he wants, so I would guess that you have been fudging reports on promising new officers in order to keep them in Home Fleet.” Emily paused. “You want to give yourself a better chance in case this ever turns into a shooting war. This” – she waived her hands around to indicate the dinner – “is a job interview to see if I am more interested in advancing my career or protecting the Queen.”


  She stopped. I can’t believe I just said that.


  A reluctant smile tugged at the corner of Grey’s mouth. She shook her head and combed her fingers through her hair, then tilted her head up to the ceiling. “I think you should come in now,” she said.


  The door to Captain Grey’s office opened. Emily stood up automatically. Vice Admiral Alyce Douthat walked briskly in. Emily saluted.


  Douthat waived her back into her seat. “At ease, Lieutenant. This is a social occasion, after all.” She sat down, smiling warmly at Emily and Captain Grey, reminding Emily of her plump little grandmother.


  Emily had loved her grandmother, but never entirely trusted her.


  “I hope you don’t mind if I join you and Julie for desert, Emily,’ she said. “Julie has a chef who makes the best chocolate mousse tort this side of Darwin.” She patted her ample stomach. “If it weren’t for him, I’m sure I’d still be as thin as when I was before my children, but we all have to make sacrifices, don’t we?” She turned to Captain Grey. “And do you think your steward might find an espresso? I’d kill for a good espresso.”


  They sat silently for a moment, Admiral Douthat and Captain Grey smiling at Emily and Emily sitting in numb shock. The steward came in and set down desert plates and espresso. After he left, Admiral Douthat took a bite of the chocolate mousse tort and rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Amazing,” she breathed. “Somehow he makes it better every time.”


  “He’s mine, Admiral,” Grey smiled. “You can’t have him.”


  Douthat snorted, took another sip of her espresso and turned to face Emily.


  “And you, Emily. You are a very insightful young lady; this is a job interview, though I must say that you surprised us a little by recognizing that fact. And you’ve passed with flying colors. Now the question is, do you want it?” She was smiling, but her eyes were shrewd and probing.


  Unexpectedly, Emily felt a surge of strong emotion, like she had the day her father hugged her at her college graduation. The past few years had been difficult. Endless hours of study, helping care for her mother, watching her be slowly taken by her illness. Then working in a mindless job with no hope of advancement, and the risky choice of joining the Navy. And now this, the totally unexpected chance to watch history being made, from the inside.


  “Oh yes,” she said softly. “I want it.” Then Admiral Douthat startled her by suddenly leaning forward. “Do you now work for or report to anyone in Second Fleet?” she asked harshly.


  Emily felt a flush burn through her cheeks. “No, Ma-am, I do not!”


  Admiral Douthat exchanged a long look with Captain Grey, then tilted her head to the ceiling. “Merlin!”


  “Yes, Admiral?” the computer voice replied.


  “Assess veracity of the last statement by Lieutenant Emily Tuttle.”


  A pause. “There is a ninety nine percent probability that the statement by Lieutenant Tuttle is true. I note that she is demonstrating signs of stress. Her heart rate has increased to-”


  “Stop.” The Admiral nodded and patted Emily’s hand. “Welcome to the Home Fleet, Emily Tuttle. It won’t always be easy, but it will be the most important thing you’ll ever do.”


  Emily blinked. “What would you have done if I hadn’t accepted?” she asked.


  Admiral Douthat gave her a level look. “This isn’t a game, Emily. We are taking risks here. If you hadn’t accepted, you would have been mustered out immediately and discharged from the Fleet. However, we wish you no harm. There is a small college on Cornwall that is looking for a history instructor. You would have been given an excellent reference and the job would have been offered to you. You’d have a better chance at a career there than you would have had on Christchurch.”


  Emily studied her evenly, then, without turning her gaze, called out, “Merlin!”


  “Yes, Lieutenant Tuttle?”


  “Assess veracity of the last statement by Admiral Alyce Douthat.”


  Douthat’s eyes widened and she shot Emily an appraising look. Beside her, Captain Grey snorted in amusement. “I told you, Admiral!” Admiral Douthat pursed her lips and nodded thoughtfully.


  “There is a sixty percent probability that the statement by Admiral Douthat is true,” Merlin reported.


  “Close enough,” Emily said. “Now what?”


  Douthat smiled grimly. “Now, Emily, we do what the Home Fleet has always done: We protect Victoria and the Queen from all dangers, foreign and domestic.”


  

  
Chapter 23


  P.D. 952


  A Message


  In Victorian Space, on Space Station Atlas


  The man didn’t bump into him, Hiram noted, but rather stepped in front of him. And then stopped. They were on the main promenade deck of the Atlas space station. It was dinner hour and the promenade was crowded with sailors, constructions crews, retail clerks, Fleet bureaucrats, contractors and God alone knew what else, all going home or on their way to an evening meal.


  Without consciously thinking about it, Hiram took the man in at a glance, noting the bald head, the slight Oriental fold to the eyes, the weathered skin, and the radiating sense of…he groped for moment, trying to define it. Stillness. Yes, that was it, a pervading sense of stillness. And with that, he knew. He placed his hands together as if praying, then raised them to his forehead and bowed slightly.


  “There are many paths to the Light,” he intoned in greeting.


  The shorter man’s eyes widened fractionally, and then he put his hands together and bowed in return. “And each man must find his own,” he replied. He looked up, smiling. “Are you a follower of the Light, then, Lieutenant Hiram Brill?”


  Hiram shook his head. “No.”


  The man inclined his head. “Then you are both observant and well mannered, in my humble experience a rare combination from Victorians, and a most welcome surprise from a member of the Victorian Fleet.”


  Hiram smiled inwardly at the pleasant delivery of such a pointed insult. So you don’t like Victorians much, eh? And yet you are here, and you specifically sought me out. He let his mind wander for a moment, his face going blank in what Cookie liked to call his “Village Idiot” look. The Light was a society of reclusive religious orders located on Canaan. All worshiped the same god. They lived simply, in thousands of small towns and villages scattered across their world, forbearing large cities. Curiously, those among them who did not become full time monks usually became scientists and engineers, so their level of technology was among the highest in the human universe. Pirates had raided them in the early years, and once the Tilleke Empire had tried to conquer them. The Light had suffered terribly, had learned their lesson and built a military force capable of protecting themselves. The last pirates who had gone into their sector looking for easy plunder had been utterly destroyed, save for one small ship, which had been allowed to escape so that it could spread the word: Leave us alone…or die.


  To offset their limited military force, the Light was rumored to have a far-flung network of spies, moles living on every inhabited world who kept on eye on everyone because anyone could someday pose a threat. They were also great explorers, believing that the study of the Universe was a direct homage to God.


  So why would someone from the Light – and an intelligence officer if Hiram’s suspicions were right – come all this way to see a lowly lieutenant in the Victorian Fleet?


  The answer was simple: They wouldn’t.


  Hiram blinked. The man from Canaan was watching him intently.


  “You bring me greetings from my mother’s sister, Cornelia, but you are here because you need to see my superior, Admiral Teehan, the director of Fleet Intelligence,” Hiram said matter-of-factly.


  The man’s eyes twinkled with delight, like a teacher who has seen a student solve a particularly difficult problem.


  “Your aunt said that you would understand this,” he said warmly. “That makes it so much easier. I am Jong. I have a message for Admiral Teehan.”


  Admiral Teehan made little effort to hide his displeasure. “For years we have asked for help from the Light, but you always refused. When we asked you about new research projects by the Sultenic Empire, you refused. When we couldn’t find the pirates raiding the old trade route between Sybil Head and the Dominion, you refused. When we heard stories of the Dominion building a new colony, you refused. Now you come waltzing in and say that you have something urgent to tell me.”


  Jong did not reply, but merely handed a data stick across the desk. Teehan frowned. “What’s this?”


  “Many years ago the Light placed an acolyte on Darwin, in one of the resorts that caters to the needs of offworlders who wish to meet together discreetly. Our agent was a waiter. He became over time a trusted employee of the hotel; they used him to serve food at these meetings. A year ago-”


  “A year ago?” Teehan snapped. “Something happened a year ago and you’re only telling us now? You people really take the cake, you know that?”


  “Admiral,” Jong said, a hint of weariness in his voice. “If we have offended you in some way, I deeply apologize. We are giving you this information because we think it may be very important to you. When we first received it, we were not sure of its import, but now with the Tilleke preparing for war, we think you should see it and judge for yourselves.”


  Teehan did not look happy, but took the data stick and inserted it into his computer. A video appeared, but it was immediately clear to all of them that the camera was defective. There was no audio at all. The left side of the picture was washed out, a scratchy white glow instead of a normal image. In the right side of the picture was a spotted image of a tall man. He wasn’t in uniform, but everything about his erect posture, powerful build and authoritative stance screamed “soldier.”


  “This is Admiral Omar Hassan al-Bashir,” Jong explained. “He is a member of the Royal Family. He is important in Tilleke society, a favorite of the Emperor’s, a personal friend of Prince RaShahid, and considered by the Light to be one of the foremost military strategists in the Tilleke Empire.”


  Despite himself, Teehan was grudgingly interested. “Okay, so who’s he meeting with?”


  Jong sighed. “We don’t know. The camera was built into our agent’s glasses. In fact, the lens was the camera. But, as you can see, it didn’t work properly.” He waived one hand in a vague circle. “This is all we have.”


  “You are wasting my time, Mr. Jong,” Teehan said irritably. “This is nothing. A speck of information totally out of context. This is a picture of a man who might be on vacation for all I know. This doesn’t tell us anything we need to know.”


  Jong’s composure cracked a little. “Surely you do not fail to see the implications of this, Admiral.”


  “What implications?” Teehan asked coldly.


  “They are not subtle, Admiral.” Jong glanced at Hiram. “Even your young lieutenant here sees them, don’t you Lieutenant?”


  Hiram didn’t answer, but leaned forward to study the image. Hmmm… Behind Admiral Omar Hassan al-Bashir there was a man standing up against the wall, hands folded in front of him. He was staring straight at the camera, which meant that he had been watching the waiter very closely. A bodyguard, probably. A special bodyguard for a member of the Tilleke Royal Family. Hiram suspected that if he enlarged that portion of the picture he would see the tell-tale surgical scars on the side of the man’s head, marking him as one of the Crèche-born Savak, the Emperor’s personal guards and storm troopers. The Tilleke Royal Family were an incredibly small minority in a sea of lesser born Freemen and slaves. They were ever mindful of their personal security. They traveled only with Savak bodyguards, surgically altered and behaviorally conditioned from birth for absolute obedience to the Emperor.


  Deeply xenophobic, haughty, convinced of their own innate superiority and with a profoundly enlarged sense of personal space, the Tilleke traveled little. They were virtually prisoners of their own culture. They were uncomfortable being in close physical proximity to someone other than another member of the Royal Family. Vacationing in Darwin was unthinkable. Simply walking through a crowded spaceport, eating in a restaurant, even walking on a busy street would push a member of the Royal Family into a claustrophobic anxiety attack. So if al-Bashir had been in Darwin, it could mean only one of two things-


  “Brill?” Teehan prompted impatiently.


  Hiram snapped back, a little disoriented. “Sir?”


  “Our good Mr. Jong says the implications of this are obvious. Do you see them?”


  “Well, there are two things, sir. Uh…actually three, I guess.” He felt the old familiar fear start to pulse, the one that haunted him whenever he was put on the spot. A prickle of sweat broke out on his scalp and his stomach lurched. Not now, for the love of God. He took a deep breath. “Jong is right that al-Bashir is a very senior officer within the Tilleke Naval Fleet. What’s more, he is one of their Royal Born. The fact that he’s on Darwin meeting in secret could mean that either he is plotting against the Emperor, or has been sent there by the Emperor to plot with someone else. But see here?” He pointed to the Savak bodyguard in the picture.


  “If I’m right, that is one of the Savak, the Emperor’s personal guard. He uses them as guards for all of the Royal Family, and is rumored to use them as special storm troopers. The Savak are loyal to the Emperor.” He frowned. “No, that doesn’t really describe it. The Savak are more than loyal. There are reports that they have been surgically and psychologically conditioned so that they must obey an order from the Emperor. If that Savak guard thought al-Bashir was betraying the Emperor, he would report him, if not kill him outright.”


  “So you think al-Bashir was there plotting with someone else?” Teehan asked.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Plotting what?”


  Hiram shrugged. “We only know two things.” He held up a finger. “First, whoever he was with isn’t part of the Victorian government. If they had been, you would know about it.” A big assumption, Hiram knew, one that opened up other doors that he didn’t want to even think about. “So that means that Tilleke is plotting with someone outside of Victoria, which means we could be the target.”


  He held up a second finger. “Second, it’s serious, whatever it is.”


  Teehan frowned slightly. “And you know that how, Lieutenant?”


  “Two reasons, sir. The Tilleke hate to travel. Al-Bashir would only leave Tilleke for something of the utmost urgency. But the real reason is that Jong did not debrief his agent to get more information.” He turned to Jong. “Could not debrief him, am I right?”


  Jong nodded. “Sadly, you are correct, Lieutenant Brill.” He turned to Admiral Teehan. “Our agent was murdered minutes after he left the glasses at a dead drop. It was made to look like a robbery.”


  Teehan slapped the table in frustration. “It’s not enough!” he said.


  “Al-Bashir met with someone a year ago. That’s all you have. Maybe if you had let us know sooner, we could have investigated, but after a year…” His voice trailed off.


  Later, Hiram walked Jong back to the shuttle bay deck.


  “Your Admiral will not follow up on this, I fear,” Jong said.


  “No,” Hiram said.


  Jong sighed. “I will report to the Abbot.”


  “I don’t understand. Why are you doing this? You obviously have no love for Victoria.”


  Jong smiled thinly. “No. Victoria scorns us for everything we hold dear. Worse, Victoria scorns everyone else for not being Victorian.”


  “But you’re here,” Hiram insisted.


  “Yes,” Jong acknowledged ruefully. “It is the lesser of two evils. Victoria is arrogant, pretentious and proud. Victoria ignores us when it can and when it cannot, sneers at us. But for all of that, it is tolerant. Prejudiced and unpleasant, but tolerant.


  “The Emperor Chalabi is not tolerant, Lieutenant. The Emperor demands to be worshiped. He will not abide conflicting loyalties. And he thinks it his destiny to rule the entire Human Universe. We have watched the Emperor for a very long time. We know him all too well. There will be no room for the Light in his universe.” He stopped and faced Hiram directly. “You need to understand, Lieutenant Hiram Brill, there is no room in the Emperor’s universe for Victoria, either.”


  They continued walking, then Jong spoke again. “Do you believe in God, Lieutenant?”


  The turn of direction didn’t really surprise Hiram; every conversation he’d had with his aunt eventually turned to God. “Let’s just say I have questions,” he replied.


  “What do you believe in?”


  Hiram thought for a moment. Thought of his fears and his quests, his longing to belong, always feeling like the outsider looking in, his inability to see the politics swirling around him when he was only searching for some objective truth. Always searching.


  “I believe in logic,” he said at last.


  “Ah,” Jong nodded. “You must be very lonely then. Logic is such a cold master.”


  They arrived at the shuttle bay. Jong shook his hand. “This is not over, Lieutenant. The Emperor is moving his pieces. We will keep watching. If we learn anything someone will contact you. Your Aunt Cornelia says you like her chocolate cake. Is that true?”


  Hiram blinked, caught off guard by this sudden twist. “Yes.”


  “Well, then, goodbye for now, Lieutenant. I fear there are difficult times ahead, but remember: A man must strive.”


  

  
Chapter 24


  Night Out on Atlas


  In Victorian Space, on Space Station Atlas


  Emily had no idea where they were going. “Do you have any idea where he’s taking us?” she asked Cookie.


  “Not a clue, child.” Cookie battered her eyes and clutched her bosom mockingly. “I just breathlessly follow my man here and hope against all odds that he actually knows what he’s doing.”


  Hiram Brill smiled, enjoying his secret. “Be patient, people, not much further.”


  Cookie leaned to Emily and whispered. “Look at that smile! Don’t he just look like a boy sittin’ in Sunday church with a frog in his pocket?” Emily snorted back laughter. “Hiram, why are you being so mysterious? Where are we going?”


  “The mystery,” complained Grant Skiffington, “is why we all agreed to follow Hiram anywhere.”


  “Come along, “Hiram said cheerfully, “it will all be worth it in the end. You’ll see.”


  “This is boring,” complained Skiffington date, a curvesome blond who worked in one of the offices on Atlas. She had very long legs, a very short dress and heels not very suitable for the walkabout Hiram was leading them on. Her name was Tiffany or Heather or Krissy or something. Emily couldn’t remember which. “We could have gone to one of the night clubs off the promenade deck.” She looked distastefully around the deck they were on, which had occasional coils of wire and tubing stacked against the wall and grease smears on the floor. “This place is a dump.”


  Emily’s date – blind date really – was a captain named Alan from the space station’s construction unit. He looked around and shook his head. “Haven’t been up here yet. Could use a little paint.”


  “It’s a dump, Grant,” the blonde said peevishly. “You said we were going to have fun. This isn’t fun.”


  “Give it a rest, Krissy,” Grant replied irritably. “Let’s see what it is first.”


  Cookie whispered to Emily: “Which do you think is larger, her tits or her IQ?”


  “Almost there,” Hiram soothed. Grant shook his head and shot Emily a baleful glare. When Hiram had planned this night out, he had insisted that they invite Grant. After her recent meeting with Captain Grey, Emily had been intrigued by the chance to see Grant again, but also perplexed. “He treated you like dirt!” she complained to him. Hiram, who she still viewed as a bright but very naïve young man, had astounded her by saying: “Em, I’m an Intelligence Officer. Grant is the son of the Admiral of the Second Fleet. Who knows what he might let slip?” Doubtful, Emily had invited Grant. To her surprise, he’d agreed. Now his girlfriend was whining and he didn’t look too pleased. Emily felt a mixture of guilt and amusement.


  At the end of the corridor they came to a set of metal stairs. At the top was an unmarked wooden door. “And here we are!” Hiram cried. He climbed the stairs and knocked on the door. It opened and a large man in a stained jumpsuit looked at them. “Yeah?”


  “We’re meeting Captain Murphy,” Hiram told him. The man looked at them, his eyebrow raising a notch when he took in Krissy’s attire. “Okay, he said doubtfully, and let them in.


  Inside, it was noisy and dark. The room was large, with a scattering of wooden tables and overstuffed easy chairs pulled around coffee tables. There was long bar along one wall, and music coming over the loudspeakers, some sort of ballad about a man and an innkeeper’s daughter, but that was mostly drowned out by a man standing on a table in the corner blowing air through a long stem into a bag and making a sound like a cat being tortured. The room was filled with men and women, many wearing kilts, laughing and drinking.


  “I don’t like this, Grant,” Krissy complained. “Let’s go to the promenade and find a nice club.” Grant ignored her, staring at the far wall. “Gods of Our Mothers!” he breathed, “Will you look at that!”


  They all turned and looked, and even Krissy fell silent. The entire wall was made of clear plastiglass. It was the largest window Emily had seen on the space station, and the view was breathtaking. The bar was perched on the twentieth level of the space station and they looked out across the curvature of Atlas itself to the planet Cornwall far below. The planet’s landscape almost filled the window.


  “Oh my God,” said Emily. “That’s beautiful!”


  Hiram laughed delightedly. “I told you it would be worth the walk.”


  Cookie shook her head in wonderment. “Okay, lover, what is this place?”


  “It’s a home away from home,” said a voice from behind them. They turned and saw a stout, fleshy man with pale skin and hair the color of cooked beets. “It is the place we come to after a day of noble deeds and rare adventures, the only place in the entire station where we know we’ll find men and” – he bowed to Emily and Cookie – “fair lassies of fine breeding and culture to share a drink and talk of the finer things.”


  It finally dawned on her. Emily burst out laughing. “This is the tugger’s bar!”


  The stout man beamed. “And isn’t that what I just said?” He held out a hand. “I am Peter Murphy, captain of the Son of Dublin, the finest tug boat in all of Victoria. Pleased to meet you.” He led them to a semi-circle of easy chairs by the window, men and women nodding respectfully to him as they passed. Drinks came and were handed out. Emily found herself with a large glass of brown liquid that smelled of yeast, malt and molasses. She sipped it cautiously. It was thick and syrupy.


  Alan, her date for the night, nodded at Captain Murphy. “I’ve heard of this place. You’re with the Tug Masters Guild, right? You guys own four or five floors in this section of the space station.”


  Murphy nodded, pleased. “Well, we don’t own it of course; we lease it from the Atlas Corporation like everyone else on the station. We’ve got this room here, offices on the floor below, than a large hanger and repair facility on the next three decks. These tugs are tough, but they take a lot of abuse, and the tractor coils have to be replaced fairly often.”


  Alan had somehow sat down next to Krissy. She said something to him in a low voice that Emily couldn’t catch and he laughed and nodded.


  Cookie punched Hiram’s arm. “How did you find this place? It’s the best kept secret in the station.”


  “You know me, I like to poke around.”


  Murphy gestured at Hiram with a glass of ale. “Your young man accosted me in the hanger deck one day, saying he had a few questions. Wanted to know all about the tug boats and such. So I brought him up here to chat.”


  “Classic Hiram,” Emily said, remembering Hiram making lists in training camp. “There is no skill set not worth recording.”


  “My very own geek,” Cookie said. She put her head on his shoulder, her mouth twitching in laughter. “And you brought us here to share.”


  “Tug boats,” said Krissy, rolling her eyes. “How fascinating.”


  “Yes, they are,” replied Murphy, ignoring her sarcasm. “Without the tugs, the entire Victorian economy would shut down.” He took a long swallow of ale that left a line of froth on his upper lip. “How many freighters do you think come to Atlas and Prometheus every day, including the orbiting custom warehouses?”


  Cookie shook her head and shrugged. “Never thought about it. Two hundred? Three hundred?”


  Emily pondered. Victoria was the central crossroads for trade. Seven worm holes entered into Victorian space, and ships from nine inhabited sectors used them. Ziridium from Arcadia, medicines and chemicals from Tilleke, ores from the Dominion, electronics from the Sultenic Empire, food stuffs from Sybil Head, and on and on. All those ships…


  “A thousand a day?” she guessed.


  Murphy smiled broadly. “Two thousand a day, every day. And each one has to be docked somewhere, and usually that means they need a tug. Some of the big ones take two or three tugs. We’ve got more than five hundred tugs in the Guild and we could use more, believe me.”


  “What about the military ships?” Emily asked. “They must use their own tugs when they dock their ships.”


  “Oh, aye, they do,” Murphy agreed. “But they don’t have as many as they should, you see. When they get one of the big boys in, one of the battleships or heavy cruisers, they call us to give ‘em a hand. Battleships cost a pretty penny; don’t want one of them to get loose while it’s docking and rattle around the dry dock, now do you?”


  Out of the corner of her eye, Emily caught Krissy whispering something to Alan. Alan squeezed her hand.


  “Your tractor beam can pull a battleship?” Grant asked.


  “Each of those tugs has got the same tractor beam that you find in a Dover class battleship,” he said, obvious pride in his voice. “We put four of them on a battleship and we can guide her in smooth as a-” He paused, glancing sheepishly at the three women. “Very smooth. That’s all a tug is, when you come right to it: a big engine and a huge tractor beam.”


  Krissy suddenly stood. “I’m not feeling good. I’ve gotta go.”


  Grant looked surprised, then annoyed. “Krissy, for Christ’s sake-” he began, but Alan suddenly stood up. “I’ve got to go myself. I’ll walk her back.” He turned to Emily. “Sorry, I’ve got an early day tomorrow.” He took Krissy’s hand and led her out. For a long moment everyone left behind was silent. Murphy, not knowing the relationships, merely looked puzzled. Hiram and Cookie exchanged a worried glance. Emily watched Alan lead the blonde Krissy out the door, torn between outrage and relief. She turned to Grant.


  “I hate to break it to you, but I think we’ve been ditched.” Then she broke into laughter. “What?” Grant demanded crossly.


  “It’s…it’s Alan,” Emily spluttered. “I never even learned his last name.”


  After more stories and drinks, Captain Murphy drifted away and the four of them were left alone. “Well,” said Cookie, raising her glass, “to Camp Gettysburg.”


  They toasted, then Cookie glanced at Emily. “So I heard about you graduation exercise. What did they call it, Alamo Fort?”


  “Supply Station Alamo,” Emily corrected, surprised and a little dismayed that anyone out of Home Fleet had heard about it.


  “I heard you whupped your instructor,” Cookie said, eyes gleaming. “C’mon, girl, tell us how you did it!”


  So Emily explained it all: the feint, the chaff cloud, the lure, the nasty surprise waiting inside the chaff field, and how she mined the supply station. When she was through, Hiram smiled and nodded, Cookie howled with laughter, and Grant stared at her with an expression she couldn’t begin to read.


  “How did you think all that up?” Cookie gasped.


  “Simple,” Emily replied, looking at Hiram and Grant in turn. “Once I knew what the problem was, I asked myself what Grant what want to do, and how Hiram would go about doing it.”


  The two men looked startled, then nonplused. Cookie roared.


  They looked up to see Peter Murphy standing over them, his face grim. “We’ve just heard: The Tilleke Empire launched an attack on a convoy of Arcadian freighters,” he told them. “They destroyed the DUC escorts. The Arcadian Prime Minister has asked for assistance from Victoria. All officers and crew of Second Fleet are being recalled immediately.”


  The four of them stood as one. Hiram looked stricken. Cookie looked determined, and Emily could see her wrapping herself in Fleet Marine macho. In a few minutes Cookie would be all steel and clipped sentences, focused on what was to come. Hiram needed those few minutes to say goodbye.


  “C’mon,” she murmured to Grant. “Let’s let them talk. I’ll walk with you to the shuttle deck.”


  They walked in silence for several minutes, each caught up in his own thoughts.


  “I’ve been appointed as my father’s adjutant,” Grant suddenly said.


  Emily had already heard. A number of other junior officers were scornful…and envious. She admitted to a little of both. “It will be good experience for you – see how it works from the inside.”


  “I wanted to be assigned to the scout frigates, but my father wouldn’t let me. Said it was a waste of time. He told me most junior officers spent as much as four years trying to get enough experience to be appointed as an admiral’s adjutant, but because I am his son, he could make it happen now.” He suddenly stopped, turning to her. “In frigates I could have made my own name. Now…I’m just Admiral Skiffington’s son. Other men will fight; I’m going to fetch coffee.”


  Emily was disgusted. The Fleet was going to war and he was going to be sitting in the command room where all of the major decisions would be made. It was a historian’s dream! And he was whining about it! “Listen to yourself, for pity’s sake!” she snapped. “The Fleet is going to war and you’re bitching because you have to view the entire thing through the eyes of the commanding admiral? Half the officers in the Fleet would give their eyeteeth for that assignment.”


  Grant flushed a deep red. “But I’ll be sitting on some battleship while other ships are in the thick of the fighting-”


  “Gods of Our Mothers, Grant, don’t you get it? This is the Navy! People aren’t sent into harm’s way alone; we all go together!”


  “No, I don’t want to be the Admiral’s gofer; I want to lead men into battle!”


  “Well, great, I hope you do a better job at it in real battle than you did at Gettysburg.” She was angry now, knew her words were too strong, too cutting, but couldn’t help herself. “As I recall you used to get a lot of us killed when you were in command.”


  Grant went pale. “And as I recall,” he said stiffly, “the only person who got anybody killed was you.”


  Emily stopped dead, the words like a slap in the face. And he was right, wasn’t he? The only real deaths occurred when she tried to send men across the river.


  Grant held up his arms in a placating gesture. “Sorry, that was a cheap shot. Sorry.”


  They reached the shuttle deck a minute later, the silence between them brittle. “Go, Grant. Do your job.”


  Grant didn’t reply. He nodded stiffly, one short nod, then turned on his heel and boarded the departing shuttle. And to her utter astonishment, Emily felt a sharp stab of regret that she wasn’t going to war as well.


  

  
Chapter 25


  In Victorian Space, near Atlas Space Station


  The Dominion freighter Blue Swan slowly maneuvered through the anchorages surrounding Atlas Station. Its captain radioed the Atlas Station Port Authority for permission to anchor just off the Primary Maintenance Bay, explaining that the Blue Swan had an anti-matter injector that had frozen and would require a dock repair.


  Permission was granted. The Blue Swan slid to a stop twenty miles from the entrance to the Primary Maintenance Bay. A tug fixed it to an anchor buoy.


  A few miles away, just visible to the naked eye, was the HMS Lionheart, one of the three battleships in the Home Fleet.


  

  
Chapter 26


  P.D. 952


  When in doubt, be bold!


  Victorian Second and Third Fleets


  At the Wormhole Entrance into Tilleke Space


  “The scouts are back through the worm hole, Admiral. No sign of hostile ships.”


  Admiral Oliver Skiffington, Commander of the Second Fleet, nodded once, then pushed the com button to be connected with every one of the one hundred and twenty ships under his command.


  “Men and women of the Second Fleet. In a moment we will enter Tilleke space. Our scouts report there are no enemy ships on the other side of the worm hole, so this part of the mission will be unopposed. But stand ready. The enemy is out there, and when we find them, we will join them in battle.


  “You are members of the greatest single fleet ever created in human history. We will meet the enemy and destroy them! Victory for Victoria!”


  Skiffington closed the com and nodded to Commander Kerrs, the captain of the battleship, H.M.S. London. “Take us through, Captain. All ships to follow in train.”


  It would take two hours or more to bring the fleet through and shake out into formation, but entering Tilleke space without opposition was a gift. The Emperor had made a mistake, perhaps a serious one. He had missed his first chance to do some damage, to try to weaken them. Not that it would matter in the end. He allowed himself a small smile. On the holo display the fleet was so large it looked like blue snow. He was commanding the largest task force in the entire history of mankind! One hundred and twenty war ships, with six battleships, thirty formidable missile cruisers, and destroyers and frigates by the dozen.


  The Hammer of God, he thought. And I wield it.


  The last ships came through the worm hole and shook out into formation with four battle groups on line and two in reserve. Then, on Admiral Skiffington’s signal, they moved forward, making a course for Qurna, the Tilleke home world.


  And then, for the next ten hours…nothing. Just empty space. Deck crews rotated off, their seats taken by fresh replacements. The Admiral and Commander both stayed on the bridge, living on coffee and nerves. Grant Skiffington sat in a chair just behind his father, ready to do anything asked of him, but there was nothing to do. He rubbed his eyes and vainly tried to stifle a yawn. The holograph display showed the fleet, a wide arc of blue dots, with a sprinkling of blue in front representing the reconnaissance frigates. Nothing else.


  “Anything yet from the frigate screen?” the Admiral asked Commander Kerrs. “Nothing yet, Admiral,” Kerrs replied, studying his holo display.


  Admiral Skiffington frowned. There were only two ways for Emperor Chalabi to play this. He could either meet the Victorian fleet well away from the Tilleke home world of Qurna, or could wait until the fleet reached Qurna so that the Tilleke fleet would have the benefit of Qurna’s planetary defenses.


  “So, what is the Emperor up to?” he mused out loud.


  “Staying close to Qurna’s defenses, I’d wager,” replied Kerrs. “There he can take advantage of minefields, stationary platform defenses and drone weapons.”


  Grant Skiffington uneasily recalled Hiram Brill’s comments about the Tilleke gift for doing the unexpected. “Sir, I’ve been told that the Emperor does nothing straightforward. Feints and double feints, trying to confuse his enemy until he does something that leaves him vulnerable.”


  His father cast him a sideways glance, then shared a smirk with Commander Kerrs. “Yes, I’m sure you have heard that, Lieutenant, but if he is going to try anything clever, he’ll have to spring it soon, because in nineteen hours we’ll be in missile range of Qurna, and an hour after that we’ll be in orbit.” His voice took on a sarcastic edge. “Tend to your duties, Lieutenant; I believe Commander Kerrs and I have things under control.” Grant felt a flush creep up his cheeks, but said nothing. He wondered what Brill would see if he were looking at the sensors. But he looked again at this father, sitting there calmly, confident, and with good reason. After all, he commanded the most powerful armada in history. What could stop him now?


  Thirty minutes later the London’s Sensors Officer looked up in alarm. “Admiral! One of the frigates reports multiple contacts! Eight…no, twelve unknowns coming directly on course from Qurna. High acceleration. ETA forty minutes.”


  “Well, launch a recon drone, dammit,” Admiral Skiffington said impatiently. “I want to know if they’re hostile!”


  Three minutes ticked by in a tense silence, then the sensor displays blossomed. “Positively identified as Dominion ships, five cruiser size vessels and seven vessels shown as probable heavy destroyers or light cruisers.” The Sensor Officer leaned forward, studying the display intently. “Wait, more coming in. There are a large number of ships behind the Ducks…signs of energy beams.” He straightened. “It looks like the Ducks are being pursued by Tilleke ships, Sir, a lot of them. Thirty or more at first guess, firing lasers at the Ducks.” On the holo display, the incoming Dominion ships were marked as green, while the ships appearing behind them were scarlet red.


  Admiral Skiffington sat back, crossed his legs and studied the displays, carefully concealing the sense of relief washing over him. The Tilleke were coming straight in, but he out-numbered them four to one. He nodded in satisfaction.


  “Commander Kerrs, message to all units: Prepare for missile launch on hostile forces on my command. Friendly Dominion units are inbound and need to clear the firing zone. End message.


  “And order the frigates to return, Commander. They’ll just get chewed up out there. No sense in wasting them.” The Admiral crossed his legs and sat back in his chair.


  The sensor display was at odds with the Admiral’s calm demeanor. The Dominion ships were running for their lives, firing missiles and copious amounts of chaff in a desperate attempt to confuse the Tilleke sensors. The green and red dots grew closer. London’s sensors collected enough data to label the DUC ships by type: three energy cruisers, two missile cruisers, four energy destroyers and three missile destroyers. The display showed missiles crisscrossing back and forth, and long lines of light intended to represent laser shots.


  The Sensor Officer called out. “One of the destroyers is really getting hammered, Sir. He’s losing propulsion and falling behind the others. He’s not firing any chaff.” The others could see it on the holo display. The other green dots were managing to keep their distance from the red pursuers, but one was slowly losing way, falling further and further behind. The oncoming tide of red lights closed in. A dozen laser beams shot out. The green dot flared briefly, then vanished.


  “Must have cracked her bottle, Sir. She’s gone.” The magnetic containment system, or “bottle,” kept the anti-matter isolated and safe. Once the bottle ruptured, the anti-matter would collide with matter and start a chain reaction of explosions, instantly fatal to the ship.


  Admiral Skiffington frowned. “Are we in com range yet of the Dominions?”


  “Any moment now, Sir.”


  A minute later the screen blinked to life, showing a tall, gaunt man on the bridge of a ship, blood dripping down his forehead. He wore the uniform of a Dominion of Unified Citizenry Rear Admiral. Smoke filled the bridge, and in the background men were frantically trying to put out a fire. The lights flickered weakly, casting dark shadows.


  “This is Admiral Skiffington of the Victorian Royal Fleet,” Skiffington said brusquely. “To whom am I speaking?”


  The Dominion Admiral coughed a long hacking cough that shook his entire frame. Finally he caught his breath. “I am Admiral Oscar Quigley of the Dominion Ship People’s Pride. I am leader of the expeditionary force to assist the Arcadians while transiting Tilleke space. I am very glad to see you, Admiral.” Even as he spoke there was a loud noise and his deck rocked. He threw out a hand to steady himself.


  “We can see you are under attack, Admiral,” Skiffington replied. “Can you tell me the status of your forces?”


  The Dominion officer nodded. “Three days ago the Tilleke attacked us in force. The Arcadian freighters we were escorting were destroyed, along with several of my destroyers and at least two cruisers. My fleet was forced to scatter. We’ve been trying to withdraw to the wormhole since then.” A look of pain contorted his face. “I don’t…I don’t know where my other ships are, or how many survived.”


  “Very well, Admiral,” Skiffington said matter-of-factly. “I’m sure you’ve done your best. I think Victoria can take it from here. Why don’t you have your ships fall in behind us? Once you’ve cleared our firing lanes, we will take care of the Tilleke ships that are chasing you. As soon as we run them off, we’ll provide you with whatever assistance you need.”


  Admiral Quigley bowed his head. “Thank you, Admiral.” The com screen went dark.


  Admiral Skiffington turned to Captain Kerrs. “Well, I think we got here just in time, don’t you? The bloody Tillies would have made mincemeat out of them long before they reached the wormhole.” He clapped his hands together briskly. “Right! Have Admiral Penn bring her two battle groups to our left flank. I want all six battle groups on line abreast. Maximum coverage! We’re going to throw out a big net and catch them no matter which way they turn.”


  “Yes, Admiral,” Kerrs replied, and forwarded the orders.


  Admiral Skiffington turned to his son and spoke in a low voice. “Grant, I want you to make sure the recording equipment is working properly. We are about to engage the biggest space battle ever fought. You understand?”


  Grant Skiffington nodded. He did understand. This battle was going to make his father the most famous man in the galaxy.


  Meanwhile, aboard the People’s Pride, Admiral Quigley accepted a towel from his aide and wiped his face. Around him on the deck were a dozen men and women, all smiling broadly. Quigley nodded to them. “Okay, my little group of amateur thespians, clean up this mess. We’ve got a lot to do in a very short time. Janice, turn on the ventilators and let’s clear this dammed smoke out of here.” In minutes the fires that had been blazing were turned off, the smudge pots capped, the bridge area tidied up, the “blood” and soot wiped up.


  “Do you think they bought it, Sir?” Janice asked softly as the crew finished the clean-up.


  Quigley folded his long frame into the command chair. “Oh, I would think so.” He grinned, flashing very white teeth. “If they hadn’t, we’d have two hundred missiles chasing us by now. No, I think they saw exactly what they wanted to see. They think the Dominion navy is second rate, a bumbling bunch of fools, so that’s what we gave them. Of course, sacrificing one of our destroyers added a certain element of credibility to this little maskirovka.” He hadn’t been very happy about losing that much firepower, but it had worked. They’d removed the crew, of course, and then flew the ship through remote commands. The Tillies had been amused when Quigley had suggested the melodrama, but had been willing to play along. As Quigley was beginning to appreciate, the Tilleke had more than a little flair for theater themselves.


  “So now,” he said, “let’s accept the Vickies’ kind offer and get in position behind them.”


  The Victorian Fleet drew itself into position, six battle groups abreast, each forming a “tile” in a wall that stretched almost five hundred miles wide. Each battle group centered around a battleship, with five cruisers in close support and ten destroyers and a handful of frigates.


  “The Duck ships have cleared, Sir, and are taking up positions behind Admiral Penn’s two battle groups.”


  The master holo display showed the green ships of the Dominion just finishing their turn to slide in behind the Victorian’s left flank. The display was magnified so that the Victorian line extended from one end of the display to the other. Across the display a blinking orange line showed the outer limits of the Victorian’s missile range. The red symbols of the Tilleke force were just crossing it. Admiral Skiffington thumbed the communications channel to the entire Task Force.


  “All ships in range fire one salvo and reload! We will close to optimum range for the second salvo. Skiffington out.” He rubbed his hands together briskly. “Let’s teach the Tillies a lesson!”


  Aboard the Battleship Sussex, Admiral Penn frowned in disbelief. “Fire now? If we fire now, at the edge of our range, most of them will get away. If we wait fifteen bloody minutes they’ll be too deep in the kill zone to get out! What is he doing?”


  “Do you want me to launch missiles, Sir?” the Tactical Officer asked.


  Penn forced herself to sit back in her chair. “Fire ten missiles, but save the other thirty, Mike. But be ready to fire the second salvo on my command.” The order was carried out and she watched sourly as her ten missiles sped out toward the enemy ships on the far other end of the holo display. Maybe the Tillies were in far enough in. Maybe. And maybe cows can fly, she thought bitterly.


  An avalanche of blue arrow heads poured from the Victorian line in pursuit of the Tilleke ships. Grant wanted to laugh. There must have been fifty, no sixty missiles for every Tilleke ship. Total overkill. Even at the outer edge of the missiles range, this one salvo should still completely obliterate the Tilly force.


  Aboard the Emperor’s Pride, Prince RaShahid suddenly realized that he had cut it too close. He had let himself get too deep into the enemy’s missile range. “Hard turn! Chaff and decoys. Activate ECM. Full acceleration!” His force of thirty four ships wheeled about nimbly, racing back toward the “outer range” line of the Vicky missiles.


  “Enemy ships are turning, Sir!” the Sensors Chief called out. The red ships were turning in a sharp curve to their own right, sweeping the Tilleke ships back across the blinking orange range line. They spewed chaff and decoys in their wake, but the avalanche of Victorian missiles thundered after them. Two Tilleke destroyers were slower to turn than the rest and the Victorian missiles fell upon them. The Tilly ships flared, then blinked out of the display.


  “Two hits!” cried the Tactical Officer. But the rest of the Victorian missiles had spent their fuel and gone ballistic, losing their radar lock and drifting away.


  Grant Skiffington blinked in surprise. All those hundreds of missiles and they had killed only two ships. It didn’t seem possible.


  Admiral Skiffington frowned in annoyance. “Order the Fleet: Increase speed and pursue!”


  The red dots of the Tilleke force pulled further away, arcing in a slight left curve that took them across the Vicky left flank and further away from the Vicky center and right.


  “Tell Admirals Pinney and Daniells to come to the left. Quickly now!” Admiral Skiffington sat back in his chair. “They may have squeaked out of this one, but we’re not through with them yet, not by a long shot!”


  Aboard the Emperor’s Pride, Prince RaShahid struggled to calm himself. With a momentary loss of concentration, he had almost destroyed the only force available to lead the Victorians into the trap. Then he noticed the sensor display. They were beginning to outpace the Victorian battle fleet! He cursed himself for a fool. “All ships, reduce speed. We must not outpace the enemy ships!” He turned to the helmsman. “Thrusters, only, Pilot!”


  “Yes, Noble Born.”


  “Keep them just on the edge of their missile range,” Prince RaShahid ordered.


  “Majesty! The Falcon!” cried the Tactical Officer.


  Prince RaShahid spun to the sensor display, and to his horror saw the bright blossoming signature of a Dark Matter Brake. He punched the communications stud. “Falcon, you fool! Use thrusters, not the DMB!” If the Vickies saw the DMB signature, they would know that the Tilleke ships were not trying to run away.


  On the H.M.S. London, Specialist First Class Spenser frowned at his sensor display. That couldn’t be right, could it? Through the clutter of chaff clouds and distracting decoys, he thought he saw the light blossom signature of a Dark Matter Brake. Just a second or two, but it certainly looked like a DMB. He turned hesitantly to the Chief Sensors Officer. “Sir, I may have just picked up a DMB signature.”


  The Chief Sensors Officer strode to him and stood by his shoulder. “Where?”


  Spenser pointed to a point at the far reach of the sensor display, which was fuzzed and spotted with jamming and chaff. “Right about there, Chief. Just for a second. Doesn’t make sense, they should be trying to get away from us, not slow down.”


  The Chief stroked his chin. Spenser wasn’t his best operator, that was for sure, but still… “Okay, take a minute and review the display. Magnify that section and send it to my-”


  “Incoming!” another Specialist screamed. “Forty missiles!” A pause. “Ah, Christ, they’re all aimed for us!”


  “All defense arrays, fire at will!” Commander Kerrs barked. The Chief Sensors Officer sprinted to his station, the report from Specialist Spenser already forgotten.


  Prince RaShahid cursed the ineptness of the Falcon’s commander. He would have his head on a pike as soon as they returned. If they returned. Had the Vickies seen the DMB? Did they understand?


  He needed something to distract them. Now. “Have you marked the command and control battleship?” he demanded of his Select Freeman (Sensors), an experienced Freeman who had been on the Prince’s staff for years.


  “Yes, Lord.”


  “Good, send it out to all ships. Hurry!” He wheeled on the Select Freeman (Weapons). “Fire all missiles at the designated target!” In a moment the holo display showed thin blue lines streaking out to the Vicky battleship. Would that distract them? Or had the Falcon’s foolish captain condemned them all?


  “Ten more minutes, Lord,” his navigator said. “We pass the first line of platforms in ten minutes, the second a minute later.”


  Prince RaShahid forced himself to sit down in the command chair and nonchalantly cross his legs. “Very well. Maintain course and speed. I want them to think they are going to overtake us at any moment.” He pointed to the communications officer.


  “Send a drone to the kraits. Tell them we will pass through their area in approximately eleven minutes. Remind them there is to be no radio or other electronic emissions until they are ready. Obedience or death!”


  The Select Freeman (Communications) bowed, then programmed the drone and launched it. It shot out of the missile tube and accelerated away.


  Soon now, thought the Prince.


  On board the H.M.S. London, Admiral Skiffington grunted in satisfaction as the last of the Tilleke missiles exploded harmlessly. “They can’t penetrate our defenses,’ he said, loud enough for the entire deck crew to hear. “Not enough punch.” He rubbed his hands together briskly and laughed. “They can run, but they can’t keep us from reaching Qurna. Then they’ll have to fight and we’ll have them.”


  Grant Skiffington listened to his father with only one ear. Something was nagging him, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He watched the holo display, a little tickle of unease in his gut. The Fleet was accelerating, but they still weren’t overtaking the Tilleke warships. The Tilleke were able to keep their distance, just on the outer edge of the Victorian’s missile range.


  “Maximum military speed,” Commander Kerrs reported to his father. Five percent of the speed of light. “If we want to go faster, you will have to authorize overriding the inertial compensators.” The practical limit of the ships speed wasn’t the engines. Given enough fuel and time to accelerate, a ship could go faster and faster. The real limit was the ability of the inertial compensators to protect them. If the inertial compensator failed, the entire crew would be turned into something resembling chunky tomato paste in a matter of moments.


  The Admiral shook his head. The statistics weren’t pretty. The inertial compensators failed ten percent of the time when you exceeded maximum military speed at all, and the failure rate shot up as you went faster. He wasn’t going to risk losing twelve or fifteen of his ships just to be able to swat the Tillies on the rump. “Maintain course and speed. They’ll have to turn and fight at Qurna. No need to take the extra risk now.”


  Grant’s feeling of unease grew as the minutes passed. Hiram had spooked him about how clever and devious the Tilleke were. But they were running away, weren’t they? The Tillies were probably at their maximum military speed, or were desperately overriding their inertial compensators. He frowned. Unless…unless-


  Hurriedly, he called the ships computer. “Mildred!”


  “Yes, Lieutenant Skiffington, how are you today?”


  “Mildred, what is the known maximum military speed of Tilleke war ships?”


  “Unknown,” replied the computer’s motherly voice. “Tilleke war ships have never been observed in combat by Victorian forces. No information has been provided by The Light, which engaged in hostilities with Tilleke vessels one hundred and twenty five years ago in the-”


  “Stop,” ordered Grant.


  “Of course, dear,’ Mildred said. Grant recalled the London’s computer had been programmed by the Cornwall Software Collective on Aberdeen, which was rumored to have the highest percentage of grandmothers of any of the software combines. It gave the ship’s AI a distinctive personality.


  “Analyze the sensor data of the Tilleke ships pursuing the Dominion force,” Grant ordered. “Were the Tilleke ships overtaking the DUC force?” His hands were sweating now.


  “No, not during the forty three minute, fifteen second period that we were tracking both of them.”


  Commander Kerrs turned to Admiral Skiffington.  “Admiral, does this feel to you like it’s going a little too well?”


  Skiffington gave him a cold stare.  Kerrs had been with him for years, and in terms of personality was his perfect counterfoil.  Oliver Skiffington was brash, boastful, arrogant and could be aggressive to fault…and he knew it.  He kept Kerrs on his staff because Kerrs wasn’t afraid of him, unlike virtually all of his other subordinates.  Kerrs’s function was to tell the Admiral when he was overreaching.  Skiffington valued that, even when he didn’t like it. 


  “Don’t play games, Oscar. Spit it out.”


  “Well, Admiral, if I were the Tilleke Emperor, my biggest problem would be how to defend Qurna against a larger, more powerful force.  It would help a lot if I could know what path that force would take toward my home planet because if I knew, then I could lay ambushes.  And if I had studied the opposing commander, and knew he was exceptionally aggressive, well, Admiral, you know what they say when you’re hunting a lion?”


  “Goddammit, Oscar, just say it!”


  Kerrs continued, unperturbed.  “Those Tilleke ships out there are bait.  We’re being suckered, Admiral.  We aren’t chasing them, we are following them.  They know exactly where we are going to be.”


            Dangle some bloody tempting bait right in front of my nose and watch me chase it!  Admiral Skiffington glowered for a long, hard moment, then let it go and turned to the problem of the enemy.  They had been chasing the Tilleke force towards Qurna for close to fifteen hours now, plenty of time for the goddamn Tilleke to lay in a surprise.  And if he were the Tilleke admiral, that surprise would be…


            “Sensors!” he bellowed.  “Check our path of advance!  Out to ten minutes. Look for small objects, but lots of them!” 


            Two junior sensor officers glanced at each other in bewilderment, and then hastened to comply.  All sensors had been focused on the retreating Tilleke strike force, some fifty minutes out, but now they recalibrated to sweep the area two seconds to ten minutes in front of the advancing Victorian Fleet.  The hologram display blinked off, then flared to life with the new data.  Everyone on the deck turned to study it.


            “And there it is,” Oliver Skiffington said softly.  Two minutes in front of them there were forty to fifty objects laid out in three long lines, directly along their line of advance.  They were barely visible on the sensor display, but they were there.  He turned to Kerrs.


            “Missile mines.”


            Kerrs nodded.  “I concur, Admiral.”        


            Across the control room, the Chief Sensors Officer’s head jerked up from his display.  “Admiral!  DMB flare!  The Tilleke ships are slowing down and turning to face us!”


            Admiral Skiffington took a deep breath.  This was going to be very close.  There are no crisp turns in space, just long curving ones. “All ships, minefield to our front!  Turn ninety degrees upward now!  Execute!”  Then he turned back to Kerrs and growled:


            “Next time you’ve got something to say, Commander, say it sooner!”


            “Yes, sir,” Kerrs said, without even a hint of contrition.


  Oblivious to the commotion around him, Grant asked nervously. “Mildred, what was the speed of the Dominion force while they were being pursued by the Tilleke?”


  “Four point two C.” Four and two tenths percent of the speed of light. At that speed, the Tilleke force had not been able to overtake the Dominion force. But now, the Fleet couldn’t catch the Tilleke force, even though the Fleet was going faster than the DUC force had been. That could only mean…


  “Bugger me!” Grant bolted out of his chair. “Mildred, give me the present location of the DUC ships!”


  In the Emperor’s Pride, Prince RaShahid studied the display. His force sat slightly off center of the Victorian line. The Vicky right was curling around in an arc to encircle him. In a few moments he would be surrounded.


  Everything was in place.


  I have three surprises for you, he thought to the Victorian fleet.


  “Let us begin,” he said.


  “Lord!” the Select Freeman (Sensors) shouted. “The Victorian Fleet has changed course. They are now pitching upwards. They must have seen the minefield.”


  RaShahid looked at the display in consternation. The Vickies were in a long, curving skid, trying to change their forward motion by ninety degrees, but unable to turn crisply enough to keep out entirely of the missile field. The ambush wouldn’t be perfect, but with luck it would be enough.


  “Order the platforms to fire!”


  Whisker lasers stabbed out from the Emperor’s Pride to fifty missile platforms that had been seeded along the path of the Victorian advance. The platforms had been tracking the Victorian ships using passive sensors, but now active sensors sprang to life, reaching out hungrily to the Victorian ships.


  “Targeting radar!” the Sensors Officer shouted. “Someone has locked onto us with targeting radar.”


  “Full defensive array. AI control,” Admiral Skiffington barked.


  “Charge the defense arrays,” Commander Kerrs ordered.


  “Multiple contacts! There are at least thirty or more targeting sources out there.”


  “Target with lasers and fire!” Skiffington shouted.


  “Missiles! Missile launch from port and starboard. They seem to be targeting the cruisers. Must be…over one hundred missiles inbound. Impact in two minutes!”


  Admiral Skiffington sat back in disgust. Through his own stupidity he had given the initiative to the enemy. Going to cry in your beer, Oliver? “Keep turning away from the minefield for fifteen minutes, then pitch back towards the Tilleke strike force,” he ordered. “All missiles are to be fired on my command.” He turned to the sensors console. “Sensors, locate who the hell is shooting at us so we can shoot them back!”


  The missile platforms were the first little surprise. Distracted by the constant missile volleys of the fleeing Tilleke ships, and partially blinded by the clouds of chaff left behind, the Victorian ships had paid scant attention to the faint, smudgy returns on their sensor screens. The missile platforms were small, with heavily shielded power sources and a crew of only five Savak. The missiles they fired were small, too, but they only had to fire a short distance and each of the fifty platforms carried five missiles. Six of the platforms malfunctioned. Five refused to fire at all; the sixth blew up. But the remaining forty four worked just fine, spewing more than two hundred short range missiles in sprint mode into the Vicky war fleet.


  “Mildred, where are the Dominion ships!” Grant screamed.


  “The eleven ships - three energy cruisers, two missile cruisers, three energy destroyers and three missile destroyers – are now approximately three hundred miles behind the H.M.S. Sussex. They are proceeding at five per-”


  “It’s a trap,” Grant said despairingly. The whole thing was a deception to lure them here. He stepped to his father’s chair. “Admiral, we have to warn the Sussex! The Duck-”


  “Sit down, Lieutenant,” his father snapped. “We’re a little busy just now!”


  “…five percent C,” Mildred concluded helpfully.


  “Father, please!”


  The DUC missile cruiser People’s Choice lined up a scant three hundred miles behind the Victorian battleship Sussex, knife fighting range in space warfare. The ten other Dominion ships were arrayed on either side of the cruiser.


  “Admiral, the Tilleke have fired their missiles,” his First Officer told him. That was the signal. Admiral Quigley glanced at his Weapons Officer.


  “Targets locked in,’ the WO confirmed. At three hundred miles they could hardly miss.


  Quigley nodded. “Let’s not keep our friends waiting. All ships, fire!”


  They weren’t taking any chances. The three E Class cruisers and two M Class cruisers were all targeted on the Sussex. The six destroyers aimed at two nearby Vicky cruisers. With luck the Vickies would never realize they were being hit from behind, but just in case, they needed to make sure the Sussex died quickly. When you take on a Vicky battleship, mused Quigley, be sure you kill it and don’t just piss it off!


  Nine heavy laser beams and twenty four ship-killer missiles shot out. The laser beams struck the battleship’s engine rooms and rear defense array, spalling metal and exploding munitions. Two of the ship’s engines were immediately destroyed and the resulting uneven thrust pushed the ship into a violent tumble. In the control room, Admiral Penn just had time to glance up in question. Seven seconds later the missiles struck all along the hull. The Sussex seemed to shiver, and then simply disappeared in a ball of light and molten debris.


  In less than ten seconds the flag ship of Victoria’s Third Fleet was gone.


  “Good,” said Admiral Quigley. “Now let’s kill the others.”


  And now the second surprise, thought Prince RaShahid. “Activate the second mine field.”


  As the right wing of the Victorian Fleet continued its curving chase toward the Tilleke ships, thousands of ship-killer proximity mines arose from their electronic sleep and scanned their assigned areas for targets.


  Targets were plentiful.


  Daisy chain explosions chased after the Victorian ships, white blossoms of superheated gas and plasma reaching out to caress the frigates and destroyers and cruisers on the periphery of the two battle groups that comprised the Second Fleet’s right wing. Some ships were destroyed outright, others crippled. At least six ships were left intact but powerless, beginning their Long Walk that would take them and their doomed crews out of human space and into the abyss.


  Of the forty ships that flew into the minefield, only twenty six flew out. Even as they emerged, battered and shaken, the Tilleke war hawks swooped down on them.


  “Sir, our right flank ran into a minefield. Alpha Battle Group is badly damaged; most ships are Code Omega or not battle capable!” the Sensors Officer called out, his voice trembling. “Half of Bravo is gone; the rest are under heavy fire from Tilleke war ships. On our left flank the two battle groups from Third Fleet report heavy damage. Sussex is gone, along with Farnham, Keswick, Salisbury and Poole. Others, too, but no ID yet. Many damage reports.”


  Admiral Skiffington sat in shocked disbelief. Close to half his fleet had been destroyed in a matter of minutes.


  “Admiral, your orders?” asked Commander Kerrs. “Admiral?”


  The Admiral pulled himself together with an act of will. Hurt or not, he still had one of the most powerful fleets in history, and by God he was going to use it!


  “Commander, order all ships into globe formation, battleships at the van. All weapons to bear on those sons of bitches attacking Bravo Group! Make it happen!”


  “Sir!’ Commander Kerrs replied, and snapped out orders to his crew.


  Standing behind his father, bewildered and overwhelmed, Grant Skiffington desperately wanted to believe that his father could pull them out of this nightmare.


  On the deck of the Emperor’s Pride, Prince RaShahid watched as the enemy fleet clumsily tried to regain some semblance of order. They were fools, but they had courage. No matter.


  He motioned to the communications officer. “Release the kraits. Remember, we want the two surviving battleships!”


  “At your command, Nobel Born.”


  The Prince searched through the holograph display until he found the H.M.S. London, then magnified it until he actually saw the outlines of the ship itself. He pictured Admiral Skiffington on its deck, no doubt studying his own holograph.


  Be bold, Admiral, he silently urged across the empty miles of space. Be bold so that I might utterly destroy you!


  

  
Chapter 27


  The Kraits


  In Tilleke Space


  Krait, n, (krit) extremely venomous snake, originally from the Indian subcontinent of Earth; preferred method of attack is to spring from hiding. Bite is fatal.


  The First Sister Pilot looked down the long line of crèche-born warriors, forty in all. Her heart filled with pride. In just a moment they would activate the transporters to send the forty warriors and five Sister Pilots into the enemy’s battleship. Nine other kraits would do the same, flooding the London with four hundred of the Emperor’s storm troopers and fifty trained pilots and engineers.


  “All glory to the Emperor!” she cried. “Remember your duty! You are Savak! Faith in the Emperor! Victory or martyrdom! Fear not death; you live through your brothers!”


  The forty men, anonymous in black uniforms, chest armor and helmets, raised gloved fists. “Victory or martyrdom!” they shouted in unison.


  First Sister Pilot activated the transporter. The air crackled and misted, then cold air gusted outward and snow swirled in a blustery cloud…then the forty men disappeared. She nodded in satisfaction and relief; the transporters were notoriously temperamental, but this time had worked flawlessly. She turned to her four sisters, seeing in each a younger reflection of her own face. “Come,” she said softly, and they crowded beside her in a tight circle, heads together, arms intertwined. “Prepare yourselves, for now we must do our duty to the Emperor, however perilous. All who die in duty to the Emperor shall be reborn in the crèche.”


  They took five of the seats just used by the soldiers. No one would stay behind to operate the krait. All were committed to victory. First Sister Pilot looked at the others. Second and Third looked grimly determined; Fourth was pale and Fifth had her eyes screwed tightly shut. First Sister Pilot took a deep breath. “For the Emperor!” She pushed the control stud.


  “Hey, Chief, take a look at this.” In the engine room of the H.M.S. London, Chief Engineer Joan Mastromonico looked up in bewilderment as snow suddenly gusted across the main deck. What the hell? Snow? Then, through the blowing squall, she dimly saw dark shapes, hazy at first, then abruptly more substantial. The pieces of the puzzle fell into place. No, that can’t be! Teleportation is impossible! As she watched the shapes coalesce into men, she thought: How did they ever do that?


  Then one of the shapes stepped forward and shot her in the head.


  The London carried a contingent of two thousand four hundred crew, plus fifty Marines. There wasn’t much use for Marines in a space battle, except in the very rare cases where Marines were used to board an enemy vessel. Admiral Skiffington had used that tactic to seize a Dominion space station during the Battle of Windsor. In the few instances when land troops were needed, they were usually brought in separate troop transports, capable of holding up to ten thousand soldiers each, plus their fighting gear. As always in battle situations, there were two Marine guards stationed on the bridge. They were armed only with Bull Pups, and their presence was more to help out in the event one of the bridge crew became hysterical during a rough battle. It had happened.


  On the bridge, the Communications Chief’s console suddenly lit up like a Christmas tree. He listened to one frantic call, then another, then a third. Without consulting either the Commander or the Admiral, he pushed the stud that would allow him to broadcast throughout the entire ship. Then he spoke words never heard before on a Victorian Fleet warship: “Marines, stand to and repel boarders! This is not a drill! Repel all boarders!”


  Admiral Skiffington, in the midst of a hurried conference call with his remaining battle group leaders, looked up in astonishment. “What did he say?” he asked.


  The Savak swarmed through the corridors like ravenous wolves. Curious crewmen heard the commotion, stuck their heads out to see what was happening and were shot. A group of ten men and woman turned a corner and fell before a fusillade of pellets. The London was the size of a small village, with thousands of compartments, main corridors, branch corridors and utility shafts, but there were now four hundred armed men aboard with only one goal: kill all of the crew. Each of the crèche-born warriors carried his rifle, four hundred rounds of ammunition and a spare pressure charge. Each man knew one certainty: There was no way off this enemy ship but through victory.


  Aret1 led the platoon that had been transported directly into the enemy’s engineering deck. They had secured it within a minute by the simple expedient of killing everyone there. Aret1 had left three men to hold it and had immediately begun moving toward the platoon’s second objective, the bridge. Other platoons were charged with cleaning out each compartment along the way. Aret1’s job was to neutralize the enemy bridge. Just as he left the engineering deck, he heard the crackle of the transporter as the five Sister Pilots arrived.


  “Move, move!” he urged on his troops. He had fifteen Arets, fifteen Brets and ten of the larger, lumbering Crets. He hadn’t wanted the Crets, too slow. Speed was the key. Speed and violence. One of the Crets stopped to shoot someone who had emerged from a compartment behind them. “Keep up!” snarled Aret1. Ahead a sailor was frantically trying to shut a bulkhead hatch. Aret1 smashed him aside, shoved open the hatch and plunged through. His platoon raced behind him, Bret4 pausing only long enough to shoot the moaning sailor in the head.


  Later, Corporal Cookie Sanchez would decide that she was saved only because she was in the armory, replacing a faulty power pack connector for her Bull Pup. It had taken her an hour to find the problem – a cracked solder – and she had just finished recharging her weapon when the ship’s intercom came on.


  “Marines, stand to and repel boarders! This is not a drill! Repel all boarders!”


  A Marine private working beside her at the repair bench looked up, mouth dropping open. “What the fuck?”


  Cookie had decided it had to be a joke, or a mistake, or something, when the intercom blared again: “All Marines, intruders have seized the main engineering deck! They are armed and dangerous. Many casualties reported.”


  Four Marines pounded into the armory. The sergeant in charge of the armory barked orders. “Get a Bull Pup and ammo! Get armor and check to make sure your radio works.”


  “Powered armor?” one of the asked.


  “No time, takes too long to power up.” He looked around, his eyes falling on Cookie. “Corporal, you take this group, head right for Engineering! Shoot anybody who ain’t one of ours!”


  Cookie frantically pulled on her chest armor and a ballistic helmet, grabbed two grenades and stuffed them into her waist pouch, hesitated, then grabbed two more. For good measure she strapped on a blaster pistol. She wished she could use the command helmet, with its head’s up display and communications network, but none of the helmets were charged and now there was no time.


  The gunnery sergeant was Capezzera, one of her favorites. He had four tattoos of tears on his face, all of them blood red, two under each eye. Cookie had asked him once why he had the tears. He had smiled wanly and shook his head. “These are blood tears, solider. You only get one when things go really, really wrong, but you survive anyway. Just hope you never earn your own.”


  Now he took her by the arm and pulled her aside. “Put one man in front of you, but stay close. These kids are gonna be really juiced up; I don’t want ‘em shooting our own people by mistake. You understand?”


  Cookie nodded, trying to shake the dreamy feeling that none of this was really happening. Capezzera seemed to understand, for he gripped her arm painfully tight to keep her focused.


  “I’ll send more people after you as soon as they’re ready. Take these-”he clipped four more ammo clips onto her webbing – “you always use more ammo than you expect.” He glanced at her blaster pistol. “Don’t set that on narrow beam or you’ll blow a hole through the hull, right?” He looked at her hard, nodded and stepped back. “Move your ass, Corporal, don’t keep the war waiting!”


  Five minutes later Sergeant Capezzera was busy handing out weapons, grenades and armor when six men stepped into the room. He just had time to notice that the color of their uniform was wrong before they opened fire.


  On the bridge of the London, Admiral Skiffington was in a rage. Power had been lost to half his missile platforms and two of the heavy lasers. Calls to the Engineering Deck were unanswered.


  “Lieutenant!” he barked at Grant. “Take the two Marines and go to Engineering. I want a status report.”


  “Yes, sir!” He jumped from his chair and headed to the door, gesturing to the two Marine sentries.


  “But, sir,” one of them protested in a whisper. “If we go with you, the bridge will be unguarded.”


  Grant jerked a thumb at his father. “Tell him that.”


  The Marine muttered something indecorous under his breath and brought his rifle to port arms. “Lead the way, Lieutenant.”


  The lifts weren’t working. They climbed down ten levels using the maintenance ladders, then began trotting aft to Engineering, which was located in the first section forward of the ship’s anti-matter engines. The passageway did not go in a straight line, but turned left or right every hundred feet or so, then turned aft again. Twice they had to manually open crash doors.


  Halfway to Engineering, they found the first bodies; five sailors sprawled on the deck in spreading pools of blood. The two Marines stopped dead. “Bugger me!” one of them snarled, terrified and pissed off all at the same time. Grant tried to report what they had found, but got no response on the com. He urgently, desperately wished he had a gun. They moved forward more slowly after that, the Marines with their weapons at their shoulders, ready to fire.


  The first Marine died a few minutes later. In the distance they heard screams and shooting. The Marine private in front, Lussier or Loubier, Grant couldn’t remember which, turned to him and whispered: “We’re getting close, Lieutenant.” Then he rounded the corner and suddenly jerked back, arms out flung, weapon flying and crashed to the floor. Grant was dimly aware of popping sounds and the sharp ping! of something ricocheting off the bulkhead. The soldier behind him screamed “Jerome!” and rushed forward to his fallen comrade, only to collapse in a hail of shots.


  Grant Skiffington, son and personal aide to the most famous admiral in Victorian history, turned and ran.


  Cookie slammed another magazine into her Bull Pup. “Sweet Gods of Our Mothers, what a cluster fuck,” she muttered. The two remaining Marines of her mini-squad crouched beside her. The other two had died in a short, nasty fight when they bumped into a group of five Savak. She knew they were Savak, because she had stripped the ballistic helmets off of one of them and saw the surgical scars on his forehead. All the Savak were rumored to have them, remnants of surgery done to every Savak baby for some perverse reason known only to the Tilleke Emperor.


  As odd as seeing Savak storm troopers on board a Victorian war ship, though, was the fact that the five men they had killed looked enough alike to be brothers, right down to the cleft in their chins. Weird, and not a little disturbing. Quintuplets? She wasn’t sure she cared, as long as they were dead. Mentally, she dubbed them “Bob.”


  “Corporal,” hissed Cogan. “More coming!”


  Cookie didn’t hesitate. She pulled the pin on one of her grenades, listened as the footsteps grew closer, then flipped the grenade around the corner and ducked back. There was a satisfying ‘crump!’ followed by even more satisfying screams. She rounded the corner, shooting the first two Savak she saw. Three others were on the ground. One was on his knees, his helmet faceplate blown off, and blood streaming from his face. No weapon.


  Cogan raised his Bull Pup, but Cookie held up a hand to restrain him. “Hold it, Cogan,” she said. “Maybe he can tell us how many others are on board.” The Savak soldier staggered to his feet, raising his hands above his head.


  “Cuff him and frisk him,” she ordered Cogan, who stepped forward, reaching with one hand to grab the prisoner’s wrist. The Savak took a half step back, slid his hands to the back of his neck and hunched his shoulders.


  “Cogan!” Cookie screamed. Cogan was already jerking back, but too slow, too slow. The Savak brought his arms up and around in a flat slashing motion – Oh, Mothers, was that a sword? – and Cogan’s head seemed to leap from his body, blood spraying in rhythmic spurts. Then the Savak was bellowing and lunching forward – it was a sword, she could see it clearly now – and Cookie was screaming and shooting and the Savak jerked and lunged and she shot again and he jerked a second time and collapsed with a meaty ‘thump!’ at her feet. His sword clattered to the deck.


  Cookie skittered back until she was up against the bulkhead. Her chest was heaving and her teeth were chattering, which she dimly thought was odd. Then the other private, Mickey Millard, was shaking her and shouting, “Corporal? Corporal! Are you okay?”


  And with that, abruptly, she was. Her teeth stopped chattering and the corridor leapt into focus. Millard was looking at her anxiously. She tried to smile. “I’m okay, Mickey.” She took a deep breath and stepped forward. Little shaky, but not too bad. “Get Cogan’s ammo and grenades, we’re gonna need them.”


  “Bugger me! He killed him with a sword! A fucking sword!” Now that his Corporal seemed okay, Millard began to come apart at the seams.


  Cookie stopped down next to Cogan’s body, stripped the extra ammo clips off his harness and patted his pockets for grenades. The lights suddenly flickered off, leaving the corridor dimly lit by bluish emergency lamps. In the distance, she saw someone run past a corridor entrance, then the sound of shooting. She stood up. God, she was thirsty. “Come on, Mickey, we’ve got to get to Engineering.”


  Aret1 stood at the hatchway leading to the London’s bridge. Two Brets stood on either side of him. They had fought their way past several small groups of Victorian Marines to get here, taking casualties along the way. Now all he had were eight of his Arets, nine Brets and two of the slow Crets. The fact that the hatchway wasn’t guarded made him uneasy. Was it a trap? Would a platoon of Victorian Marines be waiting on the other side? He turned to face the others.


  “When we go in, split up left and right,” he signaled, using he hand signs they had all learned as children. “Kill them all!” He drew a breath. “Glory to the Emperor!” he shouted, then pushed open the hatchway.


  “Westchester, respond! I am ordering you to move four hundred miles forward and take up a screening position. Acknowledge!” Admiral Skiffington watched the hologram for a moment. Westchester did not move. “Dammit, what are they doing?” he roared.


  “No reply, Admiral,” the Communications Officer said. “Nothing from Westchester, Sea Witch or Balmorel. The Yorkshire is responding and moving into position now.”


  Admiral Skiffington watched the battle unfold on his hologram. The two Battle Groups on his right flank, Alpha and Bravo, were gone. Annihilated. One after another, the ship colors had turned from blue to blinking orange. His left flank, the Battle Groups he had commandeered from Third Fleet, were badly chewed up and scattered. His remaining two Battle Groups seemed still intact, but more and more they weren’t responding to his commands. One by one they were falling out of formation and just hanging in space. The computer still displayed them as combat ready…but they weren’t.


  He didn’t understand.


  The hatchway swung open and armed men spilled into the room. Everyone on the bridge stopped what they were doing and stared. Someone stifled a scream. Admiral Skiffington stared. A spark of anger flared within him and grew. These men. He stood and pointed at them. “Get off my bridge!” he thundered.


  Grant Skiffington hugged the wall. Ten feet ahead of him four Marines lay sprawled in an intersection of two corridors, killed in some earlier skirmish. Grant could hear calls and screams and more shooting. He knelt down and peeked rapidly around the corner. Three of the armed intruders stood, backs to him, less than one hundred feet away. He looked back at the dead Marines. One of them still clutched a Bull Pup in his hand. He wanted that gun. Another peek; the gunmen were still facing the other way. He took a step-


  A strong arm snaked around his neck and jerked him off his feet. “Gods of Our Mothers, didn’t you learn anything at Gettysburg?” a voice whispered harshly.


  Grant squirmed around to see a Marine in a ballistic helmet. The figure raised the visor. “Cookie?” he stammered. She put a finger to her lips. “Shhssh. How many?”


  “Three, about a hundred feet up.”


  Cookie gestured to Millard, who crept to the corner, then flung a grenade. As soon as it exploded, Cookie and Millard stepped into the corridor and fired down its length. “Okay,” she called to Grant. “Get a gun and as much ammo as you can find.”


  “That was my last grenade, Corporal,” Millard said.


  “I know, Mickey.” She turned to Grant. “Do you have any idea what the hell is going on?”


  “I know the Ducks are involved. I think those Dominion ships we rescued nailed the Sussex. They’ve got to be working with the Tilleke somehow.” Grant checked the charge on the Bull Pup. Half full. He found another clip and pocketed it. One Marine had a pistol on his belt and Grant took that as well, stuffing it into his pants.


  Cookie grimaced. “The Ducks are working with the Tilleke? Then we are truly fucked.” She gestured to the dead intruders. “These guys are Savak, the Emperor’s Guard unit. Somehow they got on board, a lot of them. I’ve counted over sixty that we’ve seen and from the sounds, there must be more. They’re going room to room, killing everybody they find.”


  Aret1 nodded when First Sister Pilot led the other Pilots onto the bridge. “The ship is yours,” he told her. We hold Engineering, Combat Systems and the bridge. We will eliminate the rest of the crew within the next hour.”


  “The Emperor’s blessings!” she replied, eyes sparkling. They had captured a Victorian battleship intact! Her Sister Pilots quickly fanned out to the control systems they had studied for years. One opened a com to the Engineering Room, where other Pilots were bringing up power and restoring systems. First Sister Pilot found the ship’s navigation lights and turned them on, then examined the sensor display. There were six other Victorian ships in the immediate vicinity, three of them with blinking navigation lights. She studied the ships without navigations lights. Each of those ships would soon be the target of a Savak attack. She looked at her watch. Her orders were to destroy any ship not captured within two hours. “Get the missile systems ready,” she ordered.


  The lights suddenly flared on, making Grant blink and Cookie and Millard duck into the nearest doorway. “Get out of the corridor!’” Cookie hissed. They waited a moment. In the distance there was the sound of intermittent shooting. Millard reached up to a wall com.


  “I wouldn’t do that,” Grant told him. Millard looked at Cookie in confusion. “But the power’s on. We can get help!”


  Grant shook his head. “It means we’ve lost the ship. If you call in, they’ll know there are survivors and exactly where we are.”


  There was a shout, then a shot. Millard screamed and clutched his leg, blood blossoming between his fingers. Cookie crouched, let loose a burst, then a second, then they were running, dragging Millard by his combat harness.


  Behind them they heard shouts and the pounding of pursuing feet. They reached an intersection, saw more Savak coming from the right, and then more yet emerged at the far end of the corridor. “Left!” Cookie shouted, then cursed as a pellet ricocheted off her helmet. Grant stopped in front of her and she bounced off him. “What?” she cried. They were in a dead end. Millard pushed himself up against the wall and shakily raised his weapon. Cookie unclipped her last grenade and tossed it around the corner, then knelt and raised her weapon, only dimly aware that Grant was struggling to open some hatchway in the wall. The grenade rattled along the deck, but obstinately refused to explode. Footsteps pounded closer. One Savak skidded into the intersection and Cookie hammered him with a short burst. A second ducked his arm around and fired a spray of pellets. Millard uttered a sharp cry of pain. “Goddammit, I’m hit again!”


  “We’re having fun now!” Cookie muttered. Then Grant grabbed her by her battle harness and pulled her backwards though a small enclosure. She tripped and sprawled on the deck


  “Don’t leave me,” Millard begged. “Don’t leave me!” He began to crawl across the deck. A spray of pellets stuck the wall above him. He reached out an imploring hand. “Please! Corporal, help me!”


  Cookie struggled to her knees, but a Savak commando suddenly loomed in the hatchway. Cookie tried frantically to bring her rifle to bear, but the front sight caught on her clothing. The Savak was shouting something, his weapon almost on her, and then he flinched backwards, blood spurting from his knee. Grant shot him a second time in the leg. The storm trooper’s leg buckled and he fell on top of Cookie, pinning her with his weight, and then Millard was screaming in agony and another Savak was there, firing again and again into Millard’s chest and Grant stepped forward and smashed his fist against the large red button on the wall.


  The hatchway closed with a bang and suddenly they were all hurled to the floor by a tremendous jerk.


  And then Cookie understood: They were in one of the ship’s escape pods. The explosive bolts blew and kicked the pod into space, leaving the London behind.


  

  
Chapter 28


  Dominion First Attack Force.


  At the Entrance to the Cape Breton/Victoria Wormhole


  Admiral Mello nodded once to his aide, who keyed the com so that his words would be heard throughout the First Attack Force. His voice was deep and vibrated with pent-up emotion.


  “Soldiers and sailors of the Dominion of Unified Citizenry! I salute you! Fifteen years ago the Dominion suffered its first and only defeat, at the hands of the Victorian navy. That loss has been a stain on our honor. Today we regain our honor. The Dominion is the greatest society in all of human space, but for fifteen long years we have been pushed, bullied and taken advantage of by the Victorians. The Victorians beat us at Windsor, but in their blind arrogance they think that because they won one battle, they had defeated the Dominion for all time.


  “Today, you and I and everyone in this Attack Force will teach them the error of their ways! In a moment, the entire First Attack Force will cross into Victorian space. Soon we will meet the Second Attack Force, led by Admiral Kaeser. Together, we will attack Victoria, and when we are done, it will no longer be Victorian space, it will be Dominion space!


  “This will be the decisive battle! With this one stroke, the Dominion shall rule all of inhabited space. I expect each of you to do his duty! Admiral Mello out.”


  Mello swiveled in his chair to face Captain Pattin. “Send the order: First Attack Force to enter Victoria!”


  

  
Chapter 29


  Leaving the H.M.S. London


  In Tilleke Space


  The Savak on top of Cookie grabbed her by the throat and began to beat her head against the deck. Cookie clawed at his face, ripping off his helmet. Choking, frantic with the need for air, she jammed stiffened fingers into his eyes, hard. His grip loosened for a second.


  “Do something! Grant!” she croaked.


  Groaning with the effort, Grant sluggishly pulled himself up, grabbed the Savak around the neck, stuck his pistol in the commando’s ear and pulled the trigger. Blood sprayed everywhere, covering Grant’s face and chest. He flopped back down on the deck, gasping for air. The Savak collapsed sideways, eyes bulging from the hydrostatic effect of the bullet. Cookie stared at the body, feeling a shock of recognition as she realized he looked identical to the five Bobs she had killed on the London just minutes earlier. Bugger me, how many times do I have to kill you? She heard a noise and looked up.


  Grant Skiffington was sitting up against one wall, arms hugging himself. His teeth chattered. His eyes blinked furiously. Cookie crawled to him and put her arms around him. “You are a complete and utter fuck-up, Skiffington, but you did good. Real good.”


  Grant tried to laugh, but it came out more like a sob. “I – I don’t know what-”


  “Takes some gettin’ used to. No shame in it.” She wearily leaned her head against the bulkhead. For the first time, she thought she truly understood the blood tears tattooed on Sergeant Capezzera’s face.


  • • • • •


  Thirty minutes later, Grant could see the London receding in the distance. “Look,” he said, pointing. “They turned on the navigation lights. They’re blinking.”


  Cookie joined him, leaning over his shoulder to see the video display. “There’s another ship over there with blinking lights.” She adjusted the camera. “But that one over there doesn’t have its nav lights on.”


  “Then that’s the one we head to,” Grant said. “According to the sensors, it’s the Yorkshire. Hmmm…a Third Fleet ship. What the hell is it doing over here?” He adjusted the course and goosed the thrusters.


  “What’s that?” Cookie asked, and pointed to a shadow sitting several miles from the Yorkshire. “See, something just drifted in front of that star.”


  • • • • •


  Captain Yossi Gur was unhappy. No, he was pissed off. The Yorkshire was a sitting duck, all alone four hundred miles in front of the confused remnants of the vaunted Second Fleet. Ships were milling around accomplishing nothing much at all. Since their orders from the London, they’d received no other instructions. There was some sparse radio chatter on the net, but mostly nothing. Two other Third Fleet ships, the destroyer Rutland and the cruiser(E) Kent were moving slowly up to take position with him, thank God. For all he could see, they were all that was left of the two Battle Groups of the Third Fleet assigned to this fiasco. Three ships out of forty. He grimaced inwardly, remembering the shock and total confusion after the Sussex blew up. Suddenly ships were being hit all around them, but they couldn’t find anyone to shoot back at. At a total loss for what to do, he had taken the Yorkshire vertical for one thousand miles, which seemed to take it out of the enemy’s kill zone. A few others had escaped as well, but most had become separated, so he had plotted a course to the London, arriving just in time to be ordered to take the van.


  His XO, Benny Peled sat down beside him. “Rutland and Kent are both calling in, wanting to know what’s going on.”


  “Don’t we all,” Gur replied sourly.


  “Captain!” the Com Officer called. “Someone is hailing us through a com laser. Says it is an escape pod off the London. He’s demanding to talk to you, sir.”


  Captain Gur frowned. An escape pod? He glanced at the holo display. It showed the London perfectly intact, just four hundred miles away. He gestured irritably to the Com Officer. “Put it on.”


  “This is Captain Gur of the H.M.S. Yorkshire,” he said. “State your identity.”


  “This is Lieutenant Skiffington, personal aide to Admiral Skiffington of the London,” the voice came back. “I am in an escape pod abut thirty miles from you. I need you to bring me aboard as quickly as you can.”


  Gur looked at the Sensors Officer, who shook his head. “No beacon, skipper. Give us a minute and we’ll have him on radar.”


  Gur frowned again. “Skiffington, turn on your distress beacon so that we can find you.”


  “Negative, Yorkshire, we disabled the beacon because the London is in enemy hands and we don’t want them to know where we are.”


  Beside him, Benny Peled gasped in shock. Gur leaned forward. “Lieutenant, what-”


  “Yorkshire, there’s no time for this! Get a tractor beam on us and bring us in! Yorkshire, it is imperative that you do not make any more radio communications at all. And arm as many of your crew as you can. You are about to be boarded by a large group of Tilleke commandos.” There was a pause. “And Yorkshire, I know who killed the Sussex. Skiffington out.”


  Captain Gur blinked twice, then shook his head in wonderment. “Get him on board, Benny,” he told his XO. “This kid is either our bloody savior, or he is barking dog mad and I’ll have him shot.”


  

  
Chapter 30


  The H.M.S. Yorkshire


  In Tilleke Space


  The escape pod hatch opened with a hiss of over-pressurized air escaping. Cookie and Grant stepped out, blinking in the harsh lights of the Yorkshire’s landing bay. A slender, refined looking man stood there, flanked by four Marines. The Marines were armed with fleshchette pistols, all in hand, though pointing down at the deck.


  “I’m Commander Peled, the XO,” the tall man said. “Please come with me, the Captain is anxious to speak to you.”


  One of the Marines, a sergeant, stepped forward and spoke to Cookie. “Safe that weapon, soldier, and give it to me. No arms allowed on the bridge.”


  “Bugger me! I’m not going anywhere without my weapon,” she bristled. “We had to fight our way off the London. Don’t you guys get it; they’re boarding our ships with commandos!”


  “All I know,” the sergeant snapped, “Is that we’ve got an AWOL Marine and some junior officer who ought to be at their posts on the London, but instead ran away in an escape pod. Now put your weapon down or-”


  “Belay that, Sergeant!” Grant ordered coldly. He turned to Cookie. “Corporal Sanchez, give me your weapon and go fetch our guest.”


  Cookie hesitated, then thrust the rifle into his hands, glared coldly at the sergeant, then turned on her heel and disappeared back into the escape pod. Commander Peled watched impassively, but the Marine sergeant glanced warily at the pod’s hatchway. “I don’t like this, sir. What if she’s getting a weapon in there?” But as he spoke, Cookie returned, walking backwards and dragging the body of the dead Savak commando, which left a long blood smear behind it. She dumped the body at the feet of Commander Peled.


  “This is a member of the Tilleke Emperor’s Guard, a crèche-born Savak,” Grant said coolly. “We think there are a hundred more like him right now on the London. The London is in enemy hands, Commander. We don’t have time to waste playing silly buggers because there are at least two Tilleke ships out there right now about to put more of these bastards on the Yorkshire.”


  Peled studied him for a long moment, taking in the bloodied clothing and the too bright eyes, then glanced down and saw the head wound on the Savak’s body. He looked at Cookie, grimly holding her Bullpup.


  “Sergeant Zamir,” he said calmly. “Open the arms locker and distribute arms to as many people as you can. Perhaps the Corporal here will be good enough to assist you in planning a defense against any commando attack. I daresay she has valuable expertise to share. And you,” he said, turning to Grant, “will please accompany me to the bridge.” He smiled. “You may keep your weapon.”


  A wave of relief and utter fatigue washed over Grant as he followed Peled out the door. Behind him he could hear Cookie: “…nasty motherfuckers…you’ll need grenades, as many as you have. And they’ve got these fucking swords…”


  In contrast to Commander Peled’s urbane dignity, Captain Gur was a short, barrel chested man who looked like he’d been in his share of barroom brawls. His nose had been broken more than once and there was a white scar above his eyebrow that stood in sharp relief to his swarthy complexion. He had hard, shrewd eyes that only a day before would have made Grant nervous.


  “Well, Lieutenant,” Gur said coldly. “We are in the middle of a battle in which we are getting our asses kicked. The flag ship of the Victorian task force, led by your father, is sitting in space with its thumb up its ass, and you just dropped by in an escape pod. Now would you be so kind, Lieutenant, as to tell me just what the fuck is going on?”


  Grant had to fight the fatigue that wrapped his head in wool and dulled his mind. Part of him wanted to laugh; part of him feared he was going to cry. Without asking the Captain’s permission, he collapsed into a chair and scrubbed his face with his hands. Gur’s face flushed at what he took to be a sign of disrespect.


  “I asked you a question, Lieutenant!” he snapped.


  Grant nodded wearily. “I am trying to think of a way to explain it that you will understand, sir.”


  “Well think fast, mister, because I am just a heartbeat away from having you tossed out the airlock for cowardness and desertion in the face of the enemy,” Gur replied angrily, his chin thrust out and his eyes flashing.


  Grant’s face flushed with anger. “Then here it is, Captain. Our fleet was ambushed by a combined force of Dominion and Tilleke ships. Those Duck ships we rescued were a set up. It was a ploy to get them into our formation where they could hurt us once the shooting started. The London was boarded by a hundred or more commandos and is now in enemy hands. And right now, Captain, there are two enemy ships just a few miles away from you. If I’m right, and I know I am right,” Grant said flatly, “a bunch of very bad-ass Tilleke commandos are going to board the Yorkshire in the next few minutes and slaughter every one of you.”


  “We don’t have any ships that close on our sensors, Lieutenant. How do you explain that?” Gur demanded.


  “I don’t know, sir. But I do know the Tilleke put at a least a company’s worth of troops on the London and we never had a clue. I was sitting right on the bridge; we never saw it coming.”


  Commander Peled cleared his throat. “Ah, Captain, the Lieutenant here had a very convincing corpse on the escape pod with him. Commando style battle gear, but most definitely not a Victorian Royal Marine.”


  Gur raised an eyebrow in question. Peled nodded. “I am having arms distributed now, sir.”


  Grant never felt so frustrated in his life. He knew what was coming, just not what to do about it. He rubbed his eyes. He could hear Emily Tuttle’s voice: I tried to figure out what Grant would want to do, and how Hiram would do it. So, first things first.


  “Sir, they hit us first in the Engineering Room.”


  “How did they get to Engineering without passing through other ship spaces?” Gur snarled.


  Grant shook his head. “I have no idea, sir, but our Mildred did not give us any warning of hull breaches.”


  Commander Peled’s normal look of casual indifference was replaced by a sudden look of alarm. “Sir, we’ve heard reports for years that the Tilleke were researching teleportation.”


  “Teleportation is a fairy tale!” Gur shot back. “Our best scientists have spent years poking at it and have gotten nowhere.”


  “I don’t know how they got on board, but they did,” Grant said softly. “We had fifty Marines on the London, and they overwhelmed us. The Savak are good, and there are a lot of them. You’ve got what, twenty, thirty Marines for the entire ship?” Gur nodded. “We need something better than shooting at them, Captain. If they are transporting aboard, I’ve got another idea.”


  The Tilleke krait hovered like a shadow ten miles from the Yorkshire. It was in full stealth mode, with fewer emissions than the ambient space around it. With a nano-technology matte finish that absorbed light, baffles that dispersed its heat signature and running without either radio noise or active sensors, it could only be detected if someone happened to look right at it. The First Sister Pilot studied her sensors. The enemy vessel loomed before them. If all was well, there was another Krait just to its stern. She checked the computer display. Ten seconds more, then eighty of the Emperor’s Imperial Guard would beam aboard and another enemy ship would be theirs.


  The timer chimed. She turned to her brothers. “Remember your duty! Glory to the Emperor!” She activated the transporter. Snow began to fall.


  “Energy spike!” the Sensors Officer on the Yorkshire yelled. “No, two spikes. One ten miles to port and one three miles behind us. There was nothing there a minute ago, now something big just flared up!”


  “Mark those locations,” Gur ordered. He switched to ship broadcast mode. “This is the Captain. Intruder alert! Stay in your assigned posts! Stay alert! Captain, out.” They had been able to arm only one in every five crewmen, and they hadn’t had time to properly group together their new “militia,” as Benny Peled had sardonically labeled them. Too thin on the ground, he fretted.


  Beside him, Grant hunched over the video display, which showed a perfectly empty Engineering Deck. Other video feeds showed the docking bay, the first, second and third cargo bays and the ship’s auditorium - anyplace with enough room to transport a couple of dozen armed soldiers who didn’t want to materialize in the middle of a bulkhead. He hunched his shoulders. Cookie was down there, waiting in a corridor just outside the Engineering Deck with fifteen of the Yorkshire’s precious Marines, all of them swathed in ballistic armor and helmets, Bullpups and blasters fully charged.


  Come on, he thought irritably, where the hell are you?


  Then the video feed from Engineering suddenly sparkled as a swirl of something white – snow? - popped into existence. The snow blew and gusted in a circle, dropping visibility to just a few feet, and then there were ten armed men standing in what had been an empty room. Grant stole a look at the computer. From nothing to full materialization in nine seconds. “Bugger me,” he whispered, awe-struck. “They really can do it. They really can do it.” We need to get one of those little ships of theirs, he thought.


  He had been so focused on Engineering that he only now realized the Savak had transported to the auditorium and the second cargo bay as well.


  “Chief, vent the Engineering Deck, auditorium and Cargo Hold Two.”


  He turned to Captain Gur. “Captain, I would advise that you now turn on your navigation lights and set them to blink mode.” He smiled grimly. “Welcome to the Tilleke navy, Captain.”


  Gur gave a shark’s grin, all white teeth and menace. The video screens showed the Savak beating frantically at hatchways, and then slowly collapsing as their air was vented to space. One fell to his knees, shooting his rifle impotently again and again into the bulkhead until he pitched over and lay still. Gur nodded in satisfaction. “How many, Skiffington?”


  “A total of thirty in these rooms, sir,” Grant replied. “Computer shows a total of fifty more scattered in smaller groups through fifteen other spaces. But they’re all locked down tight.” His face darkened. “Some of your crew were caught in there, Captain. I’m sorry.”


  “We knew there was going to be a butcher’s bill, Lieutenant.” Gur looked at Sergeant Zamir. “Sergeant, take care of the rest. If they are in a space with a live member of our crew, I want you to do whatever you can to save the crew member. If not, you are authorized to vent the space before you enter.” He held up two fingers. “I only want two prisoners, Sergeant Zamir.”


  Three hours later, it was done. Gur, Peled, Grant and Sergeant Zamir slouched in chairs in the Captain’s day room. Zamir was blood spattered and grey faced.


  “We lost eight Marines and thirty six crew, but we got all of the bastards, sir,” he said wearily. “Two prisoners, like you asked for, but you’ll have to keep them shackled or sedated. They don’t surrender, sir. They keep trying to kill you until you kill them. We only got these two because they were knocked out by grenade concussion.”


  Commander Peled said: “We’ve heard from the Kent. They mouse-trapped their Savak like we did, but caught more of them in the first few minutes, so it went pretty well. Rutland didn’t have it so easy. The Savak materialized on the bridge and Captain Sheffer lost most of her bridge crew before they got it under control. Her XO is dead.”


  Gur nodded. “So we’ve got three ships we can trust. Sensors report that the Tilleke force has withdrawn towards Arcadia. The London and half a dozen others are still sitting out there, but for how long is anybody’s guess. This deep in Tilleke space, figure we are three full days from home.”


  “All we have between us and home is half the Dominion fleet, sir, Commander Peled noted dryly. “Plus, they’ve got the London.”


  Gur smiled indifferently. “How many crew to properly run a battleship, Benny? Two thousand? Get rid of the cooks and other non-essentials, you still got nine hundred, a thousand? How many men do you think the Tilleke could put on the London? Skiffington and his sidekick think they put on a hundred or more soldiers, but how many who actually know how to run the ship?”


  Peled shrugged. “The AI can run the ship, sir.”


  “Yeah, okay,” Gur conceded, “the AI can fly the ship from point A to point B, but the AI won’t fight the ship without the proper voice recognition codes, and those died with the Captain and the XO.” He nodded to himself, thinking it through. “I think they are going to be slow to react, Benny, and there is a very, very fine line between slow and dead.”


  • • • • •


  On board The Emperor’s Pride, Prince RaShahid nodded in satisfaction. The Victorian fleet had been destroyed as an effective combat force. Close to eighty ships had been destroyed, another twenty captured and twenty had scattered into deep space. The krait, in particular, had been astonishingly effective. The Emperor would be pleased.


  This battle was over. The captured ships would be sent to the Dominion forces, as promised. The Emperor was, after all, a man of his word. But it was time for the Tilleke fleet to tend to long overdue business. He gave the necessary orders and the Tilleke ships turned to head towards the worm hole into Arcadia, with its vast resources of Ziridium.


  • • • • •


    Grant finally found Cookie in the shuttle bay, where they had dragged the bodies of the Savak commandos.  The corpses were lined up in long, even lines, as if the orderliness of the process could somehow mask the evident signs of violent death.  The corpses were battered, blood-smeared and in some cases, dismembered from grenade blasts.  To one side there was a pile of weapons and small cylindrical tanks that Grant had not noticed before. 


      The Marines - the survivors - were standing around in small knots, gesturing and laughing raucously through the day’s exploits, riding the semi-hysterical high of someone who had just cheated death, but didn’t understand how.  More than a few bottles of brandy were being passed around.   Sergeant Zamir was nowhere in sight, having wisely decided to let his troops unwind without impediment. 


      Cookie, brandy bottle in hand, came up and took him by the arm.  “C’mere, Grant, I’ve got someone I want you to meet.”  She dragged him over to a line of bodies.  “This is Bob,” she said, pointing to the first body.  “Bob is having himself a bad day, a real b-a-a-a-d day.  I killed Bob eight times today, didn’t I, Bob?”  She took a hit from the bottle.  “Yes, I did.  Six times on the London, then that fucker in the escape pod.”  A frown knotted her brow.  “No, that’s not right; you killed Bob in the escape pod.”  Another swig.  “Then two more times here on the Yorkshire.”  She leaned over the corpse.  “Bad day, huh, Bob?” 


      Grant belatedly realized that all of the “Bobs” looked alike. He looked closer. Not identical, but close enough to be brothers. Each had black hair, heavy dark eye brows and a surprisingly small nose in a large, round face. Each was powerfully built, with barrel chests and broad, muscular shoulders. There were differences, of course, but the family resemblance was unmistakable.


  Cookie pulled him down the line. “This is Tom,” she gestured to twenty or more corpses. The Toms were a different model. Sandy hair, narrow face and built like a long-distance runner.


  “Bugger me,” he breathed. The rumors were true. “Crèche-born soldiers.”


  Cookie raised her bottle in a mocking toast. “Hiram told me about them. Rumor was they are raised to totally obey the Emperor. And when they are just fuckin’ little babies, they do some sort of surgery to their brains to make them…something.” She waived the bottle dismissively. “No one seems to know just why, but they do the surgery alright, just look at the scars on Bob’s temples.” She hiccupped thoughtfully. “Nasty.”


  Grant gestured to three other lines of Savak dead. “And those?”


  “Dicks and Harries and ten goddamed Janes.” Cookie’s face lit in a slightly drunken grin. “Join the Marines, Grant, and you get to kill every damn Tom, Dick and Harry you meet.” She took another swig. “And Bob and Jane, too.” Her grin vanished, replaced by a look of utter bleakness. “They sure do know how to fight, though. Give ‘em credit for that. Fight until you kill ‘em.” She turned to Grant then, and for the first time he realized tears were streaming down her face.


  “Oh, sweet Gods of Our Mothers, how are we ever going to get home?” she asked.


  • • • • •


  On the captured H.M.S. London, First Sister Pilot sat back, puzzled. She had ordered six of the ten captured ships to head for Victorian space, there to meet up with the Dominion forces. Three ships, the Rutland, Kent and Yorkshire, were apparently still getting organized. But they were taking a long time to do it.


  Third Sister Pilot came to her and bowed. “Sister, I have one of the krait pilots on the communicator. She is very troubled and wishes to speak with you.”


  The screen filled with the image of a Pilot. As old as First Sister Pilot, but a different model. She bowed and spoke: “I am Second Sister Pilot, 13th Satori Crèche, Special Savak Commando. I command the krait vessel that attacked the Victorian war ship Rutland three hours ago.”


  “The Emperor’s Blessings to you and your men, Sister,” First Sister Pilot said from the London. “You have achieved a great victory over our enemies!”


  “I fear not,” Second Sister said. “My men transported onto the Rutland, and its navigation lights are on and blinking, but…” She stopped, biting her lip.


  A cold knot formed in First Sister Pilot’s stomach. Something was wrong. “Speak, Sister! We have no time to waste!”


  Second Sister Pilot swallowed. “They do not call me! They should have taken the ship by now, but they do not call me to bring the krait into their loading dock. “And…and-” she dipped her chin in confusion – “there are no bodies!”


  And now First Sister Pilot understood. One of the first tasks for the victorious Savak commandos was to herd all the prisoners into the loading bay, then open the loading bay doors and expel them into space. The bodies of the enemy dead would follow shortly. When a ship was taken there should be hundreds or thousands of corpses floating outside within a few hours.


  “No bodies? Are you sure?”


  Second Sister Pilot nodded. “I have a close visual of the entire area. There are no bodies.” She threw up her hands. “There should be bodies!”


  First Sister Pilot cut the connection, waving to get the attention of her bridge crew. “Third Sister, call the krait commanders who attacked the Yorkshire and Kent, tell them to scan the area around each ship and report if they see any bodies. Fourth Sister, locate any kraits in the area who have not already attacked a target and vector them in to these three ships. Hurry!” She turned to the last two of her beloved sisters. “Turn on targeting radar and make ready for missile launch!”


  • • • • •


  “Targeting radar!” the Sensors Officer shouted. “We have been acquired by targeting radar. Source is the London.”


  “That tears it,” Captain Gur said. “Ready all weapons to fire on my command! Flash message to Rutland and Kent to commence firing as soon as they are able.”


  Grant was sitting just behind Benny Peled and could watch the preparations. Between them, the Yorkshire, Kent and Rutland had a missile throw weight roughly equal to that of the London, and several more lasers. But the battleship’s anti-missile defenses would be formidable, designed to fight off an enemy flotilla made up of at least one battleship and several cruisers. A lot would depend on who suffered the first damage, for that would make them more vulnerable to the next round of fire, and that could quickly cascade into annihilation.


  “Fire all missiles!” Gur ordered.


  Grant frowned. Why not use the lasers first?


  The holo display suddenly showed several lasers from the London lance out at the Yorkshire, then several more at the Rutland. Damage alarms sounded.


  “Our missiles are away. Impact in two minutes,” reported the Weapons Officer.


  “Laser hits on the forward magazine and laser turrets three and five,” called the Systems Chief, his voice high-pitched with tension. Everyone on the bridge froze for a moment, collectively holding their breaths. If the forward magazine exploded, the ship would be destroyed. The Systems Chief became aware of the sudden silence and looked around, abashed. “Uh…no fire and no explosion, but the automatic loader is jammed. Missile tubes eight through sixteen can’t reload.”


  Grant winced. Half their missile tubes would stay empty until it was fixed. And two of their six lasers were down.


  “Get a damage team on it!” Gur snapped. “Missile status?”


  “One minute to target.”


  “Chaff! London is shooting chaff and its automatic defense systems have engaged. Bird shot, lasers and zone blasts!” Bird shot was the name for a gun that shot thousands of small pellets at very high velocities. They spread out like a shotgun blast; one or two pellets could disable an incoming missile. Zone blasts were war heads that spread out to form a rough globe measuring several miles across, then exploded simultaneously, destroying anything within its center.


  “More laser shots from the London! The Rutland is taking a pounding!”


  “Weapons, why haven’t our laser batteries fired?” Gur demanded.


  “Awaiting your orders, sir,” the Weapons Officer replied.


  “Well fire, dammit! You think this is a bloody church social?” Four heavy lasers fired and automatically began recharging. It would be two minutes before they could fire again.


  “London’s defense system took out all but two of our missiles. Can’t get a good reading on damage inflicted.”


  As Grant watched, the London fired its lasers again, raking both the Rutland and the Kent. But why wasn’t it firing missiles? The London had forty missile tubes. Where were they?


  • • • • •


  “First Sister! The ship’s computer will not allow access to the missile system without the proper authentication code.”


  This had not been anticipated. Once the ship was taken, they did not think they would have to fight with other Victorian ships before joining the Dominion flotilla. First Sister Pilot ran through the technical specifications for the weapons system. All of the Sister Pilots were bred to be engineers, and trained from childhood to memorize prodigious amounts of technical information. She had studied the Victorian weapons’ systems for months.


  “The ship’s computer controls only access to the central firing system,” she told her fellow Sister Pilots. “Missiles can be launched individually from their missile bays. The lasers can be fired directly from their turrets. Go quickly! Open fire as soon as you can!”


  • • • • •


  Close up, the London’s anti-missile defense was awesome to behold. The Rutland’s missiles were blotted from the sky. The Kent’s salvo, coming in on the heels of Rutland’s, fared better, but only five missiles got through and the London’s armor shook them off. More lasers shot out on all sides, a score from the London targeted the Rutland while Yorkshire and Kent returned the favor. Then two missiles salvoed from the London and struck the Kent. Grant stared at the holo in morbid fascination.


  “Lost communications with Rutland and Kent, sir,” Sensors reported.


  “London is getting its missile system on line, but they must be firing individually. We took out one of her laser turrets,” Weapons chimed in.


  “Sensors, have Merlin do a C2C with Rutland and Kent to get a damage report,” Captain Gur ordered. The C2C was a parallel communications system used by the ships’ computers, allowing them to exchange data directly with each other. It was usually used to maintain current data on each ship’s state of readiness, but could be used to communicate if a ship’s primary communications system was knocked out.


  “More missiles inbound!” warned Weapons. “They’ve got five up now.”


  Yorkshire’s automatic defense system went into action, but it was not as robust as London’s. Four of the attacking missiles were quickly disabled, but the last missile stubbornly plowed ahead until bird shot detonated it less than a mile from the ship. The destroyed missile spewed hundreds of basketball sized shaped charges, a dozen of which struck the Yorkshire moments later, not far from the bridge. The ripple of explosions shook the Yorkshire and alarm sirens hooted, adding to the cacophony. The bridge crew exchanged worried glances.


  The junior officer at Navigation shook her head. “It’s a blustery day, Pooh!” Grant just stared at her.


  “We’ve got to take out London’s anti-missile system!” Commander Peled said.


  “Can we land a boarding party of Marines on London? Give the Tilleke a taste of their own medicine?” Grant asked.


  Peled shook his head. “The Tilleke have those bloody transporters, we only have shuttles. London would blow them out of the sky long before they reached her.


  “Merlin reports heavy damage to Rutland. It’s lost its aft magazine and fires are reported on several decks. One anti-matter bottle is damaged, but holding. At least for now. Rutland’s Merlin estimates fifty percent chance of failure within the next three hours. Two hundred crewmen dead. Many wounded. Captain Sheffer is requesting we come along side to take off her wounded.”


  A thought struck Grant. Far-fetched, but ridiculously simple.


  “Commander,” he asked. “If you wanted to shut down the Yorkshire’s anti-missile system, what would you do?”


  Peled shot him a puzzled look. “I’d just turn it off.”


  “But how, exactly?”


  “We can do it manually, of course, but usually we just tell Merlin to shut it down.”


  “Will Merlin accept orders from me?” Grant asked.


  “Yes, you’ve been logged in as one of the ship’s officers.” Commander Peled’s eyes opened wide. “You think that you can-”


  Then a gust of cold air blew against his face, and snow began to fall.


  “Intruders!” Grant shouted, snatching up a pistol. Don’t they ever stop?


  

  
Chapter 31


  The H.M.S. Yorkshire


  In Tilleke Space


  Commander Peled slapped the com button. “Intruder alert! Marine guard to the Bridge! Intruder alert!”


  The two Marine sentries brought their rifles up to their shoulders. The snow squall swirled, grew more intense, and then just as suddenly abated. Ten Savak commandoes stepped forward.


  “Shoot! Dammit, fire!” Gur shouted.


  Grant threw himself to the floor and crawled to the nearest computer console, half shielding himself under a chair. Shots rang back and forth; people screamed; there was the sound of running. He could hear the curious “pop-pop-pop-pop!” of the Savak air rifles. From the corner of his eye he caught the sight of a second snow squall appearing out of nowhere.


  “Merlin!”


  “Yes, Lieutenant?”


  “Contact London’s Operations Computer by C2C.”


  “The London is no longer under Victorian control, Lieutenant. Do you still wish me to proceed with your request?”


  “Yes!” A body splattered with blood fell to the floor in front of him. He flinched violently. “Hurry, dammit!”


  “As you wish, Lieutenant.” A pause. “You are now connected to London’s onboard Operations Computer, Aberdeen Model 12A46. You may speak now.”


  “Mildred! Mildred, can you hear me?”


  “Yes, I can, Lieutenant Skiffington. How are you today?”


  “Not so good. Mildred, verify who I am through voice analysis.”


  “You are Lieutenant Grant Skiffington of Her Majesty’s Ship London, currently assigned as personal aide to Admiral Oliver Skiffington, commander of the Second Fleet. Your voice shows high levels of stress associated with elevated levels of adrenalin. You are presently not on board the London.”


  “Mildred, I want you to disable the ship’s automated anti-missile system.”


  Something fell across his legs. He turned and saw the open, staring eyes of Captain Gur. He flinched violently, got hold of himself and kicked the body off, flinching again as the Captain’s head struck the floor.


  The voice of the Weapon’s Officer cut through the chaos. “Two more missiles in bound. We have launched four missiles at the London! Laser hits on Turret Three!”


  “Lieutenant, I cannot comply with your command as you are not the commanding officer on the London,” Mildred said reasonably. “Also, I note that your stress level has increased sharply. I would advise you to see medical assis-”


  “Stop!” He gritted his teeth. “Mildred, who is the commanding officer of the London?”


  A blaster pistol clattered to the deck beside him. He grabbed it and held it in front of him. Across the bridge, Commander Peled shouted. “Weapons, do not fire more missiles until I give the order. We need to kill their anti-missile defense.”


  “The commanding officer of the London is Admiral Oliver Skiffington,” Mildred said cheerfully. “His orders were effective on-”


  “Stop! Mildred, can you see Admiral Skiffington?”


  “Yes.”


  Grant cursed. A Savak commando stepped past him, firing from his hip. Grant shot him once in the back of the leg, then a second time in the head when he collapsed to the floor.


  “Mildred, where is Admiral Skiffington?”


  “Admiral Skiffington is presently thirty six feet from the loading bay hatch.”


  Huh? Grant felt a surge of hope. Was his father hiding in the loading bay? Could he still take control of the battle? “Mildred! Let me talk to him.”


  A pause. “You cannot talk to Admiral Skiffington because he is outside of the ship. Further, my sensors reveal that Admiral Skiffington is dead. Cause of death was either a gunshot wound to his right temple or exposure to vacuum. In order to be certain of the cause of-”


  Ah, sweet Gods of Our Mother. “Stop.” For the love of God, stop.


  “Yes, dear.”


  “Mildred, scan the entire ship. Do you detect any Victorian officers on board?’


  “There is one officer on board, Commander Oscar Kerrs. He is in elevator tube Number Four.”


  Grant blinked, then understood. Bloody computer. “State his condition.


  “Commander Kerrs is dead. Cause of death is a –”


  “Stop.” Grant rubbed sweat off his face. Behind him a man screamed in mortal agony. More popping from a Savak rifle, and the man’s scream abruptly ended.


  “Friendlies coming in!” Sergeant Zamir shouted. Several Marines poured through the door and a new wave of shooting began. Grant hugged the floor, praying for it to end.


  “Mildred, confirm that there are no living Victorian officers on the London.”


  Another pause, then: “Confirmed.”


  “Confirm that I am the senior officer presently in contact with you.”


  “Confirmed.”


  Grant took a breath. “Mildred, as the senior commanding officer in communication with you, I order you to disable the ship’s anti-missile system.”


  “Of course, dear.”


  Grant almost sobbed with relief. He waved at Commander Peled and flashed him a thumbs up sign. From the corner of his eye, he saw the last of the Savak go down, blood spraying from his neck. Marines swarmed over the deck, shooting each Savak again to make sure they were dead.


  Peled thumbed the com. “On my mark, Yorkshire and Kent to fire all available missiles at the London! Fire! Fire!”


  “Lieutenant?” Mildred inquired mildly. “I have detected a total of thirty three incoming missiles. Do you wish me to reactivate the ship’s missile defense system?”


  “No. Thank you, Mildred.”


  “You are welcome, Lieutenant.”


  “Two minutes to impact,” the Weapons Officer said matter-of-factly. Grant marveled at his stoicism.


  Curiosity tugged at him. “Mildred, can you show me a visual of the bridge?


  “Of course.” The holo nearest him flickered and snapped into focus. The perspective was angled slightly downward, and Grant guessed it was from the ceiling camera above the large com monitor.


  And there they were. A dozen or so men stood with weapons in hand while ten women in simple black uniforms manned the pilot, navigation, weapons and com systems. One woman, older than the rest, was sitting in his father’s chair, staring intently at the holo display in front of her. Grant was mildly astonished that he could actually see the missiles boring in on the London on the London’s own holo display.


  “Mildred, can you patch me through so that I can talk to the Tilleke on the bridge?”


  “Yes, Lieutenant Skiffington, and I can translate your words into Tilleke. I am capable of reproducing six hundred and thirteen different languages and have the capability to learn a new language with-”


  “Stop.” He gazed at the display, studying the Tilleke ranking officer on the bridge of the London. Did she know? “Put me though, Mildred.”


  A slight burst of static, then Grant suddenly could hear everything on the bridge of the London. “-anti-missile defense should fire in just a moment,” one of the Savak was saying.


  “I am Lieutenant Grant Skiffington,” he said, hearing the simultaneous translation by Mildred. “I am the commanding officer of Her Majesty’s Ship London.” On the screen, First Sister Pilot’s head jerked up in shock.


  “In a few moments, you are going to die,” Grant said pleasantly. “I just want you to know that I am the man who killed you.”


  First Sister Pilot’s eyes darted to the ceiling speaker, then to the holo display where the Victorian missiles relentlessly bore in. Her shoulders sagged.


  The missiles bore in.


  First Sister Pilot sat back in her chair and crossed her legs. She said something to the others in a low voice that Grant couldn’t hear. The women cast stricken looks at the holo, then stood behind the First Sister Pilot, crowding together with bowed heads, touching each other for comfort. Some were crying. Grant felt not a shred of pity.


  “You killed my father,” he told her. “I hope you burn in hell.”


  First Sister Pilot stared back defiantly. “Fool! I live through my Sisters.”


  “Cut transmission, Mildred,” Grant ordered, not quite sure who had gotten the best of that exchange.


  The holo display collapsed.


  “Twenty seconds,” said the Weapons Officer.


  “Goodbye, Mildred.”


  “Goodbye, Lieutenant. I hope you have a pleasant day.”


  Twenty seconds later the missiles reached the London unimpeded.


  Commander Peled walked shakily to where Grant sat on the floor. There were splashes of blood on his face and he was holding one arm. There were splashes of blood on his face and uniform, but he seemed uninjured, if thoroughly shaken. “They hit us pretty hard, Skiffington,” he said. “You and I are the only officers left.” He looked around the shambles of the bridge, the deck covered with wreckage, bodies and blood. “I think it’s time to clean up this bloody mess and go home.”


  Grant shook his head. “One more thing to do, sir. We can’t go back empty handed.”


  Then the air turned cold and more snow began to fall across the blood stained deck.


  

  
Chapter 32


  On Board the Collier H.M.S. Bawdy Bertha


  In Tilleke Space, Approaching the Wormhole to Gilead


  “They’re still gaining on us, Captain!” The Sensors Officer’s voice cracked with tension.


  Captain Michael Zizka yawned and scratched his ample stomach. His bridge crew was strained almost to the breaking point; even his XO was showing the signs. Well, he could hardly blame them. They were kids, the oldest of them barely twenty five, and what they had seen had shocked them to their core. But he needed them to keep it together for a little longer, just a little longer.


  He consciously yawned again, aware of the eyes on him, then stretched and frowned irritably at the holo display. Unconsciously he fingered the cigar he kept in his breast pocket, the one he’d been saving ever since the Fleet doctor forced him to stop smoking years earlier.


  “Goddammit, Helen,” he said mildly. “You know how to give a proper status report. I want information I can use, not prattle! Of course the bastards are gaining on us! They’ve been gaining on us for ten hours, now haven’t they? So what I want to know, Helen my dearest, is when the fucking traitorous sons of bitches are going to have us in missile range. And when we can expect to reach the wormhole entrance to Gilead? That’s what I need to know, Helen darling. Now can you please help a broken down old freighter captain and give me that information? Can you now?”


  The bridge crew exchanged glances; the helmsman covered her mouth to hide a smile. Helen Fletcher, his brand new Sensors Officer, barely twenty one years old, took a deep breath.


  “Merlin estimates the first two Dominion ships will have us in missile range within thirty two minutes. At current speed, we will reach the Gilead wormhole entrance in thirty four minutes.”


  Two bloody minutes short! he thought savagely. He put on his brightest smile. “There now, a fine report, Helen! Short and to the point.” She managed a weak smile back at him. He glanced at his Executive Officer, Francis Pyne, but he wasn’t smiling. His jaw was set, his eyes were too bright.


  He knew. He knew what Zizka had known from the first hour of their flight out of Tilleke space: The Bawdy Bertha was fat and slow and running for her life.


  But she was losing the race.


  Despite red-lining their engines and stressing the inertia compensator, the Dominion destroyers were going to catch them. The only question was when.


  Resupply and Maintenance Vessel #313 – his beloved Bawdy Bertha, named after his third wife - was one of four colliers assigned to the Second Fleet. She had taken up station fifty thousand miles behind the Second Fleet’s line of advance. They had expected they would wait there out of harm’s way, then move forward to replenish the Fleet’s missile stocks and perishables like chaff and decoys, and perform minor repairs as needed. There was never any question that the Second Fleet would win the battle. Of course it would win.


  But ten hours earlier the first Code Omega drones had come to them, blaring their message of disaster and ruin. They downloaded what they could, then watched grimly as the report showed ship after ship blown apart or tumbling aimlessly through space. Second Fleet had started out with 120 war ships; at least 70 had been destroyed outright, and many more were lying dead in space, not moving. Others were missing, either running for their lives, or on their own Long Walk to hell.


  Captain Zizka had wasted no time. He turned and ran, ran for the wormhole to Gilead at maximum military speed. He had no missile launchers and only four two-inch laser turrets, next to useless in a stand-up brawl. He didn’t doubt that the Dominion or Tilleke would chase him, and if they chased him they would catch him. But Bertha was the only ship in a position to warn Victoria that more than half of her entire Navy had been destroyed.


  And to do that, they had to reach Gilead. If Bertha was destroyed, its Code Omega drones would launch automatically and fly toward Victoria. But the drones were notoriously fragile. They could make it through the gravity tides of one wormhole, but would not survive a second. For its drones to reach Victoria, Bertha had to be in Gilead space, so the drones would have to transit only one wormhole to reach Victoria.


  And to reach Gilead space, Zizka had to delay his pursuers for two minutes. He didn’t have missiles to shoot at them, but he had a cargo hold full of spare parts, fifteen anti-matter bottles, decoys and mountains of chaff, so he was going to do what any self-respecting freighter captain would do: he was going to throw things at them.


  “Chaff!” he ordered. Chaff rockets spit out the back of the ship, blossoming into a large oval of millions of strips of sensor-reflective tape. On the hologram, it looked like an ink squirt from a very large octopus, which is where the idea had originally come from, he supposed.


  “Eject the first three anti-matter bottles!”


  “They are out and armed, Captain,” Pyne reported.


  Zizka glanced again at the holo display. “Set detonation for twenty five minutes.” This was their best guess for when the DUC ships would come through the chaff cloud. If they didn’t change speed. If they didn’t go above or below the plane of advance. If, if, if…


  Twenty five minutes ten seconds later, the three Dominion destroyers cleared the chaff cloud and pushed onward in pursuit of the Bawdy Bertha, then frantically scattered sideways and up as the anti-matter bottles blew up right in front of them.


  Zizka chuckled. “Take that, you little pricks. Now you know this old girl has teeth.” He smiled wolfishly to his bridge crew. “Okay, people! Shoot some more chaff and drop another anti-matter bottle. And let’s shoot off three decoys, each at ten degrees off our present course. I want them flinching every time they see chaff and scratching their heads when they see the decoys.”


  They did two more repetitions of the chaff cloud, followed by anti-matter bottles and decoys. The DUC destroyers were pursuing more cautiously now, placing themselves further apart and going above and below the plane of pursuit to avoid the mines. Zizka motioned to the Sensors Officer. “Lieutenant Fletcher?”


  “Three minutes to the wormhole, Captain, and the Dominion ships won’t have us in missile range for two minutes and fifty five seconds.”


  Zizka beamed. “Thank you, Helen.” He spoke to the rest of the bridge crew. “Okay, people, we’ve got the lead time we need to reach the wormhole. Continuous chaff and decoys from here on in. Let’s not give their missiles anything to lock onto.”


  The three Dominion destroyers fired two volleys of missiles at Bertha just as it reached the wormhole entrance. The space between Bertha and the enemy ships was so thick with chaff, decoys, ECM and exploding anti-matter bottles that none of the missiles even came close. A moment later the Bertha entered the wormhole and all of its sensors showed nothing but static. The bridge crew cheered wildly.


  Zizka motioned to his XO, who leaned close to keep the conversation private.


  “Francis, make sure all of the drones are ready. All of them, mind you. Even the ones in the storage. As soon as we come out of the wormhole into Gilead, fire them.”


  “I’ll be ready, Captain.”


  “Don’t wait for my order, Francis. Just shoot them! We must get them off, no matter what.”


  “I’ve already loaded them on the racks, Captain. We’ll launch one hundred in the first volley, then one hundred more every four seconds after that.”


  “They’ll be waiting for us, Francis, damn them. Don’t wait for my order, just launch!”


  “Ten seconds to emergence,” Merlin announced.


  The bridge crew were still celebrating their escape. Zizka didn’t interrupt. He took the cigar out of his pocket, then realized ruefully he didn’t have any way to light it. No matter. He stuck it in mouth.


  “Stand tall!” Captain Zizka called out to his crew. “You’ve earned it.” Helen Fletcher looked at him, relief giving way to a timorous smile. He nodded, thinking, ‘Forgive me.’


  When the Bawdy Bertha emerged from the wormhole, two Dominion missile cruisers hovered before them. The slow, fat freighter managed to launch five hundred message drones before the avalanche of missiles finished her.


  The drones swarmed like fireflies around the Dominion cruisers. At first their flight seemed lazy, almost languorous, but then their chemical afterburners kicked in and they accelerated at a rate no space ship could match. Almost two hundred died in the fusillade of anti-missile fire, but the rest surged past unscathed, accelerated and headed across Gilead to the wormhole that would take them to Victoria…and home.


  

  
Chapter 33


  D.U.C. Blue Heron


  Victorian Space, near Space Station Atlas


  The Dominion freighter Blue Heron anchored near one of the custom stations not far from the space station Atlas. They would have to wait a day or two for the custom inspection of their cargo, then they would offload it for shipment to the planet’s surface.


  The Captain requested permission for his crew and passengers to take a shuttle to Atlas so they could stretch their legs and explore the shops and bars. He explained he had more than two hundred men aboard, replacement workers for a mining base in Gilead. Atlas Port Authority made a note and logged in the authorization. It was all very routine.


  

  
Chapter 34


  In Victorian Space


  Atlas Space Station


  “Gods of Our Mothers, I thought my cabin was small,” Emily remarked. “This is positively Spartan.”


  Hiram Brill shrugged, intent on pouring them both coffees. “There are four hundred thousand people on Atlas. Space is at a premium and I am but a lowly Lieutenant.” His cabin was a studio unit, a small living room/kitchen/bedroom space with a wash room off to the side. It was very neat and orderly, but cramped with bookshelves and holo displays. On one shelf there was a picture of Cookie, holding a glass of wine and smiling directly into the camera. Her lips were parted, her hair was slightly mussed and she was in a black dress with thin shoulder straps; one had fallen, accentuating her naked shoulder and graceful neck. Her face was a combination of warm adoration and raw, vibrant sexuality. It was the face of a woman who had just made love…or was just about to.


  Gods of Our Mothers! Emily thought, remembering Cookie as she looked carrying a Bull Pup sonic rifle and wearing mud-caked fatigues. Who would have guessed?


  “Kid cleans up good, doesn’t she?” she said dryly.


  Hiram glanced at the picture and smiled wistfully. “Yeah, she certainly does.”


  “Heard from her?”


  Hiram shook his head. “Not since she left to board the London.” He gave Emily her mug of coffee. “Feels funny to be sitting here sipping coffee while she’s off at war.”


  Emily nodded agreement. “It shouldn’t take long, though. Second Fleet is packing a lot of fire power. I can’t imagine the Tilleke wanting to get into a toe-to-toe fight with them.”


  Hiram frowned. “I’ve been doing a lot of reading on the Tilleke. Far as I can tell, they never go toe-to-toe. They prefer playing the angles, coming at you when you don’t expect it. Feints, misdirection and confusion, until their opponent is off balance and vulnerable.”


  “Yeah, okay,” Emily retorted, “but Second Fleet has one hundred and twenty war ships, for God’s sake. The Emperor can bob and weave all he wants, but sooner or later he’s got to have the missile throw weight or it’s all over.”


  Hiram snorted. “You know better than that, Emily. You’re the bloody historian, surely you know of instances when an enemy has outsmarted a larger, stronger opponent.”


  “Well…” Emily considered, sipping her coffee. “Well, okay, I guess there are lots of examples of armies using deception, but you’re talking about deception on a strategic level, not simply at a tactical level.”


  Hiram waived his coffee mug in a ‘keep coming’ gesture.


  Emily pursed her lips, recalling some of her military history courses. “Oddly enough, for the best examples you have to go back to Old Earth. Since mankind left Earth in the plague years, then discovered wormholes, there has been very little warfare. There just has been so much room to grow in, enough resources to keep most people happy, and on top of that the cost of building a fleet of war ships capable of projecting force across wormhole sectors is humongous.”


  “I know all that,” Hiram complained mildly. “Give me a good example.”


  “I know,” she said after a moment. “Old Earth, twentieth century, the Yom Kippur War. There were three warring nations in an area called the ‘Mid-East.’ Israel, Egypt and Syria. Three small countries at a time when there were two superpowers that dominated most of the politics on the planet.”


  Hiram frowned. “Israel? Wait a minute, isn’t that one of the countries that eventually settled the Refuge sector?”


  Emily nodded. “You’re not as dumb as you look. Yeah, Israel and another tiny country, Morocco. On Earth they were not really hostile, exactly, but hardly friends either. Different religious beliefs, so there was chronic mistrust, but no open military strife between them. Anyway, in the Third Plague, they separately departed Earth in Colony Ships and then both of them ran into problems. If I remember correctly, the engines failed on the Israeli ship and the Moroccans rescued them, but the Moroccans had plague on their ship and the Israelis rescued them in return. After they got through that, they decided to stay together and finally ended up at Refuge.”


  Hiram gestured. “You were talking about strategic deception.”


  Emily gave him a stern look. “So, there were two wars between the three countries, about eight years apart. This is in the twentieth century, Old Calendar. In the first war, Egypt and Syria built up their armies along the Israeli border, but before they could launch their attack, the Israelis launched a spoiler attack, mostly using their air force. Fighters and bombers that actually flew in the atmosphere rather than in space. They caught the Egyptian and Syrian air forces on the ground and wiped them out in the first day. That gave the Israelis air superiority, which they used to crush the Egyptian and Syrian tank forces. This was an area with a lot of open desert, so not too many places to hide from attacking airplanes.”


  “This doesn’t sound like a lot of strategic surprise to me,” Hiram said.


  “Be patient, I’m getting there. A real drink would probably help, by the way.” Hiram dutifully poured her something amber into a glass and gave it to her.


  “So two things happened as the result of this early war. The Israelis adopted the image of the Arab soldier as a buffoon, and pretty much believed that the Egyptians and Syrians could never defeat them in a heads-on battle.”


  “Create the stereotype that your opponent is a bad soldier, and it colors everything you learn from then on,” Hiram said.


  “Exactly. What the psychologists call ‘priming.’ You assume that something is a hard fact and from that point onward you interpret all new data in relationship to that ‘fact.’ But the other thing is even more important: the Egyptians and Syrians knew the Israelis believed this, and they took advantage of it. They planned a great deception, what one of the old superpowers used to call a maskirovka. What Egypt did was gradually build up its army, while at the same time leaking information that although they wanted to attack Israel, they couldn’t until one of the superpowers – the Soviets – gave Egypt a certain type of long range missile and enough bombers to threaten Israel’s major cities. Meanwhile, the Syrians said that they wanted to attack Israel, too, but couldn’t unless Egypt would join them.” Emily grinned. “The best part is that the Soviets agreed to play along. They leaked some information that they wouldn’t give the Egyptians long range missiles or bombers because they didn’t think the Egyptians were good enough to handle them. The Soviets played to Israel’s belief that the Egyptian army couldn’t fight its way out of a paper bag.”


  “So what happened?” Hiram asked.


  “Egypt and Syria scheduled military exercises along Israel’s border to coincide with Israel’s high religious holiday, Yom Kippur. They knew that a lot of troops would be away from their units, attending religious services with their families. At the same time they pretended to have a dispute with the Soviets and ordered them to leave the country. It was almost perfect. Although some of Israel’s army generals warned that an attack was imminent, the Israeli intelligence service kept telling the political leadership that the Egyptians would not attack, that the buildup was just their annual military maneuvers. Israel didn’t begin to mobilize until less than twenty four hours before the attack. The Egyptians stormed across the Suez Canal on the western side of Israel’s territory and the Syrians attacked the eastern border with troop numbers sixteen to one in their favor, and in some places even thirty to one.”


  Now Hiram was interested. “So, what happened?”


  Emily shrugged. “For the first two days, Israel was pushed back on both fronts, then managed to hold on by the skin of their teeth. It was very close. At one point in the second day Israel got within minutes of launching a nuclear attack on the capital cities of Egypt and Syria.”


  Hiram stared at her. “You mean they had nuclear weapons and didn’t use them even after a surprise attack?” he asked incredulously.


  Emily shrugged again. “Politics. If they’d used them, they risked having the Soviets retaliate with nukes of their own. But it’s a classic example of maskirovka. The Egyptians coordinated the deception and the Israelis, who were no dummies, were completely taken in.”


  Hiram sat back and sipped his drink, his eyes going unfocused as he thought. “So the critical part of all of this is that Israel believed the Egyptians were not a serious adversary.”


  “Yup,” Emily nodded. “Israel’s intelligence service filtered everything they learned through the accepted concept that the Egyptians were screw-ups and could not effectively project force.”


  Now Hiram looked troubled. “At the briefing today, Admiral Giunta told the other admirals a joke: ‘What does DUC stand for?’”


  Emily shrugged.


  “DUC stands for “Defective Universal Coil.” Hiram said. It was a reference to the many equipment breakdowns that had plagued the Dominion ships patrolling Tilleke space.


  Emily began to smirk, then caught herself. “So we are applying a demeaning stereotype to the Dominion, making them look …” She groped for a word.


  “Ineffectual?” he suggested.


  “Yes, that’s it. You’re telling me that the highest Admirals in the Fleet think the Dominion forces are ineffectual buffoons.”


  Hiram shrugged.


  Emily sat back and let her mind run. “Gods of Our Mothers, Hiram, are you telling me that the Dominion are faking these breakdowns so that we will think they are bumbling idiots?”


  Hiram shrugged.


  “Stop doing that!” she said crossly. “You goddamn know something you aren’t telling me.”


  “Sorry, Em.” He smiled. “Remember the tug boat captain, Peter Murphy? I spoke to him about the types of repairs the Dominion ships have needed. Mostly they’ve been single items that are delicate, like universal coils, mixing valves and injector heads.”


  Emily didn’t know a lot about space ship engines, but she knew enough. “Each of those is hard to diagnose, but easy to repair once it has been identified as the problem.”


  Hiram nodded. “You could swap out a good universal coil for a defective one, then creep into a Victorian ship yard for repairs. It might take the ship yard several days to figure out what the problem is. And during that time, a fully armed Dominion warship is sitting within easy shooting range of our ship yards.”


  “But…but,” Emily spluttered, unwilling to accept what he was saying was right, but aghast that it might be. “But once they’re repaired, they’re leaving, going back to Tilleke space.”


  “Yeah, sure. But in the meantime we have gotten completely blasé about having Dominion war ships anchored near our space stations.”


  “You told Admiral Teehan about this?” she asked.


  “Of course. He reminded me that the Dominion are our allies in the fight against the Tilleke.”


  “You realize, don’t you, that for this entire thing to work for the Dominion, it means that the Dominion has to be working hand-in-hand with the Tillies? That’s a little hard to swallow.”


  Hiram grimaced. “Of course I do! That’s the part I can’t accept myself, but…” his voice trailed off.


  Suddenly Emily remembered the last week of Camp Gettysburg, when Hiram tickled to the fact that another training exercise was about to be sprung on them.


  “You’re scaring the hell out of me, Hiram,” she told him grimly.


  “I know, but think about it. If you were the Dominion and wanted to attack Victoria, how would you go about it?” he asked.


  

  
Chapter 35


  At the Royal Palace on Cornwall, Victorian Space


  They walked slowly through the formal Palace garden, an incongruous pair. She was slender, almost elfin, with flowing raven hair and piercing green eyes. He was bald as a stone and looked to have been hewn from a block of wood. He trudged stolidly alongside her, hands behind his back, acutely conscious of the three guardsmen who trailed quietly in their wake.


  “I fear I make your guards nervous, Your Grace,” he said dryly.


  “It is their job to be nervous, Ambassador. They were born to it.”


  He sighed. “I am not an ambassador, Your Grace.”


  “True,” she conceded, “but it is more pleasing to call you ‘Ambassador’ than to call you a spy.”


  “Perhaps it would please Her Grace to talk to our Ambassador rather than someone without any official standing.”


  She ignored this. They continued walking.


  “I am aware of your…arrangement with the Queen, Ambassador Jong.”


  Jong shook his head. “I am a great admirer of the Queen, Your Grace, but I have no spec-”


  She laughed without humor. “Ambassador Jong, please do not diminish the high regard I have for you by insulting my intelligence. One of the reasons why my mother has been able to deal so adroitly with our own bumbling, incompetent Foreign Office is because you have been feeding her critical information about the other Sectors, the Sultenic Empire, Arcadia, but in particular the Dominion of Unified Citizenry.”


  Jong tried bluster. “Really, Your Grace, how could I possibly meet with the Queen of Victoria? Your security apparatus would not countenance-”


  “Poor Sir Henry,” Princess Anne replied. “He will not be very happy if he learns what mother has been doing, will he?” Her voice hardened. “My mother is a monarch, Jong. She understands the use of power…and how to keep it. She knows that if she is to retain power, no one is ever to know everything she knows and does. Even Sir Henry is not exempt from that mandate.”


  Jong said nothing. He marveled at her, so much like her mother. What she lacked in her mother’s experience, she made up for with sheer force of will.


  She stopped and turned to him. “The Queen is ill, Ambassador Jong. Very ill. She is no longer ruling, no longer watching over the Foreign Office.” She combed her fingers through her hair, a gesture that endeared him and disturbed him at the same time. “I need to do that, but I can’t rely on reports from the Foreign Office alone. I think you understand that. I need you to help me as you’ve helped my mother.”


  “And Sir Henry?” Jong asked, all pretense gone. “Sir Henry is not enamored with The Light. He will be reluctant to let you see me.”


  “You managed to secretly see my mother all this time,” said the Princess. “You will do no less for me.”


  

  
Chapter 36


  At the Wormhole from Gilead into Victoria


  The courier drones emerged into Victorian space like a flock of sparrows, then broke into a dozen groups, each weaving for a moment to take star sightings and locate itself. First one, then ten, then a hundred and more all turned toward Cornwall and accelerated, each carrying the dying message of the Bawdy Bertha.


  Just out of sensor range to the “south,” Admiral Kaeser’s Second Attack Fleet flew onward. It was still a full day’s flight from Cornwall.


  On the far side of Victorian space, Admiral Mello’s First Attack Fleet, using transponders that identified them as a convoy of grain carriers from Cape Breton, passed Victorian Space Buoy #5 and plowed their way toward the Victorian home world.


  Victoria slept.


  

  
Chapter 37


  Leaving the Planet Cornwall for Space Station Atlas


  On Cornwall, the Royal barge waited for the command to lift off with Princess Anne and Sir Henry, in route to Atlas Station.


  “This is a bad time to leave Mother,” the Princess complained. “She’s not herself, she needs me. I shouldn’t be going off on a junket.”


  “We’ll be back in three or four days,” Sir Henry lied soothingly. Princess Anne had a temper and he didn’t need that just now. “With the Second Fleet off to war, it is important that we have a Royal presence on the space stations to boost morale. Since Her Highness is indisposed, that means you.”


  Anne’s eyes flashed. “The Queen is not ‘indisposed,’ Sir Henry, and you know it. She’s depressed, clinically depressed, and she needs care.”


  “The Queen is getting the best care available, Princess. We need you here.”


  The Princess looked at him, her eyes hard. “What I need, Sir Henry, is to keep an eye on those fools at the Foreign Office. That used to be Mother’s job, and she has not been doing it for the last year. They are so focused on the Tilleke that they have quite forgotten the Dominion of Unified Citizenry! Am I the only one who is bothered that the Dominions – the Dominions! – are suddenly our friends?”


  Sir Henry sighed. “Really, Princess, would it not be best to leave that in the hands of the professionals at the Foreign Office-”


  “Professional sycophants!” the Princess said scornfully. “All the real professional foreign officers were forced to retire and my Uncle replaced them with his cronies. They tell the Duke exactly what he wants to hear, and what he wants to hear is that Victoria is loved and respected by all because we are strong, beneficent and wise!”


  Sir Henry winced inwardly. Queen Beatrice had made very few mistakes in her long reign, but appointing her younger brother to be head of the Foreign Office was one of them. “My Lady, this is not the time to dissect the Duke of Kent’s virtues. We need you at Atlas to-”


  Princess Anne made a most un-princessly noise. “Don’t ‘My Lady’ me, Sir Henry, you’ve known me since I was in diapers and I know you too well to be charmed by pretty words and flattery.” She held up one finger. “First, Uncle Harold is a weak, arrogant, self-centered stupid man who thinks the Foreign Office is a plaything for his own personal amusement. I can forgive him for being self-centered, but I cannot tolerate him being a fool. What Mother was thinking of when she gave him the Foreign Office is beyond me.”


  She held up a second finger. “Second, you keep telling me that we are going to Atlas, but in fact you’re taking me to the Home Fleet, are you not?” She looked at him coolly.


  Sir Henry gazed coolly back at her. “And where did you hear that, Princess?”


  “I may be young, Sir Henry, but I do have resources.”


  But still young enough that you have not yet learned that you never disclose your assets if you don’t have to, he thought. Still, the little Princess obviously had a very well placed informant. That would bear thinking about.


  He looked at his watch. “Princess, we have to go. I wouldn’t ask you if it were not of the utmost importance.”


  Princess Anne looked at him unblinkingly for a long moment, then she gave the slightest nod. “Very well, Sir Henry, but soon, perhaps very soon, I may have questions for you that you will answer. Do you understand?”


  Sir Henry hid a rueful smile. He bowed. “You are your mother’s daughter, Princess.”


  Anne stood. “I am, indeed, Sir Henry. Best not to forget it.”


  

  
Chapter 38


  In Victorian Space


  The flock of drones flew on toward their destination, the Fleet base on the Atlas Space Station. Twenty of them had survived the rigors of the worm hole into Victorian space only to for fail for one reason or another. Their systems shut down and they went ballistic, to coast to eternity and beyond.


  The surviving drones picked up the signal from Space Buoy #27, corrected course slightly and sped on. Soon now, very soon, they would detect the radio beacon from Space Station Atlas and fulfill the single duty they had been created for.


  

  
Chapter 39


  On the HMS New Zealand, near Space Station Atlas


  “It was all so confusing.” — Tale of a soldier’s first battle.


  It was the third day of combat simulations and Emily was growing tired of it. No, not tired, bored. Captain Grey and Lieutenant Rudd were at Atlas for meetings, so the “Op Force” was headed by the Tactical Officer, Senior Lieutenant Michael Bishop. His problem was that he had no imagination…and when he didn’t win, he changed the rules.


  The first day he had made a straight frontal attack, so Emily had pulled back her center and left her flanking forces in stealth mode. When she attacked him from the flanks, Bishop suspended the battle and scolded her for “dispersing her forces too thinly.”


  In the next simulation, she used a number of decoys. Bishop launched a frontal attack and obliterated them. Emily noticed that he used a very large number of missiles in his attack. She created another line of decoys. Again he obliterated them with an avalanche of missiles. This time Emily sent a raid around to Bishop’s rear and destroyed his supply collier. Now he could not replenish his missile stores. She made a third line of decoys and Bishop launched a third massive attack. When Bishop approached the fourth line, he did not fire, finally realizing that she was using her decoys to exhaust his dwindling missile supply. But this time they weren’t decoys. When he was on top of her, Emily’s destroyers opened up with everything they had. Bishop once again suspended the battle and scolded her for allowing his cruisers to get so close to her destroyers, saying that in a real battle he would have had two colliers and a fresh supply of missiles.


  And so it went. She set traps and he blundered into them, then stopped the battle and in a condescending voice explained to her how she had screwed up. Even the ever-stoic Marine guard by the door had rolled his eyes in disbelief.


  This time was no different. Emily had feinted attacks at both of his flanks, causing him to disperse his forces more and more. He finally anchored his left flank with his single, precious battleship, and while she drew off its consorts with a display of force from his right flank, she mobbed the battleship with the ten destroyers she had sitting in stealth mode. One hundred missiles arched towards the enemy battleship, moving closer and closer. No ship defenses came to intercept and her mouth quirked in a half-smile, half-snarl. She had caught him flatfooted.


  Then the holo display blinked and the missiles froze in mid-flight.


  Emily gritted her teeth.


  As she knew he would, Michael Bishop came through the hatchway from the auxiliary CIC, his face dark and frowning. “Tuttle! How many times have I told you that doctrine prohibits you from dividing your forces?”


  “Sir,” Emily replied matter of factly. “My understanding is that doctrine is there for our guidance, not to be followed slavishly under all circumstances.


  “It’s for your guidance when you are an admiral with years of experience under your belt,” he said, “which you most certainly are not. You are a green lieutenant with notions of grandeur well above your station. You put your entire force at risk for a cheap stunt, Lieutenant Tuttle. I am forced to mark this as a defeat and your record will be so noted.”


  Emily had had enough.


  “Then, I formally protest,” she said, struggling to keep her tone civil. “I want the entire record of this battle attached to your report and I will appeal to the Captain.” She took a breath. “I would also like to see what would happen to your battleship if you allowed this simulation to continue because, with all respect, sir, I think I had you skunked.”


  Bishop’s face went mottled red, but before he could reply, Chief Gibson called from the Sensors’ Station: “Hey, there are drones coming in! Lots of them!”


  Everyone in the CIC did a mental “Huh?”


  “But the simulation is suspended. My battleship never got hit,” Bishop said in confusion.


  Gibson was a twenty year veteran who had seen countless incompetent officers; Bishop was just the latest. “They are not in the simulation, Lieutenant Bishop,” he said slowly. “These are real drones. From the looks of it, they came from the Gilead Sector.” The room fell quiet. Tilleke was on the other side of the Gilead Sector, and the Second Fleet was in Tilleke.


  “Are they broadcasting, Chief?” Emily asked.


  “Yeah, but they’re encrypted and I don’t have the code. It must have been issued to First Fleet just before they left and hasn’t made it to us yet.” It was hard to remember that Second Fleet had gone to war only five days earlier.


  Emily stepped to the large holo display. On the western edge of the display, a cascade of star dust was moving toward them.


  • • • • •


  The Captain of the Blue Swan had no doubt what the drones meant: disaster. Somehow, one of the Vicky ships had managed to launch its Omega drones, and now his attack plans were in shambles. Blue Swan was in position, and Blue Heron and Blue Loon should be, but there were two more of the “special” freighters that had not yet arrived. What’s more, there were only a couple of dozen commandoes on Atlas Station, not nearly enough.


  Nothing for it, he thought grimly. “Signal the Heron and the Loon!” he ordered. “Start the attack now!” He turned to his Weapons Officer. “We can’t wait. Get a lock on Lionheart. Open the holds and bring out the missile pods. Now! Do it!”


  The klaxon sounded Battle Stations and the ship erupted into activity. They had practiced this many, many times. The missile pods could be pushed from the ship’s hold and ready to fire in twelve minutes. The pods held eight nuclear tipped missiles. If even two of them got through, the battleship H.M.S. Lionheart would be destroyed. In the meantime, Heron would target H.M.S. Isle of Man and Loon would hit the H.M.S. Invincible.


  The other two freighters would have given them more punch, but so be it. With luck, all three of the Victorian Home Fleet battleships would be destroyed within fifteen minutes.


  Not far away the captain of a small tramp freighter noted the activity and heard the signal from the Blue Heron to its sister ships. This freighter was not registered with the Dominion, nor did its name include the word “blue.” No one knew of its mission except for Michael Hudis and Citizen Director Nasto. The freighter was called the “Star Born” and it was registered under the flag of Sybil Head. Its Captain was a young Lieutenant Colonel in the Dominion Intelligence Directorate named Tony Streather.


  “Are you sure, Mike?” the Captain asked his Sensors’ Officer.


  “Yes, Captain. The Heron and the Swan are both opening their outer doors. They’ll have the missile pods out in just a few more minutes. Can’t see the Loon from here, but if the first two are getting ready, it’s a safe bet Loon is as well.”


  Captain Streather shrugged. So be it. His ship carried two nuclear tipped missiles, but he was not hunting Victorian battleships. His target was more important than that.


  “Ready the missiles, Mike. I want to be ready to fire in no more than ten minutes.” Then he started to plot a course out of Victoria. Captain Streather was not a man who sacrificed his life needlessly.


  • • • • •


  On Atlas Station, Hiram Brill was in the Fleet Intelligence Center catching up on the day’s reports. Admiral Teehan and most of the other senior staff were at the Palace on Cornwall, huddled together to plan the next diplomatic and military steps once the Tilleke fleet had been subdued by Admiral Skiffington and Second Fleet. Hiram was enjoying the feeling of being one of the “senior” officers in the FIC.


  When the drone reports were downloaded, Hiram listened in as the technicians prepared the translations.


  “Who’s it from, Maria?” he asked the tech.


  “A Resupply and Maintenance Vessel attached to Second Fleet,” she answered, not looking up, but concentrating on her work. “Number 313.”


  Hiram glanced at the holo display. “That’s a lot of drones from just one ship,” he commented. “What’s the message?”


  “Well, sir, as soon as I can decrypt it we’ll both know, won’t we?” she said with a touch of asperity.


  • • • • •


  On board the New Zealand, Chief Gibson suddenly sat up in alarm. “Sweet Mothers! Targeting sensors! We’ve just been swept with targeting sensors!”


  “What?” Bishop looked confused. “But that can’t be, the simulation is off! We’re at anchor. There are no war ships out there! Check your instruments, Chief, you’ve got an obvious error.”


  Emily rubbed her nose, no longer aware of the bump that came from her accident while at Camp Gettysburg. Targeting sensors had a narrower arc than searching sensors, usually no more than thirty degrees. Targeting sensors meant that someone knew the general location of their target and was getting ready to fire, and fire damn soon.


  “Merlin!” she called to the ship’s AI.


  “State your order.”


  “Determine origin of the tracking sensors that just swept us.”


  “I cannot determine the exact location, but it emanates from a group of ships anchored three hundred miles from this location.” On the holograph, a red circle appeared and pulsed brightly.”


  Emily studied the transponder icons. “But those are all freighters,” she said. Spooked from her conversation with Hiram, she had been worried that she would find a cluster of Dominion war ships, armed to the teeth and ready to fire. But there were only freighters.


  “I told you this is a system malfunction,” Bishop said testily. “Chief, I want you to run a complete diagnostic-”


  Emily had another thought. “Merlin, draw a line from the source of the targeting sensor through the New Zealand and extend it for one thousand miles. Are there any targets of military value within a thirty degree arc of that line?”


  “There are five Home Fleet vessels at anchor within those parameters: Missile Cruiser New Zealand, Destroyers Swansea, Repulse and Cape Town and Battleship Lionheart. There are also six Atlas Port Authority buoys that could have military value under-”


  “Stop.” She looked at Chief Gibson, who shrugged. “If it were me, I’d go after the Lionheart,” he said.


  Emily nodded. So would she.


  “This is ridiculous,” Bishop said in exasperation. “It’s a malfunction! Even if you put targeting radar in a freighter, what good would it do? Freighters don’t have missiles, for God’s sake!”


  Emily’s eyes darted back to the cluster of freighters at anchor. “Merlin, focus sensors on those freighters. Are they doing anything unusual?”


  A pause, then: “Still detecting a single S-band targeting sensor, but source is intermittent and cannot be precisely located. Other than that, only normal freighter activity is observed.”


  “The Dominion uses S-band emissions,” Chief Gibson said.


  Something urgent and ugly crowded into Emily’s thoughts. What if –


  “Merlin, what normal freighter activity did you see?”


  “The D.U.C. Blue Swan is unloading cargo.”


  Emily quickly scanned the list of ships in the area within the circle. Eight freighters, but no tug boats or cargo ferries. No barges. Nothing that a freighter could unload its cargo onto. So, if they weren’t unloading cargo, what were they unloading?


  A cold hand grabbed Emily by the heart. “Chief, sound battle stations!”


  “What!” Bishop scowled. “Nonsense, belay that or-”


  The klaxon sounded.


  • • • • •


  On the Blue Swan, the air hummed with tension. “How much longer?” the Captain demanded.


  “Ready to launch in three minutes!” the Weapons Officer said, his eyes glued to his console screen. The two missile pods were almost clear of the cargo area, floating straight up over the ship. Each pod held four missiles.


  “Any sign of activity from our target?”


  “Not yet, Captain,” the Sensors Officer replied.


  “Do you have a solid fix?” No time for half measures, the Captain thought. He had no illusions that they would escape from this little adventure, so he wanted to make sure the battleship was dead.


  The Weapons Officer shook his head. “I need a few more seconds of the targeting sensors to lock her in.”


  “Okay, as soon as the pods are clear of the hold, paint her again. But for God’s sake make sure you get a solid lock! We won’t get a second chance.”


  “Aye, aye, Captain. Two more minutes!”


  • • • • •


  Hiram leaned forward as the Omega Drone’s message was finally decrypted. The holo display showed a middle-aged man slumped forward, staring intently at the camera.


  “This is Captain Michael Zizka of the H.M.S. Bawdy Bertha, attached to the Second Fleet for the action in the Tilleke Sector. Twenty three hours ago, the Second Fleet was destroyed in an ambush by Tilleke and Dominion forces.”


  Everyone in the FIC stopped what they were doing and looked at one another in horror.


  “No fuckin’ way!” someone exclaimed. Someone else started to talk, but Hiram shushed them.


  “-repeat, Second Fleet was ambushed by forces from Tilleke acting in concert with Dominion of Unified Citizenry war ships. Omega logs from several of our ships are attached to this recording. As far as we can tell, more than 70 of our ships were destroyed outright, and a large number seem to be disabled and just sitting in space.” On the screen, Captain Zizka wiped a weary hand across his face. “We can’t tell what happened to the rest. We’re being chased by three Dominion destroyers. We’re approaching the worm hole into Gilead. Once we’re through, I intend to launch as many courier drones as I can.”


  Gods of Our Mothers, thought Hiram. He tried to imagine the mood on the clumsy, slow freighter as it ran hell-for-leather from three sleek Dominion war ships.


  “I hope this message makes it to you, Victoria,” Captain Zizka was saying. “They’re coming. Get ready to fight. As God is my witness, they’re coming.” He paused, then looked steadily into the camera.


  “Remember us,” he said softly.


  The transmission ended.


  • • • • •


  “Fire in one minute!” the Captain of the Blue Swan ordered.


  • • • • •


  “Warheads armed!” the Star Born’s Weapons Officer shouted. The outer doors of the Star Born were open and the two missiles were poised in their launchers.


  “No need to shout, Lieutenant, I can hear you perfectly well,” Captain Streather said calmly. “Release the missiles, but make sure the transponders are working properly.”


  A small vibration ran through the ship as tractor beams pushed the missiles away. Small thrusters aligned them properly, then nudged them downward. They each confirmed their target’s coordinates, then began to fall into the thin upper atmosphere of Cornwall, the home planet of the Victorian Sector. Home of Queen Beatrice.


  Transponders came to life, telling anyone who cared to ask that the missiles were two cargo ferries in route to the Biscay Cargo Port located on the outskirts of the capital city.


  • • • • •


  “Weapons Officer, what have we got to fire on the Blue Swan?”


  The Weapons Officer was Chief James Friedman, a burly man with a drooping mustache that made him look like a kindly walrus. He grimaced. “It will take at least two minutes to spool up lasers. None of the main missiles are loaded, figure at least ten minutes to get them fully launch ready. Only thing we’ve got ready to go is the ship’s anti-missile defense system.”


  Emily considered. The Blue Swan was only three hundred miles away, well within the anti-missile system’s range. Gods of Our Mothers, it was so close they could throw rocks at it.


  “Chief, bring weapons to bear on the Blue Swan and fire!” she ordered.


  “Belay that, goddammit!” Bishop shouted. “The Dominion are our allies! You can’t fire on a helpless freighter!”


  “That freighter is using sensors to target the Lionheart!” Emily said firmly.


  “You don’t know that, Tuttle. For all you know, they could be –”


  Emily held up a hand. “Enough! Merlin, record without commenting the following.” She faced Bishop. “Lieutenant Michael Bishop, I hereby remove you from command pursuant to Article 13.27(a) of the Fleet Code of Justice for dereliction of duty and suspicion of treason.” She motioned to the Marine guard. “Corporal, remove him from the CIC and confine him to his quarters.”


  The Corporal hesitated, staring at her wide eyed.


  “Do it, or I’ll have you up on charges!” she barked.


  The Corporal stepped forward and grasped Bishop by the arm.


  Bishop looked stunned. He started to say something, but Emily turned her back on him.


  “Chief Friedman, I order you to fire,” she said, working hard to keep her voice steady. The Weapons Officer shared a quick look with the Sensors Officer. Chief Gibson grinned wolfishly.


  “Lieutenant gave you an order, Jimmy,” he said.


  Chief Friedman nodded. “Yes, she did, by God.” He entered the coordinates and hit the firing stud. Fifty “Bofor” guns swiveled to the Blue Swan’s heading and shot ten thousand spent ziridium slugs, paused, then fired again. Twenty five Cobra missile launchers, designed for mid-range anti-missile defense, fired their missiles and automatically reloaded.


  On the Blue Swan, the Weapons Officer called: “First missile away!”


  The torrent of missiles and projectile slugs from the New Zealand reached the Blue Swan a moment later. A war ship, with its thick armor, might have shrugged it off, but the thin-skinned freighter shuddered and heaved under the impact as hundreds of slugs pierced the outer hull to tear through bulkheads and decks, and missile warheads exploded to tear away entire sections of the hull plating. The bridge crew, caught by ricocheting slugs, were virtually shredded in an instant, never knowing they were even under fire.


  One piece of torn hull spun up into the missile pods and sliced through the fire control cables, with the result that the remaining seven missiles never fired.


  The remaining missile sped past the anchored New Zealand and on toward the battleship Lionheart. Bofor guns swiveled desperately and fired as it raced by. Of the thousands upon thousands of rounds fired, one punctured its engine compartment. It was enough. The missile began to wobble. It lost its lock on the Lionheart, then regained it, then lost it again and strayed slightly off course. As it passed the Lionheart its proximity fuse saw its target and exploded, but instead of a contact explosion, the missile exploded thirty miles away. A wave of roiling heat and radiation passed over the Lionheart, frying dozens of its electronic systems but leaving its heavily armored hull intact.


  A thousand miles away, the Blue Heron finished its preparations. “All missiles away!” shouted the Weapons Officer. His cry was echoed on the Blue Loon. Their missiles sped a scant two hundred miles and exploded in one massive paroxysm of heat and radiation on top of the H.M.S. Isle of Man and Invincible.


  Both ships shuddered, then vanished in gout of furious light. There was not even time for the Omega drones to launch. Two of the three Home Fleet battleships were gone.


  On Atlas Station, the Sensors Officer in the FIC turned wide-eyed to Hiram.


  “Lieutenant! Sensors detect multiple missile launches! Isle of Man and Invincible have been destroyed!” She paused. “Lieutenant?”


  “Hmmm?” Hiram wasn’t listening. He was mulling over everything he’d learned in the last nine months, and in particular the last nine minutes.


  Victoria had been suckered. The entire Tilleke campaign against Arcadia had been a ruse to lure the Second Fleet into an ambush. A frighteningly effective ambush, if the Bawdy Bertha was to be believed. And key to the ambush was the fact that the Dominion forces were part of the attack, which meant that the Tilleke and Dominion had been working together for over a year, and Victorian Intelligence had never suspected a thing.


  And then another thought jarred him: Was Cookie still alive? Hot tears pricked his eyes and he pinched the bridge of his nose. He had a sudden, vivid picture of the last time they made love together, her face softened in the aftermath of climax, fingers caressing his cheek. “You always treat me like I’m made of delicate china.”


  “Do you mind?” he had asked.


  She sighed contentedly and wrapped her arms and legs around him, drawing him close once more. “Just don’t stop. Don’t ever stop.”


  With a conscious effort, Hiram shook himself out of the memory. The Sensors Officer was still staring at him anxiously. Two of Home Fleet’s three battleships were gone. But why? Why attack Home Fleet? With Second Fleet destroyed, it opened the way to attack Victoria itself. But they couldn’t attack Victoria with a few freighters tricked out with missiles. So-


  Hiram spun in his chair. ““Gandalf!”


  The Station’s AI rumbled. “At your command.”


  “Gandalf, review all records of Port Authority Space Buoys at or near worm holes from any sector leading into Victoria for the last four days. Tell me if there are any large convoys of ships that entered Victorian space.”


  Gandalf paused for a moment, then the primary holo display flickered as it received the data. “There are four large convoys. One is from the Sultenic Empire, consisting of six ore freighters, carrying a cargo of grain. A second from Refuge with eight ships, unknown cargo. A third from Cape Breton with eighty ships, carrying a cargo of grain. The last is from the Dominion of Unified Citizenry, seventy ships, with the cargo listed as steel and high explosives.”


  “ETA on the convoys from Cape Breton and Dominion?”


  “Each should arrive in approximately twenty four hours.”


  Hiram felt the color drain out of his face. One hundred and fifty ships against the Home Fleet’s sixty. No, only fifty eight now.


  Victoria had just lost the war it hadn’t even known it was in.


  “Gandalf, where is the First Sea Lord?”


  “First Sea Lord Giunta and his staff are meeting with the Queen and senior admiralty at the Palace.”


  • • • • •


  The two missiles from the Star Born coasted down the long glide path toward the Biscay Cargo Port, flying lazily to maintain the illusion that they were innocent freighters instead of nuclear tipped weapons of mass destruction. They flew over the ocean, then crossed onto land and banked slightly to the north in a heading that kept them in the shipping lane. Two minutes later they were within one hundred miles of the Port, close enough so that the Port sensors would wonder why the radar reflection was so small for two freighters, even for tramp freighters.


  Then they turned sharply and dove to two hundred feet off the ground. Twenty miles away, the Palace sat brilliantly lit under a glowing summer sun. The missiles accelerated, separated until they were half a mile apart, and sped on. A mile from the Palace, one climbed to two thousand feet while the other stayed low.


  They both exploded simultaneously.


  When the dust and firestorm finally settled four hours later, there was no trace of the Palace or its inhabitants.


  

  
Chapter 40


  Victorian Space


  H.M.S. New Zealand


  The comm screen came alive with an emergency override message from H.M.S. Lionheart.


  “New Zealand, this is Captain Eder of the Lionheart. What in Christ’s name is going on?” he asked angrily.


  “You were attacked by a Dominion freighter,” Emily answered with difficulty. “We destroyed the freighter, but not before it launched one missile. We managed to knock it off course.” She felt utterly spent. As soon as it was clear that the missile had missed, the adrenalin roiling in her bloodstream made her tremble so violently that she had to sit down. Chief Gibson glanced at her solicitously, but she waived him back.


  Captain Eder gaped at her. “You destroyed a Dominion freighter!”


  “It was either that or let it destroy you, Captain!” Emily snapped.


  Eder’s face flushed scarlet. “Who are you?” he demanded.


  Emily drew herself up. “I am Second Lieutenant Emily Tuttle, temporarily in command of the New Zealand.”


  Eder’s jaw worked. “And you fired on a Dominion ship?”


  Emily worked her own jaw. “Captain, I don’t think you understand. It fired on you.”


  “Where is Captain Grey?” he asked icily.


  “Captain Grey is on Atlas.”


  “Well, dammit, I’m pretty sure that she didn’t leave a Second Lieutenant in charge of a Victorian missile cruiser, so where is your superior officer?”


  On the screen Emily could see an aide take Captain Eder’s elbow and thrust a report slate into his hand. Eder glanced at it irritably, looked back at Emily, but then his eyes darted back to the report.


  “My superior officer is Senior Lieutenant Bishop.” She paused, then plunged on. “I had him arrested for dereliction of duty when he refused to fire on the Dominion vessel.”


  Eder looked up slowly from the report slate. “Yes, Lieutenant Tuttle, I’m sure you did.” He waived the report slate in the air. “My staff tells me that the battleships Isle of Man and Invincible have both been destroyed, apparently by missile pods launched from Dominion freighters.”


  On the screen the aide suddenly appeared again. He leaned down and spoke urgently into the Captain’s ear. Eder looked at him. “Has this been confirmed?” he asked sharply. The aide nodded. Eder fell back in his chair, then looked at the camera. He looked as if he had aged ten years.


  “Tuttle, I think it would be a good idea if you found your Captain and got her back on board. The Palace has been hit with at least one nuclear weapon. The Queen is dead.”


  

  
Chapter 41


  Atlas Station, Fleet Intelligence Center


  “My God, they nuked the Palace!” the Communications Officer shouted.


  The entire FIC fell silent. Hiram leaned forward. “Nina, check for reports about the Queen.” She raced to comply, her fingers dancing over the console.


  “Many confirming reports,” she said. “At least two nuclear warheads…the Fleet attaché is reporting that the Queen was at a meeting with all of the senior admirals and their staff.” Her shoulders slumped. “The Palace was totally destroyed, everyone inside is dead.” She looked up, tears streaking her cheeks. “Queen Beatrice is dead, along with the senior admirals of Home Fleet and Fleet Administration.”


  Part of him wanted to cry, but part of him had to stifle a laugh of rueful appreciation. Sweet Gods, somebody on the other side of this had balls and brains! It was a classic coup de main. Kill the leadership, then sweep in and attack amidst the confusion and chaos. But the timing was a little off, the attack on the Palace was a little too soon. The two fleets were still a day away. He wondered idly whether the arrival of the courier drones from the Bawdy Bertha had forced them to spring their attack early.


  The sound of hysterical sobbing brought him back to the present. Got to focus, Hiram. And then: The odds are more than two to one. We’re beaten.


  Then: Only if they catch us!


  He remembered one of his old high school history teachers, talking about the decision to flee Old Earth during the Third Plague. “Sometimes,” he had told the bored class, “the right decision at the right time is the difference between salvation and utter catastrophe.” Then he had peered at them through his rheumy eyes. “Most of you will never be faced with making such a decision, and for that you will be fortunate. But if you are, pray to God you get it right.”


  Gods of Our Mothers, help me now, he thought.


  “Nina! Do we have a line into the Port Authority?”


  She looked at him, barely able to understand his question in the midst of her grief.


  “Nina,” he said softly but firmly. “I need you. We don’t have much time, so pull yourself together.” She nodded gamely, wiped at a tear and hiccupped. He raised his voice so everyone in the room could hear. “Everybody listen up. We’ve got a lot to do and damn little time to do it, so shake it off and pay attention!”


  He turned back to his Communications Officer. “Get me a line to the Port Authority. Tell them –” he hesitated. “Tell them that you have a message from Admiral Douthat of the highest urgency.” Nina blinked at him, then turned to her console.


  Next he called up the holograph display of the entire Victoria Sector. “Gandalf, label this fleet-” he touched the fleet of 80 ships from Cape Breton – “as ‘Bogey One” and this fleet –” he touched the 70-ship fleet from the Dominion – “as ‘Bogey Two.” He turned to two warrant officers. “You two, find two Navy ships, one that’s close to Bogey One and the other as close as you can get to Bogey Two. If you can find a scout vessel or a frigate, all the better, but find something that can move fast. Tell them to vector in on the Bogeys, assess their ship types and report back by laser com or courier drone ASAP. Then-” he paused, “then tell them to run like hell.”


  Now what? he wondered. In twenty four hours, one hundred and fifty enemy ships would reach Cornwall. Second Fleet and most of Third Fleet were gone. The Queen was gone; all of the senior Fleet admirals were dead. Home Fleet had just lost two of its three battleships. All Victoria had left to meet the enemy fleets were fifty eight war ships and a bunch of tugs. Hell, the two space stations weren’t even armed. What they desperately need was time, time to rebuild their fleet and even up the odds.


  He waived at the room to get everyone’s attention. They stared at him from hollow eyes. “Quickly, who is Victoria’s best ally?”


  “Arcadia,” someone muttered.


  “Not a chance!” another retorted. “Arcadia would sell us down the river for a gold coin and a promise of trade if they had the chance.”


  Not that it mattered, Hiram thought. With Second Fleet gone, Arcadia would be nothing more than a Tilleke province.


  “Who else?” he shouted.


  “Refuge,” Nina said. “We saved them from the plague and helped them get settled. “The Am HaAretz have long memories, they’ll help us.” The others nodded in silent agreement.


  “Gandalf, find me a ship that is close to Refuge, but it has to be fast. A courier ships if you can find one, otherwise a frigate or destroyer.”


  “Processing your request.” In a moment the comm screen flickered and a sturdy young woman gazed at him curiously. “This is Captain Neuwirth of the Frigate Matterhorn. What is this about?”


  “Is your ship fueled and provisioned, Captain?” he asked her.


  She nodded. “We just topped off before leaving Christchurch.”


  Hiram took a breath. “Is she fast, the Matterhorn? Very fast?”


  Neuwirth’s brow wrinkled into a line, then she grinned like a little girl. “She’s a refitted Clipper class frigate with four new Royce anti-matter injectors. She is one very fast bitch, Lieutenant.”


  Hiram quickly filled her in on the Dominion attack. “I have been instructed by Admiral Douthat to give you the following orders,” he lied calmly. Then he told her what he wanted her to do.”


  She stared at him. “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard.”


  Hiram nodded. “We’re hoping the Dominion will think so, too.” He glanced at the clock. “We have no time, Captain. I need you to leave now if this is to stand a chance of working.”


  Neuwirth stared for a moment, then shrugged and nodded. “Matterhorn out.” The screen went dark.


  Next, he called Peter Murphy, the tug boat captain of Son of Dublin. When Murphy appeared, Hiram told him tersely what he wanted him to do. Murphy looked thunderstruck.


  “You’re bloody daft, you know that, don’t you?” Murphy gasped.


  “How many tugs can you get? Two hundred? Three hundred? Would that be enough?”


  Murphy stroked his chin, straining to get his mind around the problem. “Well, we’ve probably got a hundred right around the station. Another hundred within five or six hours if they red-line it, and another three hundred that I’d have to call in from all over Victoria.” He shrugged. “They could join us within the first day or so, depending on the vector.”


  “But can you do it?” Hiram asked anxiously. “If you got two hundred tugs here, could they pull it?”


  Murphy dithered for a moment, then nodded reluctantly. “Oh, aye, they can do it. Each tug has a battleship-strength tractor, but you’re just as like to pull it apart as you are to tow it! Bloody hell, man, they’re not made to be towed!” But he rubbed his chin again, and Hiram could see he was already working on the problem.


  “Call your ships, Captain Murphy,” he told him. “Call them now, every single one of them.”


  Murphy shook his head. “You owe me a pint of the best for this, boyo, and no mistake. Dublin out!”


  One last call to put things in motion. Hiram took a deep breath and grinned shakily at the FIC crew who stood watching him, open mouthed.


  The comm flickered on to show a man in an admiral’s uniform sitting before rows and rows of consoles and displays. He looked impatiently at Hiram under busy eyebrows and a thatch of white hair. “This is Prometheus Station Master, Admiral Sullivan.”


  “Admiral, I am Lieutenant Brill, special adjutant to Admiral Douthat. Admiral Douthat has instructed me to order you to immediately evacuate Prometheus and to destroy your central computer.” He hurriedly explained about the Dominion attack and the two enemy fleets soon to arrive.


  Admiral Sullivan bit back a reply and pursed his lips. “Tell you what, Brill. You get Admiral Douthat on the comm personally. I want to see her myself if I’m going to obey an order like this. And if you don’t get her, I’m going to see you court martialled. Prometheus out!” The display went blank.


  For a long moment Hiram sat still; he didn’t know what to do. They had to clear Prometheus and-


  “Who the hell are you and what the fuck do you think you’re doing?” a voice suddenly said. Hiram whirled around and found himself facing a very angry looking Admiral Alyce Douthat, admiral of the Home Fleet. Behind her was a squad of Royal Marines in full battle gear, looking blood stained and grim, and behind them stood Captain Grey of the New Zealand.


  Sweat broke out on his face; his stomach rolled and he felt faint. “I…I” he stammered helplessly.


  Douthat looked at him in disgust. “You’re under arrest for treason.” She gestured to the Marines. “Take him-”


  “NO!” he shouted.


  Admiral Douthat stared at him with hard eyes. “Don’t “No” me, you traitorous son of a bitch. As of twenty minutes ago, we’re in a shooting war. What I should do instead of locking you up is just push you out the nearest airlock.”


  Hiram was having trouble controlling his breathing. Try as he might, he couldn’t seem to take a full breath. Black spots swarmed before his eyes.


  “Dominion fleet is coming,” he gasped.


  Douthat’s eyes narrowed. “What?” she asked, her voice full of menace.


  “Coup de main,” he croaked. “Queen is dead. Two Dominion fleets will be here is twenty four hours.”


  “The Queen is dead, and I think you had something to do with it,” Douthat snarled. “I just caught you red-handed ordering the evacuation of one of our most important space stations, using my name! You know, on second thought, I am just going to push you out an airlock-”


  “The Queen is not dead!” a voice interrupted.


  Four men in the blue livery of the royal armsmen crowded into the room, looking at everyone with hard eyes. Each carried a sonic blaster, held ready to fire. For a moment, everyone froze, then as one looked to the figure in the doorway.


  “You are mistaken, Admiral,” said Anne Radcliff Mendoza Churchill, eldest daughter of the late Queen Beatrice. Beside her stood a grim-faced Sir Henry Truscott. Anne’s eyes were red-rimmed, but dry. She had grieved privately for her mother’s death; now her weeping was done.


  “Your queen is alive and standing before you. With the death of my mother, I am now Queen of Victoria.”


  

  
Chapter 42


  Space Station Atlas


  “Admiral, we have been most grievously attacked. You are the senior surviving admiral of the Fleet. Why are you wasting your time here instead of coordinating the defense of Victoria?” Queen Anne asked sternly.


  Admiral Douthat struggled to recover her composure. “Princess…Your Highness,” she managed. “This man just attempted to evacuate the Prometheus Space Station, using my name as authority. This implicates him in the attack that just destroyed two of our battleships.”


  The new Queen turned and studied Hiram Brill, who was gasping for breath and struggling not to be violently sick to his stomach.


  “What is your name?” she demanded.


  “Lieutenant Hiram Brill, Fleet Intelligence,” he gasped. “I am an aide to Rear Admiral Teehan.”


  “Rear Admiral Teehan is dead,” Queen Anne said evenly, “killed in the attack on the Palace.” Then her brows furrowed as she searched her memory. “Brill…you wrote the report predicting an attack by the Tilleke on Arcadian shipping.”


  Hiram nodded, astonished that she would even know of the report, let alone the fact that he wrote it.


  Queen Anne turned on Admiral Douthat. “Had we paid proper attention to this man’s report months ago, perhaps we would not be here today, Admiral. Do you really want to arrest one of your more insightful intelligence officers, or would you be willing to listen to what he has to say before you…” she pursued her lips, “…push him out of the nearest airlock?”


  You don’t get to be an admiral without learning about political realities. Admiral Douthat’s political reality was staring her in the face in the form of the twenty year old Queen, who would be the major figure in Victorian government for the rest of Admiral Douthat’s career. With a conscious effort, she let the anger drain out of her, saving enough to give Brill a very hard look. “Make it good, Brill.”


  Hiram sagged with relief. “Gandalf! Show display of Bogeys One and Two.”


  The display blossomed, showing Victoria, the two mammoth space stations, and far to either side of Atlas a small swarm of ships, one labeled Bogey One and the other Bogey Two. Queen Anne stepped forward and studied them intently.


  Douthat frowned. “Two freighter convoys, so what?”


  Hiram shook his head. “Not freighters. If I’m right, those are two Dominion invasion fleets trying to pass themselves off as freighters. And they’ll be here in less than twenty four hours.”


  Douthat glowered at him. “This is bullshit, Brill. The Dominion doesn’t have that many ships. How many are there, one hundred and thirty?”


  “One hundred and fifty,” Hiram corrected, earning him another glare. “And we have only the First Fleet, three Battle Groups totaling sixty ships. Fifty eight, now,” he corrected himself.”


  “The Dominion does not have that many ships,” the admiral repeated sternly.


  Hiram felt a flutter in his stomach, ignored it, and forced him to stare back at Admiral Douthat. “Admiral, it makes no sense for those freighters to fire on our battleships and to attack the Palace unless there was going to be a follow-on strike of massive proportions. We’ve got two large fleets coming in, one from Cape Breton and one directly from the DUC. Anyway, we know the Dominion was involved in the attack that destroyed Second Fleet-”


  “Second Fleet!” Alyce Douthat had gone pale. “What are you talking about?”


  Belatedly, Hiram realized that no one outside of the Intelligence Center had heard the message from Bawdy Bertha. “Gandalf! Play the message from Captain Zizka.”


  Captain Zizka’s somber face appeared and told his story of desperation and death once more.


  “What does this mean?” asked Queen Anne once the message had ended.


  “It means that Brill is probably right,” Douthat replied grimly. “Second Fleet is gone, and Third Fleet with it. The Tilleke, the Dominion and Cape Breton are somehow working together. These two “convoys” are really invasion fleets, so Home Fleet is outnumbered more than two to one, and most of our admirals died in the attack on the Palace.” She smiled thinly. “The only reason I wasn’t there as well is because Sir Henry wanted me here to escort you to one of my ships for safe keeping.”


  “But can you stop them?” the Queen demanded. “Can you protect Cornwall?”


  Douthat studied the holo display, then shook her head wearily. “Maybe if we hadn’t lost Isle of Man and Invincible, but without them we’re just too weak.”


  “They’re not here to attack Cornwall,” Hiram said. The Queen turned to face him. “Explain,” she said.


  He opened his arms wide to encompass everything around him. “They want this, Atlas and Prometheus, the industrial titans of the human universe. This, and our Victorian space with its wonderful network of wormholes.”


  “Bloody hell,” murmured Sir Henry.


  “But if the Fleet can’t protect Cornwall, how can it protect Atlas and Prometheus?”


  “We can’t,” he said shortly. “We cannot fight and win, but we can run,” Hiram replied, his own sense of certainty for once suffusing his voice with confidence. “And we’ll take Atlas with us.”


  

  
Chapter 43


  In Victorian Space, near Bogey One


  “There they are,” the Sensors Officer breathed. “Sweet Gods, look at ‘em all!”


  H.M.S. Annapurna hung motionless in space five thousand miles away from Bogey One. Two hours earlier it had launched a dozen spy drones and sent them across the travel lane favored by traders going from Cape Breton to Victoria. Annapurna was a scout frigate, specially fitted to be stealthy and with a powerful assortment of passive sensors. Just for practice, it routinely stalked freighters and other ships traveling along the main trader routes. Even more fun was stalking other war ships in the Home Fleet. Captain Culver delighted in sending her fellow captains copies of the sensor reports showing how close she had gotten to them, completely undetected. She called them her “love letters.”


  The other captains were seldom amused; Culver thought it was hilarious.


  Two of the spy drones had bracketed the incoming fleet, collected data from their sensitive passive sensors and beamed it back to Annapurna by whisker laser.


  “Put it up on the board, Donny,” Culver said. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”


  Warrant Officer Donald DiFusco typed in a command and the holo display blossomed. The spy drones had gotten close enough for visual sightings as well as picking up radio, sensor and anti-matter emissions. Culver maneuvered the display controls to zoom in until they could clearly see individual ships.


  “My, my,” she said. “And who is that knocking at my door?” She hummed the tune from a popular song as she panned the camera angle back and forth, occasionally zooming in to examine some detail.


  “I see eighty seven ships, Captain,” DiFusco reported. “Eighty five have military grade power plants and engines, two are definitely civilian freighters.” He shrugged. “They may be using them as colliers. We are not – I repeat, not - picking up T-band broad spectrum sensors or S-band targeting sensors, just normal navigation BB-band that you’d expect to see with any freighter. No radio traffic at all. They are locked down tight, being as stealthy as a big ass fleet of ships can be.”


  “Origin?”


  “Mildred classifies most of them as Dominion, but there are a bunch that have drive signatures that are not in our data bank. Similar to known Dominion drives, but different, like they might be the next generation.”


  Culver frowned. Next generation engines? She didn’t like the sound of that. “Size and strength?”


  “Looks like eighty five war birds, including one really big sonofabitch, bigger than our standard battleships. Then we’ve got…um, thirty cruiser size ships, another thirty destroyer size, then a bunch of smaller ships, mostly frigates and smaller.” He looked up. “Interesting, though, near the back of the fleet, there are two large ships, but I can’t figure out what they are.” He spun the aiming device, then zoomed in on two ships that looked like two large ovals.


  Culver frowned. The two ships did not appear to have any significant offensive weapons, unless they were hidden in the hull. There were several rows of short, stubby weapons that she guessed were for anti-missile defense. Colliers? They were much bigger than any colliers she had ever seen. She zoomed in further. There were dozens of radio dishes spotted along the top of each ship, more than any collier would need. She mentally shrugged; let the boffins back at Atlas have a go at it.


  “Close down the drones and let’s back out of here, quiet and slow,” she told her deck crew. “Julianne, do we have a clean shot for the comm laser back to Atlas?”


  “No, Captain,” the Communications Officer replied. “We’ll have to route it through one of the satellites.”


  “Set it up. Download all of the drone data and send it off ‘Priority Alpha.’ Mark it for attention to Home Fleet Command, with a copy to this Lieutenant Brill, whoever he is.”


  Captain Culver sat back in her chair, ignoring the subtle tremor as the ship crept away under chemical thrusters. She zoomed the display out until she could see the entire fleet, colored red by the computer as hostiles. A deep thrill of fear coursed through her. How would they stop so many ships?


  

  
Chapter 44


  In Victorian Space


  Dominion Task Force (Bogey One)


  A strong man could shape the universe to his will.


  Bend it, if need be.


  Admiral Mello knew this to be true. Task Force One was now twenty hours inside Victorian space and still undetected. They’d reach Cornwall and the precious space stations in another twenty four hours. Every mile increased the chances they would be discovered, but so far there was no reason for the Vickies to be suspicious. They were just another grain convoy from Cape Breton, larger than most, perhaps, but not threatening in the least. They were just plodding along, getting closer and closer to their objective.


  “Any word from Admiral Kaeser?”


  “Nothing yet, sir. Since he doesn’t know exactly where we are, he can’t reach us by laser, and he probably doesn’t want to risk a courier drone.”


  Mello shrugged. He hadn’t really expected anything, not yet. “Anything on the holo?”


  Commander Pattin shook her head. “We’ve seen a few freighters, but at some distance, too far away for them to paint us with commercial sensors. We’ve had the usual sensor ghosts, but nothing worth investigating.”


  Dominion Task Force One plowed on. Six thousand miles away, the H.M.S. Annapurna found a clear line of sight to one of the Fleet’s communications satellites and beamed its message of warning.


  • • • • •


  The Fleet ship closest to Bogey Two was a destroyer, the H.M.S. Glasgow, captained by Captain Robert Manforte, known by his crew with affection as Madman Manforte for his daring and boldness during Fleet maneuvers.


  “Picking up Bogey Two, Captain,” the Sensors Officer said. “At least fifty ships, maybe more.”


  Manforte frowned. Only fifty? The report from Atlas had identified as many as seventy. Had they split up, divided their force?


  “Okay, boys and girls,” Manforte said breezily. “Let’s get closer and eyeball these bastards. Pilot, set course for convergence, then kill the engines and we’ll coast right by them.” He smiled wolfishly. “Close enough to tickle them as we go by.”


  Two hours later the Glasgow was less than a thousand miles away, coming in from a wide angle so that it would cross under the Dominion fleet. Its passive sensors recorded everything.


  On board the Dominion ship Fortitude, Admiral Kaeser watched the holo display with growing incredulity. He had a globe of twenty ships coasting in parallel with the rest of Attack Force Two, acting as a perimeter guard. They had picked up the Vicky destroyer twenty minutes ago and had been plotting its course since then. For a while Admiral Kaeser had hoped that by simply ignoring the destroyer, they could bluff their way though. The Dominion had notified the Victorian Port Authority that it was sending another fleet to reinforce its ships in Tilleke space, and Kaeser had hoped to hide in plain sight.


  He sighed. The Vickies were either just curious or they were on to something. No matter.


  “No radio emissions from the Vicky destroyer?”


  “Nothing yet, Admiral. Still coming in silent.”


  Kaeser nodded in satisfaction. The destroyer had not radioed a warning. No doubt the captain intended to fly right past the Dominion Attack Force and then report back to Victoria, covering himself in glory in the process. All balls and no brain, he thought — a common failing of Victorian Fleet captains.


  “Very well, then. Execute Rabbit Snare on my command. Make sure the frigates and destroyers watch for the Omega drone; it must not escape. Execute!”


  On command, twenty Dominion cruisers fired every laser battery they had at the hapless Glasgow. Dozens upon dozens of one inch, three inch and five inch laser beams smashed the hull of the Victorian destroyer, spearing deep into the inner compartments, blowing apart everything in their path. The Glasgow promptly disintegrated. Incredibly, two Omega drones burst from the growing cloud of debris, only to be shot down by the Dominion frigates and destroyers that had been waiting for them.


  Admiral Kaeser looked at the clock. Twenty three more hours to go.


  “Carry on,” he ordered.


  

  
Chapter 45


  In Victorian Space


  Atlas Space Station


  The man stood in the doorway of the Fleet Intelligence Center, his way barred by the Queen’s bodyguards.


  “And you are?” asked Admiral Douthat impatiently.


  “I’m Opinsky, in charge of plant operations for Atlas,” he said, seemingly not fazed by the Admiral, the guards or the fact that a woman who looked suspiciously like Princess Anne was standing there with a bemused look on her face. He gestured toward Hiram Brill. “Hiram asked me to get up here right away.” He shrugged. “So I came.”


  “It’s okay,” Hiram said hastily. “I asked him to come. We need him if we’re going to move Atlas. Max,” he said to Opinsky, “Peter Murphy is bringing in all the tugs he can get hold of, maybe two hundred. We’re going to move the Atlas station out of orbit and tow it to Refuge.” At that Admiral Douthat and Captain Grey both looked at him in astonishment. Queen Anne tilted her head, considering, and stole a glance to Sir Henry. Sir Henry frowned.


  “Big job,” Opinsky said stolidly.


  “Murphy says if we try to tow the space station, we’ll tear it apart.”


  Opinsky glowered. “Murphy is a thick-headed Irishman whose idea of a big engineering job is opening a bottle of beer, and at that only if he can find the top of the bottle. He knows less than nothin’ about this station. This old girl’s got a series of strong points on each outer ring. If there is a major disaster, like a fire, or if one of them damn fool Navy drivers smacks a ring with a battleship, we can unhook the entire section and tow it out, then replace it with a pre-fab section. There’s like eighty or more strong points around the main ring, couple of dozen or more on the inner ring.”


  “So we can tow Atlas?” Hiram asked.


  “Course you can,” Opinsky said. “Slow, of course. I mean, she’s a big bitch and it won’t be easy, but you tie into the strong points and she’ll hold up just fine, ‘long as Murphy and his crew don’t fuck it up.”


  Queen Anne coughed to cover a laugh. Her eyes were dancing. “Thank you, Mr. Opinsky.” Another short fit of coughing. “Um, how is it you know Lieutenant Brill?”


  A hint of a smile creased Opinsky’s lips. “Hiram? He’s just a curious son-of-a-bitch, is all. Offered to buy me a drink and asked me all sorts of questions about how Atlas was built, what industries we have on board, ship building, the whole lot. But Sweet Gods, he can’t hold his liquor worth a damn.” He frowned suddenly, peering closer at the Queen. “You look very familiar…”


  Queen Anne nodded emphatically. “People often say that, I don’t know why. Admiral, could you please use Mr. Opinsky to help coordinate the towing effort with Captain Murphy?” She looked around. “I think we are leaving for Refuge just as soon as we can.”


  After they left, the Queen turned on Brill. “Lieutenant, do I understand that once you saw the incoming Dominion ships, you just decided on your own to take Atlas off to safe haven in Refuge, without consulting with the Admiral or any of your superiors?”


  Hiram thought of trying to explain, but finally just nodded.


  “Are you always this impulsive? Is that why you did all this?” And though her tone was light, her expression was serious.


  Her question stung him. Impulsive? He was the least impulsive person he knew. It was his primary flaw. He dithered, poked, considered and was usually so indecisive that it drove him crazy. He yearned to be impulsive.


  “Sometimes,” he said flatly, “I simply see things with great clarity.”


  The Queen tilted her head again, then nodded slowly. “Okay, Lieutenant. I lost all of my personal staff on Cornwall when the Palace was destroyed. I can always use people who see things with ‘great clarity.’ You are now seconded as my Intelligence Adjutant. You will report directly to me.” She turned. “Sir Henry, we need a home. Atlas has room and the necessary communications nexus. And I suspect that Admiral Douthat will be delighted that we are not staying on one of her war ships.”


  Sir Henry looked pained. “I would prefer, Majesty, that you get on a fast destroyer and go directly to Refuge. Atlas will be the target of every Dominion ship out there. We cannot guarantee your safety.”


  Queen Anne smiled coolly. “I think not, Sir Henry. If we lose Atlas, we lose everything. If I must run from the Dominion and abandon Cornwall and Christchurch, I must have Atlas.”


  “I must protest, Majesty. Exposing yourself to this danger is reckless in the extreme.”


  “So noted,” Anne said. She turned back to Brill, who was still trying to digest the news that he was now part of the Queen’s personal staff. “I assume you had some plans for the second space station, Prometheus?”


  “We don’t have the tugs to tow it, but we can’t leave it behind,” he replied. “It has to be destroyed.”


  The Queen’s eyes narrowed. “Destroy it? Destroy the second largest industrial space station in all of Human Space?”


  Hiram refused to back down. “We don’t have enough tugs to tow both of them. If Prometheus is left behind, it will fall into enemy hands and they’ll have the benefit of its capacity to turn out a frigate every day, a destroyer every week, a cruiser every month or a battleship every three months.”


  “That space station cost five trillion credits, young man,” Sir Henry huffed.


  Admiral Douthat returned then, and to his surprise, she supported Hiram. “It is a military decision, Your Majesty, not a political one. We simply can’t leave this significant an asset to fall into Dominion hands.


  They argued the point for an hour, then the Queen grudgingly gave her permission for Prometheus to be sacrificed.


  “You don’t seem terribly upset by this loss, Mr. Brill,” Queen Anne observed tartly.


  Hiram shrugged. “When your good options are taken from you, Your Majesty, the choices you have left are simple. Terrible, perhaps, but simple.”


  Anne smiled thinly. “For such a mild mannered man, Lieutenant, you can be very cold. I think you and Sir Henry will get along famously.” Hiram and Sir Henry gave each other a considering glance.


  The Queen, her bodyguards and Sir Henry swept from the room. Hiram collapsed shakily into the nearest chair, his mind whirling. He gradually became aware that Captain Grey was smiling at him.


  “Relax, Brill,” she said dryly. “An hour ago you were about to be arrested for high treason…and now you have the favor of the Queen. You’re doing just fine.”


  He blinked in confusion. “Captain, I thought you were on board the New Zealand. I mean, I thought you were the one who shot down the Dominion freighter that tried to take out Lionheart.”


  Grey’s eyes widened. “New Zealand shot the freighter? My ship?”


  “Yes, Ma-am, I thought you knew. Heck, I assumed it was you who did it.”


  The New Zealand was still at full battle stations, but as Emily watched the holo display it was becoming increasingly clear that whoever the bad guys were, they were dead. Indeed, just about every Dominion ship in sensor range had either been destroyed outright or boarded and seized.


  “Coffee, Lieutenant?” Chief Gibson asked.


  “Oh, Sweet Gods, I would kill for a cup of coffee.” She accepted it greedily. The adrenalin letdown after they’d destroyed the Blue Swan had been brutal. She sipped; it was sweet. She raised an eyebrow at Chief Gibson, who shrugged. “I noticed that you like a couple of sugars, Lieutenant, so I made sure they made it right.” Emily was touched.


  “Thank you, Chief…and thank you for your support earlier. I know things were moving pretty fast. And…well, thanks.”


  Gibson pursed his lips and nodded. “Yeah, it was a little wild and woolly, wasn’t it?” He leaned closer and dropped his voice. “But Lieutenant, what I don’t understand…well, the thing is, when you arrested Mr. Bishop, which was the right thing to do, I understand that, but when you did, you cited Article 13.27(a) of the Fleet Code of Justice.”


  Emily looked at him expressionlessly.


  “Well, I got curious, you see, so when things had calmed down a little, I asked Merlin for a copy of Article 13.27(a), and the thing is, Lieutenant, the thing is that all it talks about is housing allowances for junior grade officers, not dereliction of duty or treason or any of that stuff.”


  Emily leaned forward. “Chief?”


  Gibson looked at her expectantly. She put a finger to her lips.


  “Shhssh!”


  

  
Chapter 46


  In Victorian Space


  Eight hours after the Dominion freighters attacked and destroyed two of the Home Fleets battleships, the last tug boat slipped into place above Space Station Atlas. Its towing beam was slaved to the master controller on board the Son of Dublin. Max Opinsky, sitting next to Peter Murphy, gave the display one last look over. “She’s ready, Murphy. Don’t fuck this up.”


  Peter Murphy thumbed his radio, connecting him to the two hundred and twelve tugs that had arrived in time to join in. “All tugs! This is a tale you’ll tell your grandchildren, and they won’t believe a word of it! On my mark, accelerate at two percent of standard.”


  He flipped the safety shield off, exposing the dial that would activate all two hundred and twelve tractor beams. “Jesus, Joseph and Mary,” he muttered, invoking the old religion, “let this work!” Beside him, Opinsky snorted in amusement, but his hands were clenched white.


  Peter Murphy twisted the dial to ten percent power, glancing anxiously at the visual display of Atlas’s outer ring. Tentatively, he brought the power up to twenty five percent, then fifty, then one hundred. His face dripped with sweat.


  “All ahead at two percent standard on my mark. Three! Two! One! Mark!”


  

  
Chapter 47


  On Board H.M.S. Yorkshire,


  In the Gilead Sector


  There had been three more krait attacks. The crew of the Yorkshire had fought them off, but at a price paid in blood. The last of the Savak corpses had been jettisoned into space. In the midst of one of the attacks, the destroyer Rutland had lost way and staggered off on a Long Walk, leaving behind a dozen escape pods. By the time they had realized Rutland was missing, she was nowhere in sight. The Kent was still there, twenty miles off the port bow, but it had suffered as well.


  Grant Skiffington sat on his bunk, drinking from a bottle of brandy he took from one of the Marines. His face was bloodstained, his clothing torn and dirty. He was now the only functioning officer on the Yorkshire. Commander Peled was in the sick bay, where the ship’s medic had put him into a medically induced coma until they could reach a hospital and remove the pellet lodged in his skull.


  They had probed the entire area around them with active sensors and were as sure as they could be that there were no more Tilleke transporter craft near them. Now it was time to mend their wounds and make the perilous journey home to Victoria.


  But first Grant intended to get drunk.


  He was just taking another swig when his door opened and Cookie came in. She was dressed in filthy fatigue pants and a torn T-shirt that clung to her body. She was sweat-stained and dirty and there was a red splotch of blood on her neck. She looked earthy and sensual in a way Grant couldn’t define, but felt deep in his groin.


  Without speaking, she crossed the little room and straddled him, sitting across the tops of his thighs and facing him. Her face was inches from his, her beasts softly pressed against his chest. Without conscious thought, he dropped the bottle and reached up to caress her.


  She gave him a stiff fingered jab in the stomach.


  “Oomph,” he gasped.


  “I’m not here for that,” she said coolly. She grasped his chin in a hard grip. “Don’t move your face, got it? This will hurt a little, but don’t move.”


  She took a needle and a small jar of something, dipped the needle into it, then carefully poked the needle into his face, just below his left eye. He winced.


  “Don’t be a baby,” she said. That was when he noticed the red tattoo of a teardrop on Cookie’s face. A Blood Tear.


  “Badge of honor,” he said.


  She snorted without humor. “Badge of a cluster fuck, is what it is. The Almighty bring us through this, She surely got somethin’ She want us to do. Now shut up, I’m a little drunk and if you move, I’m gonna stick you in the eye with this needle.”


  It took a while, but when she was done, she dabbed the blood from his face and looked critically at the tattoo. “You look in the mirror and see that, for the rest of your sorry life, you remember the people who died fighting with you on this ship.”


  Grant leaned back against the bulkhead. Cookie, still straddling him, looked hard at him. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then let it out in a long shuddering sigh. She reached over her shoulder and pulled off her T-shirt, unfastened her bra and then leaned forward and kissed him fervently. Grant began to touch her, nuzzle her and bent forward to kiss her breasts, but Cookie suddenly pulled him up painfully by his ears.


  “Ouch! Cookie, what-”


  “One thing,” she said fiercely. “I’m doin’ this because I need it, I need it or I’m gonna start crying and I don’t think I’ll be able to stop. But you never, never tell Hiram about this, understand?”


  Grant understood.


  They had been through five krait attacks in two days. The Savak were the stuff of nightmares. They just kept coming at you without mercy or fear until you put them down like you would a rabid animal. So many people had died right in front of him, screaming in pain and anguish and fear and utter frustration that they could not kill the Savak butchers before they died themselves. And now his mind yearned for release, for comfort, for a few blessed moments of respite before it all started over again.


  Grant understood.


  He nodded and touched her face. She sighed again, then took his hand and guided it to her breast. She closed her eyes. “Okay then,” she whispered. She drew him to her. “Okay then.”


  

  
Chapter 48


  On the Atlas Space Station, in Victorian Space


  In the privacy of her stateroom, Queen Anne sipped coffee and stared bleakly at a hologram of the Victorian Sector. “No one will come to our aid, will they?”


  Sir Henry wondered if he should give his new queen some false hope, then dismissed the idea. “No, Majesty. There is no time for them to mobilize.” He sighed. “And in any event, there is no one who will risk it this early. Cape Breton is involved somehow with the Dominion. Sybil Head and the Sultenic Empire will wait to see who is the likely victor, and then put their support behind them. The Light does not have a deep space navy. Arcadia is probably under attack by the Tilleke as we speak. And Refuge is hopefully getting ready to receive us. But their navy is small. They will not be able to fortify their wormhole entrance and send out a fleet to aid us at the same time.”


  “So to save ourselves, to have any hope of fighting back, we have to abandon our home world and all our colonies,” she said bitterly. “My first official act as Victoria’s new queen!”


  “If you remain behind, the Dominion will kill you,” he replied bluntly. “You are now the heart and soul of Victoria, Majesty. If you die, Victoria dies with you.”


  “You always have the pretty words, don’t you?” she spat.


  Sir Henry, a long-time survivor of royal mood swings, remained silent.


  “I will do whatever I have to,” she said finally. Her faced clouded and her brow creased. “But sometimes I have to catch myself from just sitting in the corner and screaming that this can’t really be happening.”


  Sir Henry laughed bitterly. “Your Majesty, forty eight hours ago, my biggest concern was that a rogue Victorian Admiral might pose a threat to you and your mother. Now Victoria has been defeated by the Dominion and we’re running for our lives. I’d say that begs credulity.”


  Anne smiled. It was a dreadful smile, a cold, bleak smile that promised a long winter and terrible storms. “The Dominion has miscalculated, Sir Henry. I will do whatever I have to to save Victoria. And when I’m done, the Dominion will rue the day I was born.”


  

  
Chapter 49


  H.M.S. Lionheart, in Victorian Space


  Admiral Douthat scowled at the status board. The longer she looked at it, the worse their situation seemed. Battleships were the fleet’s heavy hitters, carrying forty missile tubes and up to twenty energy beams, a simply awesome amount of fire power. A single battleship was a significant force in any battle. Two battleships working together or with five cruisers were a force of nature, overwhelming and destructive. First Fleet had had three battleships, but two of them had been destroyed by the Dominion ambush, leaving her with only Lionheart.


  But that wasn’t her biggest problem.


  Most of the Home Fleet’s admirals had died at the Palace, which meant that most of her ship captains were gone. Normally a battleship would be the flagship for its battle group, but now she was going to assign that task to cruisers and assign new captains to all but one of her cruisers and a couple of destroyers. The frigate captains, too junior in rank to have been invited to the Palace, were mostly intact. So if she moved the frigate captains up to the destroyers…hmmm, but that meant moving the cruiser XOs up to captain the cruisers and some of the XOs simply weren’t up to it. If she was honest, she’d admit that despite rank, some of the frigate captains would make better cruiser captains than the current cruiser XOs. Maybe some of the XOs could be made frigate captains - She shook her head; no matter what she did, most of her ships were going to have new captains, and captains who had not worked with that ship’s crew.


  But that wasn’t her biggest problem.


  The tug boat captain, Murphy, had reported in that in order to keep the stresses tolerable for Atlas as they towed it to Refuge, they would have to accelerate slowly. Now instead of it being a three day flight to the Refuge wormhole, it was going to be at least five days, maybe six. Six days for the Dominion to find them and attack them, six days in which the Dominion could bring sheer numbers into play and grind them into dust.


  But that wasn’t her biggest problem.


  Her biggest problem was that stiff-necked, stubborn, obstinate, obdurate, mulish and goddamed willful child who was now the Queen of all Victoria refused to board the destroyer Repulse and be taken to safety in Refuge. “I think not, Admiral,” she had said.


  And that was that. Now Queen Anne was on the Atlas Space Station, the single object the entire Dominion navy was intent on capturing. Or destroying.


  So for the next six days, Atlas would be in harm’s way.


  “Bugger me,” she snarled, and thought, not for the first time, that when this was over she would welcome the court martial that was sure to follow.


  If they lived.


  

  
Chapter 50


  Victorian Space


  Battleship H.M.S. Lionheart


  “Here is the situation in a nutshell,” Admiral Douthat told the others on the conference. “The enemy will reach Cornwall in fifteen hours, so sometime short of that they will realize that Atlas is gone. By that time we will be six hours away. The geometry looks like this.” She put a simple map up on the screen. “The good news is that since we are taking Atlas with us, we have an almost limitless supply of missiles and mines and quick access to emergency repairs.


  “The bad news is that with Atlas in tow, we can’t accelerate very fast. Also, the inertia compensators on Atlas are not as robust as on our ships, so our top speed will be limited. The enemy will overtake us. They outnumber us two to one in war ships and probably more than that in throw weight.”


  “Can we expect help from Second Fleet?” someone asked.


  [image: ]


  “No,” Douthat replied shortly. “Second Fleet will not be coming to help us. Nor Third Fleet.”


  There was a moment of awkward silence as they digested that. Admiral Douthat plowed ahead, acutely aware that time was in short supply.


  “Thanks to the attack on the Palace, we have huge gaps in our command structure. With the loss of Invincible and Isle of Man, I am appointing Captain Grey in the cruiser New Zealand to be commander of the Coldstream Guards and Captain Hamid of the cruiser Norfolk to take command of the Black Watch. Admiral Eder of the battleship Lionheart will remain in command of the Queen’s Own Guard. The Queen’s Own will stay with Atlas. Black Watch is my reserve, but is likely to be used to block the Dominion force we’ve labeled as ‘Bogey Two.’


  “The task of the Coldstream Guards is to buy us time! Captain Grey, your battle group will do whatever it can to confuse, delay and weaken Bogey One, which will reach us several hours before Bogey Two.”


  Captain Grey studied the plot. “What resources do I have?”


  ““You have your entire battle group and anything you need from Atlas’s stores. I am also giving you one of the colliers for resupply. I want you ready to depart in ninety minutes.”


  “What about Prometheus?” Captain Hamid asked. “We can’t just leave it for the Dominion.”


  “Good question. Captain Grey, add that to your task list. By now it has been evacuated. I want you to destroy Prometheus.”


  Grey nodded. Thanks to Lieutenant Tuttle’s recent tactical exercises, she had some ideas on how that best might be done.


  After the conference, Julie Grey absently spun her chair back and forth, a habit she had picked up in second grade to help her think. She had nineteen ships: five cruisers, ten destroyers and four frigates, plus the collier. Normally a Battle Group had four squadrons, but this was not going to be normal combat, this was going to be an elaborate game of fox and hounds. And more, none of her other cruiser captains had survived the attack on the Palace. Each had been an aide to some admiral. All dead now.


  She had the vague outlines of an idea of what she wanted to do, but wanted to think out loud with someone. She stabbed the intercom. “Rudd!”


  “Captain?”


  “Alex, who are the two sneakiest, dirtiest, most obnoxious people you’ve fought against in the training modules?” she asked briskly.


  “Home Fleet or just the Coldstream Guards?”


  “Just the Guards, Alex.”


  “Including that miserable, wretched Grey woman, or other than her?”


  Grey smiled. Trust Rudd to find some humor and get in a dig.


  “Excluding her, and you are getting on very thin ice, Mister,” she said, but she couldn’t stop the hint of laughter from betraying her.


  Rudd paused, thinking. “Well, Tuttle for one. She’s got balls, imagination and a nice touch of ruthlessness. For the second, Andrew Lord. He doesn’t think as many moves ahead as Tuttle, but he’s got a good sense of what the enemy is going to do and has a real knack for spoiling attacks.”


  Grey nodded to herself. “Get them both and come in here now, Alex.”


  Ten minutes later, the four of them sat in the Captain’s day room. Grey outlined her orders, then: “In a few hours, we are going to be in a shooting war. It’s up to us to distract Bogey One and keep them as far away from Atlas as we can. And to stay alive while we do it. I need ideas.”


  “Captain, do we have any minelayers?” Lord asked, thinking they could try to saturate the trade route Bogey One was traveling on.


  Grey shook her head. “The Admiral is keeping all the minelayers with Atlas and the rest of the Fleet. I’ve commandeered three freighters and they are being stuffed full of laser mines, but that’s all. Also – “ she shot a glance at Emily – “I have ordered that the Prometheus space station be mined. The Dominion will have a little surprise waiting when they try to board it.”


  “What about decoy drones?”


  “We have dozens of them, hundreds, actually.” Grey smiled wryly. “It doesn’t add to our throw weight, but it might fool the Ducks into thinking we’re bigger and badder than we really are.”


  Emily struggled to control her excitement and her fear, her thoughts darting like larks before a storm. Treat this as just another training exercise, she told herself, conscious that her hands were sweating. What weakness does the enemy have? How do we exploit it? Answer the questions one by one. She closed her eyes, forcing her mind to settle. Bogey One had come through the Cape Breton wormhole, but it was made up of Dominion ships. So that meant that the Dominion ships had probably taken the old trade route through the Sultenic Empire, then on to Sybil Head and Cape Breton. Five months of flying time, maybe six if they stayed away from the main routes. They’d have to carry all their supplies and munitions with them. All their supplies…


  She opened her eyes, suddenly aware that the room had gone quiet and everyone was staring at her.


  Rudd made a ‘come on’ gesture. “Come back to the world of the living, Emily. What have you got?”


  She told them.


  The smiles died away. Captain Grey looked at Rudd, who nodded grimly. “It could work,” he said cautiously. “But to make it work we’re going to have to position ourselves behind Bogey One.” He grimaced. “The Dominion Fleet will be between us and the rest of Home Fleet. If we fail, we’ll be cut off from any hope of support.”


  “Then we mustn’t fail,” Captain Grey said.


  

  
Chapter 51


  H.M.S. Yorkshire, in Gilead Space,


  Approaching the Victorian Wormhole


  Grant Skiffington was collecting survivors, and doing his best to kill all the rest.


  “We’ll be in close missile range in ten minutes, Captain,” the Sensors Officer announced. “Still no sign they’ve seen us.”


  Grant Skiffington shook his head. They had started to call him “Captain” right after they lost Commander Peled, but it still jarred him to hear it. He smiled wryly. His father would have told him to shut up and enjoy the promotion.


  “Thank you, Livy,” he told the rating at Sensors. The original Sensors Officer – Grant couldn’t remember his name – had been killed in the first attack by the Tilleke commandos.


  This was the third Victorian ship they approached from dead astern, where a ship’s sensors are weakest. The Yorkshire was under full stealth. Their target, the destroyer H.M.S. Galway, had its navigation lights blinking and was cruising slowly toward the wormhole that would take it from Gilead to Victoria. But had the Galway been captured by the Tilleke? Or, like the Yorkshire, was it still in Victorian hands and playing possum in the hope of sneaking back to Victoria undetected?


  Finding out was pretty damn tricky.


  If they cruised up behind a ship and announced themselves as Victorians, and it turned out the ship was controlled by the Tillekes, Yorkshire had to be able to take them out very, very quickly or risk a close-encounter shooting match. On the other hand, they couldn’t just kill the ship without at least trying to discover if it was still controlled by friendlies.


  The first three ships had not responded with the right answer to their hail, so Yorkshire and Kent had destroyed them. Only one had been able to get off any missiles, but Skiffington couldn’t count on always being so lucky.


  He was still haunted by the fear that the ships had not responded just because of confusion, not because they were Tilleke, and that he had personally massacred thousands of Victorian sailors.


  “Mr. Kauder, make sure everyone is at battle stations and open a link to the Kent. Whisker laser, if you please, Mr. Kauder. I want no radio transmissions.”


  “Yes, sir.” The display screen changed from a map of all known ships to the face of Junior Lieutenant Lisa Stein. Stein was not the senior officer on the Kent, but was the only one still walking. One arm was in a sling and her wound was obviously uncomfortable, which did nothing to improve her mood. The Kent was a Cruiser (E), which meant she carried twelve heavy lasers, but only fifteen missile tubes instead of the usually twenty. The Kent needed the extra space for an additional power plant to charge the lasers. Four of the lasers were mounted in turrets, two on top of the Kent and two below. They could swivel 360 degrees, but required a crew of four to operate each turret. With half her crew dead, Stein had had to abandon one turret up and down in order to be able to man the rest. On top of that, four of her missile tubes were damaged and couldn’t be used.


  “Are you ready, Lieutenant?” Skiffington asked.


  “We’ve been ready for the last two hours,” she said irritably. “If you get any closer their engine exhaust is going to scorch your sensor nodes. Let’s get this done.”


  Skiffington watched her closely. His medic had warned him that he could expect up to fifteen percent of his crew to show some signs of nervous exhaustion and stress disorders. After the last attack two of his deck crew had been medicated to keep them functioning and two more had been relieved of all duties. He needed Stein to be in top form for what they were about to do.


  “You know the drill,” he said cheerfully. “As soon as you hear my radio transmission, I need you to take Kent out fifty miles off our beam. If the Galway fires on us, or if I fire, you are to fire all laser batteries that bear and follow it with missiles.”


  “Gods of Our Mothers! We’ve already done this three times!” Stein snapped. “I know my job and my crew knows theirs. Let’s get this done.”


  She was right. “Okay, Lieutenant, the fourth time’s the charm. I will commence in ten seconds. Skiffington out.”


  He nodded to Kauder. “Hail the Galway.”


  When Kauder signaled, Grant Skiffington spoke: “Calling the H.M.S. Galway! We have you locked in. You have ten seconds to answer this question or we’ll shoot you: Pretend you are a frigate captain. You spot game. What do you do and what was the name of the professor who told you? Ten seconds!”


  Skiffington raised his hand, ready to give the order to fire lasers and missiles, and watched the clock. Five seconds…six…seven…


  The radio squawked. “Go dark! Go dark and call home!” a voice screamed.


  “Who was the professor?” Grant prodded.


  “I have no fucking idea,” the voice replied angrily. “I’m a rating, I never went to the Academy, but Captain Reich used to tell us about his days on frigates and he said that was his first lesson. If you’re a scout frigate and you spot the enemy, you’re supposed to go into full stealth and send a courier drone to the nearest Fleet base first thing. He said it was the one thing that every Fleet cadet was taught the first week at the Academy.”


  Skiffington grinned. That was why he picked this question. Tall, thin Rear Admiral Yavis taught the introductory class on Fleet History and Customs to incoming cadets. He admonished his class to remember that their role depended on the ship they were captaining. “A frigate is a scout,” he told them. “Your number one job is to report the presence of the enemy. When you spot enemy vessels, the first thing you do is go dark and call home. If you are a destroyer, your job is to support the cruisers. If you’re a cruiser, your job is to attack and destroy. And if you are ever so blessed in your career as to hold the lofty post of a battleship captain, your job is to lord it over everybody else.” Admiral Yavis’s class was the one memory every Fleet captain was sure to share.


  Skiffington grinned to himself. “One more question: What’s the best bar on Atlas?”


  There was a pause, then a chuckle. “If you’re an officer, you’d probably go to Max’s on the viewing deck, but the food’s lousy and overpriced…and the women have way too many scruples. If you’re a rating and you want a beer, you go to Steve’s Bar on Deck 12. If you want a beer and a girl, then you go to the Spiral Horn on Deck 30.”


  Skiffington laughed. “Welcome to our little band of brothers, Galway. I’m Lieutenant Skiffington of the Yorkshire. We’ve got the Kent with us.”


  The sigh of relief was audible. “I’m Chief Andy Richter, Lieutenant. I’m really glad to meet you.”


  “Send your ship status to our Merlin and then fall in behind us, Chief Richter. Full stealth, and from here on no radio transmissions at all.”


  “Lieutenant, one thing,” Richter said. “We have been picking up three ships at the outer limit of our sensors, heading towards the wormhole.”


  Three more ships he would have to contend with. If they were enemy ships, he would have to take them all out, and he had only three damaged ships and their worn our crews to do it with.


  Grant Skiffington looked around at his deck crew, taking in their covert glances and questioning looks. They were all wondering how the hell he was going to pull this off. Well, so was he. He grinned broadly.


  He couldn’t have been happier.


  

  
Chapter 52


  Dominion Attack Fleet (Bogey One)


  Approaching Cornwall


  Admiral Mello’s Attack Fleet entered Cornwall behind a torrent of missiles. Dropping any pretense of being a simple freighter convoy, he went to active sensors, identified several fixed Victorian defenses amidst the clutter of warehouses, satellites, manufacturing stations and miscellaneous junk and unleashed a barrage of a thousand missiles to overwhelm the Victorian defenders.


  No one shot back.


  No lasers lanced out to score his ships. No missiles homed in on them. No Vickie warships emerged from hiding.


  It was the worst possible response.


  Mello cursed loudly and eloquently. “Sensors! Get a fix on the space stations, Atlas and Prometheus. I want to know where they are and how many Vickie warships are defending them. Communications, find Admiral Kaeser. I need to know where he is and his ETA for Cornwall.”


  His crew leapt to obey. Mello drummed his fingers impatiently while the computer sifted through the sensor reports and analyzed data.


  A moment later – “Cannot raise Admiral Kaeser, sir.” Followed by a startled exclamation, “Sir, I can’t find Atlas Station!”


  Mello gritted his teeth, struggling to curb his temper. “What do you have, Sensors?”


  “Captain, we are not picking up any warships, only civilian freighters, and they are all departing the system at high speed.”


  “And Atlas? On the other side of the planet, perhaps?”


  “No, sir. We’ve got probes out. I see Prometheus, and another one that is not emitting any signals at all, sensors show it’s still under construction.” The Sensors Officer looked at him, ashen faced. “Atlas isn’t there, sir.”


  Mello nodded. The Vickies had balls, damn them. They had seen him coming and had taken the brass ring and run. How the hell did they move the biggest space station in the League of Human Worlds?


  “Send out the scouts. Find it.” He beckoned Commander Pattin. “Jodi, they’ll probably create a false trail, try to decoy us away from the real Atlas. But they can’t have much of a head start, so-”


  “Admiral!” It was the Communications Officer, his face bright with excitement. “I picked up some radio chatter from a freighter. They said two Victorian battleships had been destroyed in a surprise attack.”


  Mello felt a surge of satisfaction. It had worked after all. Now the Vickies had only one battleship left. “Jodi, search for the battleship; it won’t be far from Atlas.”


  Two hours passed before one of the scouts called in. “Many ships moving slowly south toward the Sultenic wormhole. They seem to be in a circle around a large object, but I can’t get a good fix on it.”


  “Shall I order the Fleet to turn south?” Pattin asked.


  Mello held up a hand. “Wait,” he ordered.


  Fifteen minutes passed, then twenty. The radio crackled. “Scout Leader, Third Wing reporting. I have a large mass of ships moving north in general direction of Refuge wormhole. I repeat, north toward Refuge. Many ships!”


  Admiral Mello leaned forward. “Do you have any sign of a Victorian battleship?”


  A moment of static. Then, “My sensors can’t sort it out. I’m showing lots of tug boats, destroyers, cruisers – I can’t pick out a battleship, but it could easily be lost in this mess.”


  The Sensor’s Officer chimed in again, adding to the confusion. “I’ve got strong thermal blooms off of Space Station Prometheus. Looks like she’s on fire.”


  Mello shook his head. The Vickies were somehow towing Atlas Station with them, either north or south, he wasn’t sure yet, and had apparently set fire to Prometheus Station. Turning to his aide, he snapped out orders.


  “First, tell the scouts to get a visual sighting on the objects being towed. One of them is the Atlas space station and we need to know which one it is. Then send ten ships to secure Prometheus. Send one of the troop carriers with them. Put out those fires and hold the station. Then alert the Attack Force, as soon as we get a fix on Atlas, we will make a high speed run to intercept it.”


  • • • • •


  To the south of Bogey One, Captain Grey’s Coldstream Guards coasted in stealth mode five hundred miles on either side of the small grain warehouse being towed by the New Zealand. The other “ships” clustered around the warehouse were drones masquerading as war ships, each emitting engine pulses and other emissions designed to fool enemy sensors into thinking they were the real thing.


  “Anything on the sentry drones?” Captain Grey asked, her voice strained. Grey couldn’t use active sensors from any of her Battle Group for fear of giving away their position, so she had left several sentry drones loitering in orbit around Cornwall or within visual range of Prometheus.


  “Bogey One seems to be just sitting there, Ma’am,” reported the Sensors Officer. “Several small vessels have left at high speed – scouts, most likely – but they’ve gone outside the range of the recon drones. One was headed in our direction, so we’re looking for him on passive.”


  Grey shook her head and shot a glance at Rudd and Tuttle, both huddled by the Tactical Combat sensor display. “I had hoped they’d split their forces, but they’re hanging back until they’ve figured out where the real Atlas is.”


  Rudd laughed. “Those bastards,” he said cheerfully. “Don’t you hate it when the enemy acts as prudently as you do?”


  Grey snorted, but said nothing. Emily frowned. “Will they spot us?”


  “I should think so,” Grey answered. She shrugged. “It was a long shot, I just was hoping we might catch them in a mistake.”


  “Small vessel on our passive sensors. Should be the scout, Captain.” The Sensors Officer leaned into his display, peering intently. “Energy blossom, looks like he’s launched a bird.”


  “Well, no one said this would be easy. Still, let’s play it out. Shoot chaff and send in the frigates to kill the scout. Change the display on one of the drones to make it look like Lionheart. Let’s see if we can keep ‘em guessing for a few minutes longer.”


  Emily kept looking at the display. The Dominion scout was already close enough to pick up electronic and power plant signatures from the New Zealand


  and the accompanying drones, but it was still pressing forward. She frowned. The pilot must be aware of the risk, so if he was coming closer, there was something he needed more than electronic signatures.


  “It’s coming in for a visual confirmation, Captain,” she said.


  Grey nodded. “I would, if I were them.”


  On the screen they watched as three laser beams lanced out from two of the Victorian ships hiding on the flank. For a moment nothing happened, then the Dominion scout pitched upwards into a skidding turn and accelerated madly away, leaving a growing cloud of chaff in its wake.


  “Damn!” Captain Grey muttered. “Find the recon drone and kill it!”


  The New Zealand opened up with its anti-missile batteries, but the display showed the drone weaving and jinking violently, always moving closer.


  “Telemetry!” the Sensors Officer shouted. “We have telemetry from the Dominion drone. It’s broadcasting a message back to Bogey One.”


  They had waited too long; the drone had just sent pictures back to the Dominion fleet. Now they knew Atlas was being towed north to Refuge, not south. Grey looked glum. “Okay, time for Plan B.”


  

  
Chapter 53


  At the Prometheus Space Station


  The Dominion ships approached Prometheus gingerly, half expecting missiles to rain down on them from hidden Vickie war ships. As they got closer, they could clearly see smoke pouring out of several holes in Prometheus’s hull.


  “They must be mad,” one of the bridge crew gasped. “That thing must be worth 100 billion credits.”


  “Not mad,” Captain Scinto replied. “Just very desperate.” Scinto commanded one of the new Argus-class missile cruisers, built at the secret ship yard the Dominion had used to quietly enlarge their fleet. The ship yard was not even named for fear that the name might inadvertently attract the scrutiny of Vickie intelligence services. The only name ever used was that of a nearby small asteroid belt the Dominion patiently mined for its scant traces of Ziridium.


  Scinto frowned as he studied the space station. God alone knew how much damage there was already. He thumbed the com: “Troop Transport 4, are you ready?”


  “Troop Transport 4 is ready. The men are in shuttles. We can have a thousand men on board the space station in thirty minutes. Once they secure the hanger, we can move the rest within an hour.”


  “Troop Transport 4, you may commence now. Tell your men that they must get those fires under control as soon as possible.” He connected to the other nine vessels in his task force. “I want you close in to the space station. Keep a sharp lookout for Vickies. Your scanners should be in active mode. If they were desperate enough to set fire to it, they’re desperate enough to send a force back to finish the job. Set your anti-missile defense to automatic.”


  Within moments the shuttles had emerged from the Transport and were soon clustered around one of Prometheus’s many docking bays.


  Captain Scinto listened to the reports of the Marines fighting the fires. The fire in Docking Bay 3 had been beaten back almost immediately. The firefighting system there had been turned off, but not disabled, so all the Marines had to do was snake a power line from one of the shuttles and power it up. The fire was out in a few moments. Other areas were raging out of control, however, and even when they opened some corridors to space, there was enough air in the space station to keep the fires going for many minutes.


  The second wave of shuttles landed in Docking Bay 3 and the new Marines hastened to help their comrades. When the fires in the perimeter were under control, the Dominion soldiers began to push into the space station’s interior. Meeting no resistance, they exchanged cautious looks of relief.


  As the first Dominion Marine passed into the second ring of corridors, he stepped underneath a concealed motion detector. The motion detector duly noted the movement and sent a signal to a computer hidden inside a storage closet deep within the labyrinth of the space station’s hallways.


  The computer activated a ten minute timer.


  Outside the space station, Scinto’s task force kept a close guard. Something kept appearing at the edge of their sensors, but none of them could get a decent lock, though that did not prevent them from shooting off dozens of missiles just to keep the Vickies off balance. Scinto believed in an active defense.


  Scinto was thinking about how many ships he would have to leave behind to guard the Prometheus station when the timer aboard the space station reached ten minutes. The computer hidden in the storage closet duly took note, then sent a signal to the forty-five antimatter pods that had been secreted around the exterior of the space station’s hull.


  A second later each of the pods expelled its antimatter directly onto the hull. For a fleeting moment, Space Station Prometheus looked like a miniature star in super nova. It turned a brilliant white and expanded in all directions, greedily enveloping the ten Dominion war ships guarding it. On the night surface of Cornwall a small child cried in delight and pointed to the sky. “Look, Mommy, fireworks!”


  On board the D.U.C. Vengeance, the Communications Officer frowned in puzzlement. He’d been monitoring the salvage effort at the Prometheus Space Station when the communications had been abruptly cut off. He glanced nervously at Admiral Mello, who was talking intently with Commander Pattin. He most certainly did not want to be the bearer of bad tidings to the Admiral. He nudged the Sensors Officer, whispering: “Mitch, what have you got from Prometheus?”


  Mitch adjusted his controls, and then went pale. “Oh my God!” he choked out.


  A few feet away, Admiral Mello and Commander Pattin looked up, both frowning.


  • • • • •


  On Board the H.M.S. Lionheart, Admiral Douthat grimly studied the holo display. The Dominion hadn’t been fooled by the decoy; now they were chasing the First Fleet and the priceless Atlas station, to say nothing of Queen Anne.


  “Any word from Captain Grey?” she asked without looking away from the holo display.


  “Nothing yet, Admiral. They’re positioned on the far side of the Dominion Fleet, pretty easy for the Ducks to jam their transmissions.”


  “Anything on Prometheus?”


  The Communications Officer shook his head. “The carrier wave went off line after that energy spike. It was almost certainly the antimatter pods blowing up, but we’ve no way of knowing how much damage it did to any Dominion ships.”


  Douthat grunted. The first set of reconnaissance drones they’d sent out earlier had either been destroyed or run out of fuel by now. Should she risk sending a frigate? No, she had too few ships to risk one unless she had to. Gods of Our Mothers, if only they could accelerate faster! It was like trying to swim with a ball and chain around your legs.


  “Captain Eder, would you be so good as to send out more recon drones?” she ordered. “And get me the captain of the mine layers; time to leave the Ducks some presents.”


  She studied the small speck of light in the far corner of the holo display, the one that represented the wormhole to Refuge. Five days away at current speeds. Five long days.


  She sighed. For this to work, the Dominion had to start shooting their missiles, using up what was in their on-board magazines. Time to start…


  

  
Chapter 54


  On the H.M.S. New Zealand,


  Searching for the Dominion supply train


  “Damn it, where are they?” Captain Grey muttered. They were now quietly following the Dominion fleet as it pursued the Home Fleet and Space Station Atlas. Each ship of the Coldstream Guards was running as stealthily as possible, but their passive sensors were probing desperately, trying to locate the Dominion supply ships that were the life blood of the Dominion force.


  The problem was they could be anywhere. They could just run immediately behind the attack fleet, or above it, below it or on either side. And they would be trying to run quietly, not wanting to attract the rude attention of a Victorian force bent on mischief. Grey’s single Battle Group couldn’t cover everywhere at once, certainly not while using only passive sensors.


  No, unless they got really lucky and tripped over the Dominion supply ships, they would have to sit and wait until some frigate or destroyer came running back to refill their magazines.


  • • • • •


  “Admiral Mello, sensors picking up a line of ships closing into missile range. Dead ahead. They must have been powered down, Sir, because they just popped up out of nowhere.”


  “Size?”


  “I count fifteen at least. They are blasting ECM, so exact count is uncertain.”


  “Type?”


  “We only had a glimpse before the ECM kicked in, but I read three battleships, at least four cruisers and a mix of destroyers and frigates. It looks like they’re making a stand, Sir,” the Sensors Officer added helpfully.


  “Then you are a fool and we are fortunate that I am in command, not you,” Mello replied acidly. “We know the Vickies lost two of their three battleships, so there is no way they can have three battleships waiting for us. Also, it is unlikely that they would make a stand with only fifteen ships against our larger task force. No, what you see in front of you is a line of drones masquerading as war ships, with perhaps a couple of warships mixed in to give the charade additional credibility. They might have some missile pods, but once they have exhausted their missiles, they will be worthless junk.


  “So,” he said, raising his voice for the entire bridge crew to hear, “we will continue and roll over them. We must not give them time! Time is the enemy! Commander Pattin, bring the frigates and destroyers on line. All ships to activate their anti-missile defenses.”


  And the Dominion Fleet rushed forward to meet the first line of the Victorian defense.


  “Bugger me blue, there’s a lot of them!” the Tactical Officer on H.M.S. Melbourne whispered. The destroyer was hovering four hundred miles behind the line of missile pods, watching through the reconnaissance drones spaced between the pods. Not far away was the H.M.S. Dundee, another destroyer from the Black Watch Battle Group. Their job was to wait for the Dominion ships to close in, then flush the missile pods…and run like hell. “Don’t worry about hitting anything,” Captain Hamid had told them. “Just make them shoot back and waste missiles.”


  “Do you have range yet?” the captain of the Melbourne asked impatiently. The Tactical Officer tried to concentrate on his instruments. He was having trouble concentrating; there were so many Dominion ships coming at them.


  “Ten seconds!” His voice squeaked. “Five…two, one. In range. They’re now in range. Now.” He couldn’t stop babbling.


  His captain looked at him, a smirk pulling at his mouth. “Okay, George, we got it. Fire your missiles, then push the recon drones forward so we can see what’s happening.”


  The Tac Officer pushed a button. Four hundred miles in front of them the twenty missile pods each fired sixteen short range missiles in sprint mode. Each pod had been assigned two targets. A moment later the recon drones flared to life and sped after them, active sensors reaching out to find the enemy.


  “And activate the antimatter mines,” the captain ordered. Then, satisfied that was done, he ordered: “Let’s get out of here. Tell the Dundee we are pulling back.”


  • • • • •


  The Dominion had learned the hard way that the Victorians had superior missile systems. Their response had been to build ships dedicated to nothing but antimissile defense. They called them “Hedgehogs.” Each Hedgehog was capable of simultaneously tracking and destroying twenty incoming missiles, and as each was destroyed, the Hedgehog automatically queued up another one. It held a magazine of five hundred short range “buckshot” missiles, had sixty high speed Gatling guns that shot one thousand rounds of spent Ziridium per minute, and forty one-inch lasers.


  Mello had ten Hedgehogs in his Attack Force, and all of them were now in the front line to protect his frigates and destroyers.


  Of the three hundred and twenty missiles fired by the Victorian missile pods, twenty three reached their targets.


  “Look for ships moving away!” Mello thundered. “There should be control ships out there trying to escape.”


  “Two ships,” the Sensors Officer confirmed. “Turning and accelerating rapidly.”


  “All line ships to fire. I want them dead,” Mello said.


  And a minute later, they were. Every Dominion destroyer and frigate in the front line flushed its missiles at them in an orgy of revenge. The fleeing Victorians were overwhelmed.


  “That is the way you meet the enemy,” Mello said in satisfaction. Behind him, Commander Pattin grimaced. The exchange had been even: as the fleet surged onward, it left behind two broken hulks and had another damaged destroyer struggling to keep up.


  Several minutes later they hit the antimatter mines, took damage to another ship, and continued in pursuit of the Victorians.


  • • • • •


  Aboard the H.M.S. Lionheart, Admiral Douthat watched the holo display intently. She cursed silently as the Dundee and Melbourne icons flashed Code Omega, then watched the DUC force close to where the anti-matter mines were. The explosion of the mines distorted the senor display. It took a minute or so for the display to clear.


  “Mickey,” she asked the Sensors Officer. “When they hit the mines, did they turn?”


  “Yes, Admiral. They turned up, shot out the rest of the mines, then dropped down and resumed course.”


  Douthat nodded. “Merlin! Take a note. When confronted with mines, the Dominion fleet turned up. Monitor similar incidents and watch for a pattern.”


  

  
Chapter 55


  H.M.S. New Zealand, hunting for supply ships behind the Dominion fleet


  Captain Julie Grey’s Battle Group coasted ghostlike behind the Dominions, desperately trying to locate the Dominion supply ships. People spoke in whispers and subconsciously tried not to make noise. They knew no one could possibly hear them, but they couldn’t help themselves; they’re survival depended on them not being detected.


  Emily knew the mission poised on the razor edge of chance. If they located the Dominion supply ships before they themselves were discovered, they would attack and leave the Dominion attack fleet with empty magazines and no choice but to retreat. But if the Ducks discovered them hiding, then they would have to run or fight for their lives. Either way, it would soon be ship against ship, each side trying to annihilate the other, killing men and women they did not know and would never see.


  Emily had to marvel at the terrible beauty of it.


  “Penny for your thoughts?” It was Captain Grey, sipping a mug of tea, looking tired.


  Emily smiled. “I was just thinking how this little skirmish might determine the entire outcome of the battle, or the fate of Victoria, all of it.” She frowned. “Part of me is horrified at the risk, part of me can’t wait to see how it comes out.”


  Grey smiled wanly. “The combat leader’s dark little secret. Welcome to the world of the professional soldier, Emily.”


  For hours, Admiral Douthat harassed the Dominion’s right flank, which had the greatest concentration of destroyers and frigates. She dropped in mines, missile pods and used her own destroyers for sudden slashing attacks.


  The Dominion responded with a torrent of missiles, shooting at anything within range. Finally, two of the Dominion frigates – the ships with the smallest magazine capacity – signaled Admiral Mello’s flagship.


  “Admiral, two of the frigates request permission to fall back in order to rearm with missiles from the colliers.”


  Admiral Mello looked up from the holo display, clearly preoccupied. “What?”


  “Two of the frigates have run dry, sir. They want permission to go to the back of the fleet to rearm with the colliers.”


  Mello nodded his assent and turned back to the holo display. No one saw his smile.


  On the H.M.S. New Zealand, Alex Rudd was monitoring both the tactical display and the sensors, ignoring the angry glare of the Sensors’ Officer.


  “Tallyho,” Rudd said softly. “Two Duck frigates coming in past reconnaissance drone Number Seven.


  “Fuel status on Number Seven?” Captain Grey asked.


  “More than half, Ma-am. She’s good for up to eight hours.”


  “Okay, once the DUC go past her, put her in behind them, say, oh, three hundred miles. Passive sensors only, and video. Bring her up to match speed slowly, Alex, then kill the propulsion and let her coast behind them. I do not want to spook our feathered friends.”


  The reconnaissance drone followed the two Dominion war ships for another ninety minutes, reporting back that they finally stopped and were joined by three other ships. The three new ships showed only low propulsion signatures. No radio signals were detected.


  “There they are,” Grey breathed reverently. She turned to Emily. “You’re plan is working, Lieutenant.”


  Emily frowned. Bogey One had something like eighty five ships, or close to four Victorian Battle Groups. A Victorian force that large would have had at least six supply ships, and maybe as many as eight.


  “There should be more supply ships than this, Captain,” she said. There should be another three at least, maybe five.”


  “You may be right, Emily, but I’ll take what I can get.” Grey raised her voice. “Merlin!”


  The ship’s computer responded immediately. “Yes, Captain Grey?”


  “We’re attacking. Change to Max.”


  The bridge crew exchanged apprehensive glances.


  There was a pause, then the ship’s computer came back, but its voice was stronger, rougher. “Orders? Who shall I attack?”


  Emily couldn’t explain how, but the “Max” persona reeked of restrained violence. Max had been the brainchild of the Fleet’s psychological warfare experts, who had tweaked the software so that Max would default to the most aggressive option whenever it had to make a tactical decision. The shrinks also figured that if the ship’s computer sounded more like a blood thirsty warrior, it would imbue a more aggressive spirit into the ship’s deck crew, including the captain. Fleet war games had confirmed this, although dissenting Fleet psychologists had noted that one unforeseen side effect was that sometimes the captains using Max fought long after they should have cut and run, saving their ships to fight on more advantageous terms another day. The net result was that ships using Max inflicted more damage on the enemy, but died at a higher rate as well.


  Gradually an informal protocol had developed: Captains used Max only in situations where they thought they might have to fight to the death, and were determined to do as much damage as they could before they were killed.


  If Emily had had any doubts about how desperate their mission was, they were instantly dispelled.


  Powered down, as stealthy as they could be, the Coldstream Guards coasted in on their targets. The Number Seven reconnaissance drone kept up its visual record, and they watched as the first of the Dominion frigates sided up to a collier, followed shortly by the second.


  “Solid fix for the lasers, Captain. Just reaching outer edge of missile range now,” Emily reported.


  Grey shook her head. “We may only have one chance, so let’s wait until we’re closer. Max, C2C all members of the Battle Group. I will commence firing for the entire Group from the New Zealand. No one is to fire on their own.”


  Yes, Captain. Preparing for the attack.”


  Emily hid a smirk; Max always sounded like a badly written video game. But looking around the bridge, she had to admit that Max’s melodramatic presentation did have an impact on the crew. They looked grimly determined to wage war.


  The Battle Group coasted onward. Five minutes. Ten. Fifteen.


  “Captain, we are now in the Yellow Zone,” Chief Gibson said, voice rising a bit. The Yellow Zone was where the enemy ship had a fifty percent chance of detecting them on passive sensors. The Red Zone was where the probability rose to ninety percent.


  Emily sat down and buckled her battle harness. She licked suddenly dry lips.


  “Prepare to fi-” Captain Grey began.


  She never finished.


  The H.M.S. New Zealand, all 150,000 tons of her, violently heaved up and down like a feather in an unexpected gust of wind. Everything that was not secured went flying through the air - coffee mugs, papers, com slates, chairs and people – and smashed into the ceiling, clung there for a fraction of a second, then smashed hard onto the deck.


  Then the noise came, the groaning, screeching, violated shriek of steel walls and decking as they shook and twisted and then ruptured as the force of a dozen laser strikes raped the New Zealand from stem to stern.


  And then came the anguished screams of the injured and the roaring of precious air venting into space.


  Emily, saved by her battle harness, sat upright in her chair, feeling like Alice in Wonderland as she watched the world go crazy. Papers and objects and people flew past her. Someone’s foot kicked her in the head as they flew by, and a coffee cup sailed by still upright, not spilling a drop, until it shattered against the bulkhead. Immediately in front of her, she watched as Captain Grey went straight up and cracked viciously into the ceiling, seemed to float there for a moment, then smashed into the floor. Blood welled from her eyes and ears.


  With a groan, the ship settled.


  Emily started to unbuckle, thought better of it and tilted her head up. “Max! Max, defenses free! And engage auto-repairs of all hull leaks. Seal all compartments.” She twisted around, trying to find Alex Rudd, but couldn’t see him. She was on her own.


  From across the smoke filled, blood splattered bridge, Chief Gibson smiled and gave her a thumbs up. She could have kissed him.


  “Max, enlarge holo display and show the source of whatever the hell it was that hit us.” The display obediently grew larger. The Dominion colliers were still there, but the two frigates were moving away from them, accelerating rapidly, anxious to get away from the obvious target the colliers presented. “Max where are the ships that shot us, dammit?”


  Four red circles appeared and began to blink. They were above the Coldstream Guard’s plane of advance, about halfway between the New Zealand and the three Dominion colliers. “Tactical, get a lock on those ships! Max, status report.”


  “ Destroyer South Wales, Code Omega. Destroyers Swansea and Repulse, damaged but operable; Cruiser Emerald Isle damaged but operable. Cruiser New Zealand damaged but operable.” The phrase “damaged but operable” unfortunately covered a lot of ground, from minor damage to the hull plating to loss of most of the crew.


  “Got a lock on the shooters, Lieutenant,” Chief Gibson said calmly. “Looks like four large cruisers. Computer ‘s guessing three beamers and a missile cruiser. Looks like they all fired their lasers and are recharging.”


  “Sweet Gods of Our Mothers, let’s not wait!” Emily said. Hadn’t she heard that the Dominion beamers had an entire engine array dedicated just to recharging their lasers? “Max, all available weapons to fire on the four cruisers. Now! Now! Now!” She motioned to Gibson. “Find the damn colliers before they get away. Pilot, take us down one hundred miles, then resume plane of advance. Head right for the colliers. Tactical.” Chief Friedman looked at her, face pale with shock, eyes too bright. Don’t fold on me now, she thought desperately. “Chief, as soon as we find the colliers again, lock on the nearest one with all lasers, then take the next one with missiles. Got it?” He nodded jerkily, but turned to obey.


  In the midst of this she became aware that Captain Grey was on her knees, holding onto the captain’s chair for support. Blood flowed freely from a head wound and covered her face. Where she touched the chair, she left a bloody handprint. Emily raced forward to steady her. With Chief Gibson’s help, she put Grey into the captain’s chair.


  “You!” she said to a young rating named Partridge. “Call for a medic!”


  “Emily.” Grey clutched weakly at her arm. “Move over, I need to see the holo.” Her voice was a slurred whisper. Emily dutifully stepped aside and Captain Grey peered myopically at the holo display of the battle.


  Grey frowned, squinted and shook her head. “Can’t see,” she murmured in frustration.


  Emily stripped off her uniform blouse and used it to wipe the blood from Grey’s eyes and face. Grey blinked several times and peered at the display, but shook her head again. “Blurry…eyes.” She tightened her grip on Emily’s arm. “Tell me what’s happening!”


  Meanwhile a flurry of laser shots had lanced out at the still recharging Dominion cruisers, followed by a ragged volley of over one hundred and fifty missiles. While most ships managed to flush their missile tubes, the damaged ships were lucky to shoot half of their compliment of missiles. The New Zealand, with twenty two tubes, only managed to shoot nine.


  “We’ve been ambushed by four Dominion ships, probably cruisers,” Emily told her. “We lost one ship and several others are damaged. We are trying to shoot the Dominion ships before they recycle their lasers.”


  “Supply ships? Where…” Grey paused, panting for breath. Her skin had a sickly greyish hue and she was covered with sweat.


  “Where the hell is the medic?” Emily shot at Partridge.


  “On the way up, Ma’am, but there’re wounded everywhere and they keep stopping.”


  “Communications!” When there was no reply, she swiveled the chair to face the Communications Station. The Comm Officer lay crumbled on the deck in a pool of his own blood. Above him, staring fixedly at nothing much at all, was his assistant, a rating named Betty McCann. “Betty? Comeon, Betty, look at me,” Emily pleaded.


  Chief Gibson left his station, marched to where McCann was standing and shouted into her face: “Sailor! Your Captain is giving you an order. Now get your head out of your ass and do your job! DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?”


  McCann blinked rapidly, then nodded once.


  “Betty, connect me to the rest of the Battle Group, audio only,” Emily ordered.


  “Emily!” Grey said urgently. Blood dribbled from her mouth. “I must keep command. Captain Wicklow won’t press the attack.” She collapsed back in her chair, exhausted from the effort of speaking.


  Emily hesitated. By all rights her first duty was to tell the Battle Group that Captain Grey was out of action and let command pass to the next most senior captain, Captain Wicklow of the Gloucester. She glanced about desperately for Alex Rudd, but couldn’t see him. Damn! She turned back to the hologram display of the entire battle space.


  “Emily, go in and finish it,” Grey ordered weakly. “You can do this.”


  And Emily was suddenly certain that she could do it. She had a plan, but she didn’t know if she could convince the other captains to go along with it.


  “Betty, are we up?” she demanded.


  “Re-ready,” McCann stammered. Behind McCann, Emily could see Naama Denker, the medic, hurry onto the bridge, followed by one of her assistants carrying medical gear.


  “This is the New Zealand,” Emily broadcast to the Coldstream

  Guards, carefully omitting just who on the New Zealand was calling. “Looks like they were expecting us. On my mark, all ships to shoot off chaff pods and ten seconds later, two sets of decoy drones. Send the first set of drones to travel twenty degrees to the right flank of the Dominion cruisers, the second set to move directly away from the cruisers. Our attack force will continue in the direction of the Dominion supply ships. New Zealand will control all offensive weapons for the first volley. If you are too damaged to fight, you should follow the drones away from the Dominion cruisers and try to reach Atlas. Acknowledge orders.”


  One by one the ships acknowledged.


  “Hits on the Dominion cruisers!” Tactical shouted. “Looks like one of them got hit hard and is falling back. A second is hurt, but can’t get a good read on it.”


  “Mr. Gibson, do we have those damn colliers yet?”


  “They are on a diagonal course that will take them behind the Dominion cruisers. From there they can turn and head straight back toward Bogey One, Lieutenant. They are accelerating, but still moving slow.”


  The Dominion energy cruisers finished recharging and fired their second round. Only two of the four ships fired. But still…


  “Destroyer Canberra has engine damage and is dropping out of line. Swansea reports loss of missile controls. Minor damage to other ships”


  They were down to twelve fully operational ships. Not good. Not good at all. “Chief Gibson, do you have a lock on the supply ships?”


  “Not yet. Lots of chaff and ECM. Another minute or so, skipper.”


  “Max!”


  “Who shall I attack?”


  Gods of Our Mothers, I need a chess player assassin, not a brawler. “Max, switch program to Merlin.”


  “Yes, Lieutenant Tuttle?” Merlin’s voice was wonderfully soothing.


  She explained what she wanted to do. “The timing is critical. We need to be on the firing line just as everyone’s lasers have recharged. If we get there too soon, we’ll be sitting ducks.”


  “A course with that time line is on the holo display, Lieutenant.”


  Emily studied it. Next to her Naama Denker was working on Captain Grey, inserting an IV line. The captain looked pasty white, but slightly more focused. She smiled weakly at Emily.


  Emily took a deep breath. “Betty, open the com to the other ships, audio only.” When Betty nodded, she said: “New Zealand to all ships. On my mark, fire all weapons at the cruisers, then launch your decoy drones. After the first volley, turn over navigation and chaff launchers to Merlin. Recharge your lasers immediately and reload all missile tubes. Merlin will coordinate the next attack. Acknowledge!”


  She was gambling and she knew it. The ship captains in the Coldstream Guards were a proud lot and not above arguing with orders they didn’t like. And they wouldn’t like these. Giving control over to the AI for anything other than missile defense would be a blow to their pride. If they discovered that it was not Captain Grey giving the orders, but a mere Lieutenant, one of them – probably Captain Wicklow on the Gloucester – would assume command and her attack would fall apart.


  “This is the Southampton. I must protest, Captain Grey. This is no time to risk a computer glitch. Tell us what you want to do and we’ll do it.”


  “H.M.S. Gloucester here. I concur with Southampton. I will not turn over my ship to Merlin if we’re facing close-in maneuvering against heavy cruisers.”


  Dammit, there was no time for this. The Dominion cruisers would have their lasers recharged in a moment. She turned urgently to Captain Grey. “Captain, I need to have Captain Wicklow relieved. Will you back me up?”


  Grey coughed and took a rattling breath. “We need to kill those supply ships, Emily,” she wheezed. “What do you need me to do?”


  Emily shouted to the ceiling microphone. “Merlin! Identify the Gloucester second in command.”


  “The second in command is Lieutenant Commander Kamela Greer.”


  Emily turned back to Captain Grey. “I need to get Captain Wicklow out of there now.”


  Captain Grey gritted her teeth, and then broadcast to all ships: “Captain Wicklow, you are relieved,” she said in an almost normal voice. “Lieutenant Commander Greer, you are now acting captain. Acknowledge your orders!” Then she slumped back in her chair, eyelids fluttering.


  “You’re killing her, goddammit!” Naama Denker hissed. “I need to take her to sickbay now.”


  “No,” Emily replied. “She stays here on the bridge until I tell you. I need you to keep her in that chair and keep her awake.”


  “If anything happens to her,” Denker spat, “I’ll hold you personally responsible.”


  “Fine, do that,” Emily said absently, her eyes scanning the holo display.


  Around her, the bridge crew was staring open mouthed. One of them started to say something, but Chief Gibson cut them off with a sharp gesture.


  “Lieutenant Commander Greer, acknowledge your orders!” she barked.


  “This is Greer.” Greer didn’t sound very happy. “Orders acknowledged. Standing by to execute.”


  Emily breathed a sigh of relief. She would probably hang for this. Well, bugger them if they can’t take a joke. “All ships, fire on the cruisers, then assign chaff and navigation control to Merlin. Execute now!”


  More lasers and missiles reached out for the Dominion cruisers, then the chaff bombs burst open, hiding Emily’s ships from the Dominions behind a cloud of foil, but effectively blinding the Victorian sensors. The holo display went to snow.


  For a few moments, both sides would be groping about in the dark. But Emily had planned for this.


  “Merlin, you have navigation control of the entire Battle Group. Execute.” Then she sat back in her battle harness and contemplated the ruin of her career.
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  Merlin fired off more chaff rockets, guiding them in close to the Dominion cruisers and exploded them there, further hindering their sensors. The cruisers slowly began to fall back.


  Then, Merlin took the entire Battle Group to maximum acceleration, crossing in front of the Dominion cruisers, and curving in an arc to the Victorian’s left flank.


  As they crossed in front of the cruisers, the entire Battle Group was hideously vulnerable.


  On board the Dominion cruisers, there was elation. They had neatly surprised the Victorian attack force trying to sneak up on the supply ships, scoring at least one kill and inflicting a lot of damage. But the long recharge time for the lasers had prevented them from full exploiting their advantage. Now it looked like the Vickies might be running…or attacking. It was hard to tell through the jammed sensors.


  “Targeting radar! We are being hit with targeting radar from our left. Missiles! Numerous missiles incoming. ETA is four minutes.” The Dominion Tactical Officer hastened to activate the ship’s anti-missile defense.


  The Dominion ships fell into a frenzy of activity, bringing their ships about to bring as many of the anti-missiles batteries to bear as possible. All their attention was focused on their left flank, and no one noticed the quick glimpses the sensors picked up of the Coldstream Guards flashing across their stern. In moments hundreds of half inch lasers were firing a continuous stream of protective fire in the direction of the incoming missiles. A well-placed anti-matter warhead exploded, destroying many of the incoming drones.


  Finally, the Dominion cruisers’ powerful active sensors burned through the ECM of the drones.


  “These are not missiles,” the Sensors Officer announced. “These are drones! Only drones.” There was a collective sigh of relief.


  It was nothing more than a feint, a feint to keep them off guard while the Vickies escaped. “They’re running,” said the lead captain, with barely suppressed glee. The supply ships were safe and the Vickies were in disarray. It was time to disengage while the Vickies were still licking their wounds. He ordered one last missile volley in the direction they had last seen the Vickies, then began to withdraw.


  “Gods of Our Mothers, Emily, are you trying to kill us all?” She looked up to see Alex Rudd, a white bandage wrapped around his head, dried blood still on his face.


  On the holo display, they could see the last volley of Dominion missiles exploding behind them. The Repulse reported more damage and fell out of line.


  “Did I ever tell you that before I joined the Fleet, I sold furniture for a living?” Emily asked absently. “I wasn’t very good at it.”


  Rudd peered at the holo display, trying to make sense out of what he saw. “Did you really cross their front?” he asked, incredulously.


  “Yes, and I relieved Captain Wicklow of command, too. I don’t think he was happy.”


  Rudd looked at her, aghast.


  The tactical display showed them entering the chaff cloud on the right flank of the Dominion cruisers. The path of the entire Battle Group hooked sharply to the right.


  ““How is the captain?” Rudd asked Naama Denker.


  “Alive, no thanks to Lieutenant Tuttle,” Denker snapped. “She’s got a concussion and I think she’s bleeding internally. I need to get her into a medipod and get her stabilized, but I am under orders not to remove her from the bridge.”


  Captain Grey opened her eyes and weakly patted Denker on the hand. “In a fight, Naama. Do your best.” Her eyes closed again and her chin rested on her chest.


  Rudd shook his head, his eyes shifting from Grey to Emily to the tactical display and back again. “Sweet Gods, Em, if those cruisers see us coming in, they’ll chew us to pieces.”


  “I know.”


  “We will emerge from the chaff cloud in five seconds,” Merlin warned.


  “All ships, prepare to fire everything you’ve got,” Emily shouted.


  The Dominion cruisers turned away from the Victorians and accelerated steadily, but it would take time to get up to cruising speed. The holo showed a roiling cloud of EMC snow and chaff behind them and to the sides, but the lead captain could see the precious supply ships to his left, piling on the acceleration, no doubt anxious to put as much distance from the last known position of the Vickies as they could.


  The holo display suddenly flashed crimson. An alarm chimed. The captain looked up, annoyance battling with alarm.


  “Well, what is it?” he snapped.


  They came out of the chaff within six hundred miles of the DUC cruisers. Almost sitting on them. “Fire!” Emily shouted. “Fire and reload and fire at will. Merlin, fire decoy drones. Right down their throats!”


  Surprised as they were, the Dominion ships reacted swiftly, pouring laser and missile fire back at the on-rushing Victorian war ships. The frigate Mt. McKinley shuddered and rolled over, tumbling end over end. Life pods popped out of its hull, but there were pitifully few. Her sister frigate Annapurna lost huge chucks of her hull to an anti-matter missile. Air and bodies streamed out. A second missile hit made it spin clockwise like a child’s top. One solitary life pod emerged from the chaos, only to be holed by a laser.


  Both the Victorian and Dominion crews raced to reload missiles and recharge lasers. The longer recharge time for the Dominions spelled the difference; the surviving Victorians fired three dozen lasers into the enemy ships, then launched another missile volley.


  Three of the DUC cruisers fell silent. The fourth, which had turned away sooner, continued its desperate acceleration, popping chaff and decoys behind it, and made its escape.


  “Damage report?”


  “We’ve got sixty two dead, many injured. Missile batteries 4, 5, 9 and 12 are out. Laser turret 3 is down, but should be back up soon. All six engines operable, but Engine 2 will need some work as soon as we can get at it. Life Support systems are satisfactory, but the moisture scrubbers got knocked out in that first attack, so it is going to be pretty damp in here real soon.” This was Seaman Partridge, barely old enough to grow a beard, standing in for the Systems Officer, who was injured or dead, Emily didn’t know which.


  Emily turned weary eyes on the three Dominion supply ships, which only now realized they were on a course toward the enemy rather than away from it.


  Emily opened a com line to them. “This is Her Majesty’s Ship New Zealand. You have thirty seconds to get to your life boats and get clear, then we’ll destroy your ships.”


  The captain of one of the supply ships called back. “You can’t do this. We have wounded. We need more time.”


  Emily’s left hand was shaking. She put it under her thigh and sat on it. She felt eerily disconnected, as if she were watching herself from a distance. Keep it together, Emily.


  “You want more time?” she said acidly. “You have invaded my Sector, killed my Queen and attacked us without provocation or mercy, and now you tell me you want more time? Fine, then, I will give you time to put your wounded into your life boats and give you safe passage, but on the condition that you tell me where the other supply vessels are. Surely you have their coordinates.”


  His eyes shifted sideways, then back to her. “I’m not required to tell you-”


  “So be it. All ships, prepare to launch on my mark,” Emily ordered crisply. Now her right hand was shaking, too. “Five, four, three-”


  “My God, where is your humanity?” the supply ship captain cried. “We’re defenseless.”


  “You tell me where those other supply ships are and I’ll see if I can find my humanity,” Emily snapped back. “You are out of time, Captain. Last chance to save your crew.”


  He glared at her, then nodded abruptly, shoulders slumping.


  “We have the coordinates of the other Dominion supply ships,” Emily broadcast to the other Coldstream Guard ships. “They are five thousand miles away, below our plane of advance. We are going to attack them, then find our way back to the Atlas.”


  Time was the critical factor now. The Dominion cruiser that got away would alert Bogey One and reinforcements would be coming. They had to do this quickly. But this time, Emily intended to go in smart. She sent one flight of ten reconnaissance drones in front of her, and behind them, but six hundred miles above their plane of advance, she positioned forty decoy drones. She brought them up to cruising speed and then let them coast, powered down and virtually invisible to anything but active sensors.


  Then she sat back to wait. Beside her, Naama Denker knelt beside the unconscious Captain Grey, monitoring her vitals. “She needs to be in a medipod,” Denker said sternly.


  Emily shook her head. “If she goes to sickbay, command will pass to Captain Wicklow. The Captain told me not to let that happen.


  “If she dies, command will pass too,” Denker said coldly.


  Alex Rudd drifted in again, head still bandaged and looking pale.


  “Are you here to relieve me, Alex?” she asked. She hated the thought of it, yet at the same time it would be a tremendous relief to hand over responsibility to someone else.


  Rudd shook his head. “I keep getting dizzy spells and have to lie down. Probably got a concussion. Anyway, you’re doing fine.” He looked at her, chewing his lip. “Did you really relieve Captain Wicklow of his command?”


  She shrugged. “I needed Merlin to coordinate a time-on-target attack. Wicklow refused to yield control. There wasn’t time to debate it.”


  Rudd wearily rubbed his forehead. Wicklow was known for treating is subordinates ruthlessly. He never forgot a slight, no matter how small. And he had friends in Court, influential friends who were rumored to be close to the Queen’s brother, the Duke of Kent. “If he finds out it was you, Emily…”


  Emily shrugged again. She had already figured out that much. “I’m going to nail those Dominion supply ships, Alex. After that, well…”


  Rudd looked around the deck. There was broken glass and blood smears everywhere. “Not much like the simulations, is it?”


  Emily smiled wanly. “Real blood.”


  • • • • •


  On the Dominion command ship, Admiral Mello looked up in alarm as Jodi Pattin joined him, white faced.


  “We just received a courier drone from the supply ships you were using as bait. The escorts have been destroyed and the remaining supply ships are at risk.”


  Blood drained from Mello’s face. This was to be the decisive battle, by which he would destroy or capture the space station Atlas and defeat Victoria for all time. But he needed to be fully armed. He was almost out of missiles. Without the supply ships he would be reduced to fighting only with lasers by the end of the next engagement.


  “Where is Admiral Kaeser?” he raged at Captain Pattin. “I need him here to make an all-out assault on that bloody space station.” He looked up at the holo display – the space station Atlas was so close, so very close. He was being forced into a mistake. He could sense it, but he couldn’t avoid it, only try to cope with it. First he had to save his supply train, then find the damnable plodding Admiral Kaeser and get him into the battle. Then, but only then, could he regain the momentum.


  But it grated on him, by God. He turned sourly to Captain Pattin. “Very well. Send forty ships back at emergency speed. Secure the supply ships.” This would leave him with less than forty ships to pursue the Atlas. Not enough. “We will drop back from the Atlas and resume the attack when our task force has returned and when Admiral Kaeser joins us.” The plodding old fool. Hadn’t he warned Hudis that appointing Kaeser was a mistake!


  Captain Pattin turned and snapped out orders.


  • • • • •


  Chief Gibson approached them, a worried look on his face. “Call coming in, Lieutenant Tuttle; it’s Captain Wicklow of the Gloucester. He’s in a bit of a fluster and demands to speak to Captain Grey.”


  Emily closed her eyes. Not now.


  But Alex Rudd held up a hand. “Communications, open it to me at my station. He stepped over to the Tactical Station, where the camera would not show Captain Grey slumped in her chair. “Yes, Captain Wicklow, may I help you?”


  Captain Wicklow’s face was beet red. “Where is Captain Grey? I need to speak to her at once.”


  Emily leaned over to Naama Denker. “Can you wake her up, give her a shot or something?” Denker glared at her, but readied a stim shot and administered it to the captain. Grey twitched and groaned.


  “The Captain is supervising some emergency repairs, sir,” Rudd told Captain Wicklow.


  “Get her. I need to speak to her now.”


  Rudd shook his head. “My apologies, Captain Wicklow, she gave orders that she was not to be interrupted unless it was an emergency. May I pass along a message?”


  Captain Grey’s eyes opened, but she looked about in confusion. Emily leaned close to her and quickly explained. “We are getting ready to attack a second group of supply ships, but Captain Wicklow has called demanding to speak to you. If he thinks you have been seriously injured, he may take command.”


  Captain Grey shook her head as if to clear it. It must have hurt her because she cried out and bit her lip, taking sharp, deep breaths. Her complexion, if possible, became even whiter. Denker hastened forward, but Captain Grey held up her hand. “I’m okay,” she said. “Just wasn’t expecting that.”


  On the comm screen, Wicklow’s face grew redder. “I am giving you an order, Lieutenant. Get Captain Grey. Now.”


  Captain Grey nodded to Betty McCann, who activated the camera on Grey’s chair. “Captain Wicklow,” she greeted him. “I am surprised to see you on the Gloucester’s bridge since I expressly relieved you of command.” She was struggling not to slur her words and Captain Wicklow looked at her strangely.


  “I am calling to protest your order, Captain,” he said. “There were no grounds for relieving me of command. Now that we are going into battle again, I…request that you allow me to resume command.”


  “No,” Grey said flatly. “You have been relieved. Lieutenant Commander Greer is now in command. We can discuss this when we return to Atlas, but I have no time for it now.”


  “But-”


  “My order stands, Captain. You are to confine yourself to quarters.”


  Captain Wicklow stared at her with a look of undiluted hatred. “You have not heard the last of this, Captain. Gloucester out.” The screen went blank.


  With the call over, Captain Grey deflated like a toy balloon. She breathed deep ragged breaths while Denker fused over her.


  “Recon drones have found them!” called out Chief Gibson.


  Rudd mentally counted to five, then had Communications call back the Gloucester and asked for Lieutenant Commander Greer. When she appeared, Rudd changed the com setting so that only she would hear him.


  “Kamela,” Rudd greeted her. They had been in the same class at the Academy. “We may be going into action in a few minutes. We need to know that you are in control of your command.”


  Greer flushed, but nodded. “I’m in a difficult situation here, Alex.”


  “I understand,” Rudd replied. “But you are the captain of the Gloucester now, Kamela. Captain Grey expects you to act like it.”


  She blew air out her mouth. “I hear you, Alex.”


  Rudd nodded. “And Kamela, a word to the wise: Don’t let Wicklow bother Captain Grey again in the middle of an operation. New Zealand out.”


  Emily avidly watched the holo display. There were six supply ships accelerating toward Bogey One. Okay, but where were the armed escorts? She studied the display as the recon drones slowly spiraled out from them, using minimal power to try to stay undetected. Then a red triangle appeared, then a second, then several more, formed in a tight, arrow shaped wedge less than two hundred miles from the supply ships. They were flying parallel to the colliers in the same plane of advance. There they were, but what were they? Frigates? Cruisers?


  “Talk to me, Chief,” she said to Chief Gibson.


  “No active sensors from either the supply ships or the escorts, so it looks like they are trying to sneak away. They know we’re looking for them. The colliers are accelerating hard. They must be red-lining their inertia compensators.”


  “What are they?”


  “Merlin says three frigates and three destroyers. Can’t tell if they’re missile heavy or laser heavy.”


  Emily nodded. “Tactical!” she could see Rudd still at the Tactical Station, thank God. Chief Freidman stood beside him, looking uncertain and fretful. Have to replace him when this is over. It was a shame. Freidman was a twenty year veteran, he deserved better, but he was unraveling before her eyes. “Send the drones around the enemy ships to a point a thousand miles to the front of them. Profile the drones as frigates and destroyers, with a couple of cruisers thrown in. I want the drones to go to active sensors as soon as they are in position, then bring them straight in towards the supply ships. As soon as the escort ships react, have the wasps -” every other drone carried a small missile instead of a sensor pack – “flush their missiles at the escort.”


  “Emily,” Captain Grey whispered hoarsely.


  “Yes, Captain?” Emily knelt down beside her.


  “Whatever happens, get those supply ships, do you understand?” Grey gasped. “If we take out the supply ships, the Ducks won’t be able to mount a strong attack, Atlas will escape.” She weakly clutched Emily’s arm. “Atlas must escape.” Then her body contorted in a spasm, her eyes rolled up and blood gushed from her mouth; she would have fallen over except for the harness.


  “Damn you!” Denker spat at Emily as she frantically inspected the captain. “She’s going to sickbay now whether you like it or not.”


  Emily nodded numbly as Captain Grey’s unconscious form was placed on a gurney and hastily wheeled to the lift. For a long time she just sat there, oblivious to the crew and the shifting holo displays, then Chief Gibson was next to her, handing her a cup of coffee. “Lieutenant? Lieutenant, we’ve got to get ready, got to position the drones for the attack.”


  Emily nodded, clutching the coffee mug for warmth. She was very cold.


  It took three hours to send the drones in a long curving path outside of sensor range of the Dominion ships. Control of the drones at that range was tricky at best, but Rudd compensated by placing relays in a ‘string-of-pearls’ arc behind the drones, and they conveyed his instructions forward to the drones and their reconnaissance reports back to him. It wasn’t perfect, and Emily could hear him cursing as he lost control over first one, then three of the precious drones. One of them actually started to cross in a long diagonal line behind the Dominion ships and they were forced to kill its propulsion for fear of it being seen by enemy sensors.


  Still, at that end of the three hours, the thirty seven remaining drones were finally on an intercept course with the Dominion supply ships. “Set the drones to active sensors,” Emily ordered quietly. “Let’s see if we can goose them.” She signaled Betty to open up a channel to the rest of the Coldstream Guards. “In a moment,” she broadcast to the other ships, “the escort for the Dominion supply ships should see our drones coming in from their front. With luck, they’ll think they are Victorian frigates and destroyers and will move forward to protect the colliers. When they do, we will accelerate and take the colliers from behind before they can escape. The colliers are the primary target. Don’t let yourselves get distracted by the escort until the colliers are dead.”


  Chief Gibson interrupted. “Skipper! The Dominion escort has picked up the sensor sweep by the drones. They’re accelerating to put themselves between the drones and the supply ships.”


  “Status of the supply ships?” Emily asked.


  “Beginning to turn, skipper,” Gibson replied. Emily’s eyebrow arched up. That was twice in a row he had called her ‘skipper,’ a name usually reserved for the ship’s captain. “Yes, definitely turning and looks like they will reverse course to come right back at us.”


  All of the other Coldstream Guard ships seemed to be obeying her orders without further protest. Good, she thought. Focus on the fight, not on who is giving your orders.


  “Have the wasps fire their missiles at the escorts,” she ordered. “I want the escorts focused on their front.” She turned back to the Coldstream Guards channel. “All ships, accelerate to military speed and prepare to fire on the supply ships.” To Rudd at the Tactical Desk: “When will they be in missile range?”


  “Six minutes,” he answered, not looking up.


  “All ships, the supply ships should be in missile range within six minutes. In six minutes activate targeting sensors,” she said. “New Zealand out.”


  “Targeting sensors!” Gibson suddenly shouted. “We’re being hit with S-band targeting sensors!”


  Emily was confused. Had the Dominion escorts turned and come back?


  “Multiple ships approaching from the northwest. Merlin estimates thirty five to forty war ships. Classified as Dominion. ETA outer missile range in four minutes.”


  So, the Dominion had sent reinforcements to protect the supply ships. A few more minutes would have been nice, Emily thought.


  On the holo display, the four colliers continued their hard turns, trying to head back to the protection of their escort ships and shield themselves using the escorts’ anti-missile screen. Emily leaned forward, gripping the arms of her chair. What to do? If she took the time to kill the supply ships, the newly arrived Dominion ships would be on her. But if they didn’t kill the supply ships, none of what they had done would matter and Atlas and the rest of the Home Fleet would perish.


  She smiled grimly. Now we’re having fun.


  “All ships, surrender tactical command to Merlin and prepare for hard maneuvering!” The holo display had finally displayed up the new threat, a distressingly large cluster of red triangles in the upper left corner, closing on them fast.


  On board the Gloucester, Captain Wicklow saw his chance. There was no way the Coldstream Guard could survive an attack by forty Dominion ships. Either Captain Grey was leading them into disaster or — his brow wrinkled in suspicion — or something had happened to Grey. Either way, this was his chance.


  Emily was startled to hear a voice over the command net. “Stop!” It was Captain Wicklow on the Gloucester. “All ships, this is Captain Wicklow. I am ordering you to fall back. We are outnumbered and cannot risk any further engagement. Follow me and we’ll make our way back to the Atlas. All ships, acknowledge this order!”


  There was a long moment of confused silence, then a confusion of voices as the other captains tried to make sense out of what was going on. She looked at the holo display again.


  The new Dominion reinforcements were sweeping in from the northwest, not yet in missile range. The supply ships were turning frantically to the right and the original Dominion escort was now accelerating briskly toward the drones.


  In just a few minutes, the supply ships would be totally exposed. Not for long, but long enough. And if they could kill the supply ships, Atlas might stand a chance, and with Atlas, all of Victoria.


  “Joe, what the hell are you doing?” It was Captain Rowe of the Bristol.


  “I am next in line of command behind Captain Grey,” Wicklow answered calmly. “It is clear that Captain Grey is no longer in command of her ship. She would never have ordered this attack.”


  “Gods of our Mothers! Joe, this is no time for-”


  “This is precisely the time, Captain Rowe, and I will remind you that I am the senior officer now that Captain Grey is no longer able to command.”


  “What do you mean? Captain Grey is-”


  “If Captain Grey is still in command, I want her to get on the conference net and confirm her suicidal order. Captain Grey? Captain Grey, if you are able, please confirm your orders at once!”


  With a desperate glance at Alex Rudd, Emily thumbed the com button. “This is Lieutenant Tuttle of the New Zealand, Captain Grey is unable to come to the bridge at this time, but I have orders to execute this attack.”


  Wicklow smiled to himself, now it would be easy. “I don’t know what you’ve done to Captain Grey, Lieutenant, but in her absence I hereby take command of the Coldstream Guards. To all ships: Fall back now and follow me to Atlas. Confirm your orders or face disciplinary charges!”


  Later, Emily was surprised that she hadn’t needed more time to make the decision, but as she listened to Wicklow and mentally compared him to Captain Grey, broken, bleeding and resolute in her duty, there really was no choice.


  “Sir, I respectfully must decline your order to retreat as I am already under orders from Captain Grey, who is both superior to you and is my commanding officer.” Even as she said it, Emily felt like she was outside her body, watching herself say someone else’s lines. She was dimly aware that Rudd was staring at her, open-mouthed. From the com screen, twelve faces suddenly stared at her.


  “This is insubordination!” Wicklow gritted. Who was this foolish woman?


  “Not at all, Sir,” Emily said calmly. “I am obeying my orders. Admiral Douthat ordered us to destroy the enemy supply ships, and Captain Grey ordered me to attack them.”


  “Don’t play lawyer with me, Tuttle,” he snapped. He leaned into the camera and pounded his fist against the console. “That was before the Dominion reinforcements arrived. We have to fall back and I will not have my orders questioned by a junior officer.”


  “Be that as it may, Captain Wicklow, I will obey my standing orders. The supply ships are our absolute priority, even if it means endangering this attack force. Admiral Douthat was clear on that. In just a few minutes, we will have a window in which to fire on the supply ships. With luck, we will be able to escape from the reinforcements before they get too close.”


  Wicklow smiled slightly, and Emily knew then that she had somehow fallen into his trap. “Lieutenant Tuttle, I charge you with insubordination, desertion and cowardness. You are under arrest.”


  Emily stared at him incredulously, but her shock gave way to anger. She snapped her fingers at Chief Gibson and pointed at her eyes. Gibson looked startled and glanced at Alex Rudd for confirmation.


  Rudd nodded, looking unhappy. “Do it, Chief.” A moment later the New Zealand’s targeting sensors lashed out and enveloped the Gloucester. Lt. Commander Rudd barked: “Weapons Officer, prepare to fire missiles and lasers on my command!”


  Captain Wicklow looked down at his instruments, then up to Emily, his expression furious. “Are you mad? You dare to put targeting sensors on the Gloucester, one of Her Majesty’s ships?”


  There was no turning back, Emily knew. “If you try to interfere with my lawful orders, I will take any steps necessary to stop you. I ask you to stand down, sir. Will you comply?” On screen, she raised her hand to give the signal to fire.


  Wicklow glowered at her. “Very well, Tuttle, enjoy your little game, but at the end of the day, I will see you hang for this.” Then, addressing the other captains, Wicklow said: “As senior officer of the Coldstream Guards, I am ordering all of you to join me as I return to the space station Atlas, so that we may rejoin the Home Fleet. Anyone who refuses will face charges. Gloucester out.”


  There was a long moment of silence. Then,


  “Gloucester, this is Bristol. Unable to comply due to standing orders from New Zealand.”


  “Gloucester, this is Australia. We are also unable to comply due to standing orders from New Zealand.”


  “Gloucester, this is Perth. Unable to comply due to standing orders from New Zealand.”


  And on they went, all except the destroyer Canberra, until the last ship, the tiny frigate Everest, issued its reply as well. “Gloucester, this is Her Majesty’s Ship Everest, Captain Johanna Fuller speaking. I’m sticking with the New Zealand. We’ve come too far to shirk our duty now.”


  Captain Wicklow’s face grew dark as he stared at each of them in turn. “You shame the uniform you wear,” he said at last. “And I will see to it that none of you wear it much longer.”


  A minute later, the Gloucester curved away from the small clutch of Coldstream Guards, dutifully followed by the destroyer Canberra. In a few moments they were gone. The remaining eight ships stayed in formation around the New Zealand.


  Emily slumped back against her chair, then blew out a breath. “Just one big, happy family,” she said.


  “This is not exactly how I pictured the end of my career,” Alex Rudd said mournfully.


  “Private call from the Bristol,” Betty McCann announced. “It’s Captain Rowe for you, Lieutenant Tuttle.” Emily shot a glance at Rudd, who shrugged.


  Captain Rowe’s face appeared on the screen. He didn’t waste time on pleasantries. “You’re playing a very dangerous game here, young lady.”


  Emily looked back at him levelly. Alex Rudd came and sat beside her.


  “Alex,” Captain Rowe greeted him. Emily remembered that Alex Rudd had started out as the junior Tactical Officer on the Bristol. Rowe turned his attention back to Emily, fixing her with a hard stare.


  “No bullshit, Lieutenant. Is Julie Grey dead?”


  Emily shook her head. “No, sir, but she’s badly injured.”


  He looked at her appraisingly. “Does she know what you’re doing?”


  She didn’t want to lie to this man. “Captain Grey gave me specific orders to destroy the enemy’s supply ships, sir. She did not want to give up command to Captain Wicklow for fear he would not fulfill the mission. As to the details, I will tell her when she regains consciousness.” If she regained consciousness.


  “Captain Wicklow is within his rights to have your head on a platter, you know that?”


  “We have to destroy the Dominion supply train,” she said evenly. “We are out of time. I have a plan in place. Captain Wicklow is content to break contact and run.” Beside her, Rudd nodded in agreement. Rowe’s eyes flickered to him.


  “You in on this charade, Alex?”


  “All the way,” Rudd replied firmly. “Captain Grey was using Emily’s plan when she was injured in the first attack.”


  Chief Gibson was suddenly standing beside them. “I’m in this, too, Captain Rowe.”


  Rowe’s face split into a broad grin. “I’ll be dammed, it’s Chief Gibson, the scourge of new lieutenants everywhere. I thought they retired your sorry ass, Chief.”


  “Can’t get rid of me, Captain. Fleet’d fall apart in a heartbeat.” He frowned. “Captain, I was with Lieutenant Tuttle when she took out those two freighters that buggered the Invincible and Isle of Man. If it weren’t for her, Lionheart woulda been royally screwed. She’s right smart and she’s plenty fierce. With all respect to Captain Wicklow, nuthin’ timid about her.”


  Rowe considered for along moment, then pursed his lips. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but okay, Tuttle, your show. I’ll do my best to keep Wicklow off you, but fair warning, when all this is over, you’re going to have to pay the piper. And Alex, you’ll be right there with her.”


  “Yes, sir,” Emily said, not daring to believe what she just heard.


  “Good luck. Bristol out.”


  Emily took a long, shuddering breath. Get back in the game, girl. “Sensors! Status report! Where are the escorts and where are the supply ships?”


  Chief Gibson pushed young Partridge aside and scanned his readings. “Dominion escorts are firing on our decoys. In another minute or so they’ll burn through the ECM and realize they’ve been suckered. The Dominion supply ships just passed into our missile range, but still at extreme range. They’re not evading yet, so I don’t think they know we’re here.”


  “Merlin, assume tactical control of all weapons!”


  “I have tactical control of all weapons systems,” Merlin confirmed.


  Emily used a wand to mark an area between the Victorian ships and the Dominion group rushing toward them. “I want light chaff cover throughout this area.”


  “That is within parameters,” Merlin replied.


  ”As soon as the chaff is placed, I want EMP bursts here and here, and I want proximity bomblets fired continuously into this area.”


  [image: ]


  “Munitions levels are low, Lieutenant. We have no more than eighty missiles worth of proximity explosives.”


  “Then that will have to do,” she said. “Have lasers recharged?”


  Merlin paused, then: “Lasers will complete recharging in thirty three seconds.”


  Emily described the maneuver they were going to make. It would look like a backwards question mark, swinging the battle group away from the oncoming bogies and near the supply ships, then continue curving back the way they had come. “Fire lasers at the supply ships when we are at our closest point. If sensors don’t show kills, shoot whatever missiles are available.”


  “Incoming missiles!” Gibson warned. “Merlin estimates four hundred plus missiles coming at us from the new bogey. ETA fifteen minutes!”


  Emily took a moment to dictate a message to First Fleet to give Admiral Douthat a status report, downloaded it and launched the courier drone. Finished, she pulled her battle harness tight. “All ships, set close defense systems to full automatic! Radical maneuvering in ten seconds!” She took a deep breath. The white, strained faces of her bridge crew stared back at her. “Merlin, commence the firing and maneuvering sequence!” This was going to be very close.


  Exhausted and spent, Emily fell back into the confines of the battle harness. She willed herself to relax, but then the New Zealand abruptly accelerated to full military speed and snapped to the right. The rest of the Coldstream Guards followed, as if joined at the hip.


  “Closing on the supply ships,” Chief Gibson choked out. “Will be at our closest point in six minutes, forty seconds. The missiles from the Dominion reinforcements will reach us in about thirteen minutes.”


  Emily caught Rudd’s eyes. He nodded. “Looks like we may be late for dinner,” he said calmly.


  Emily worked at giving him a smile, but didn’t think she’d managed it. Macho bullshit, she thought. She calculated that each of her remaining ships had thirty three missiles chasing it. None of us are getting out of this alive. And the thought, the blunt acknowledgement of it, somehow gave her peace.


  

  
Chapter 56


  On Board the Atlas Space Station


  In the Fleet Intelligence Center on the Atlas Space Station, Admiral Douthat stood behind Hiram Brill’s shoulder, looking intently at the holo display.


  “You’re sure?” she asked for the second time.


  “Yes, Ma-am, they are falling back. Not very far, but they are definitely falling back.”


  “Why?” she mused. “Why not continue to press us?”


  Hiram shook his head. He was tired, very tired, and he didn’t think so well when he was tired. “Not enough information, Admiral. It could be any number of things.”


  Admiral Douthat tapped her finger thoughtfully against her upper lip. But it wasn’t any number of things, she thought, it was one of two. Either Admiral Mello had fallen back to rearm and coordinate a massive, overwhelming strike, or something had distracted him, something he had to take care of before he could continue the attack on Atlas. She needed to know which it was.


  But before she could order a reconnaissance mission, Gandalf broke in. “A courier drone from Captain Grey of the New Zealand has entered communications range.”


  “I’ve got it,” Hiram said, and a moment later the comm screen displayed the message. With a start, Hiram recognized Emily.


  “This is Lieutenant Emily Tuttle of the New Zealand, temporarily in command of the Coldstream Guards. We’re down to ten ships. Gloucester and Canberra have detached and are returning to you. We have killed three Dominion supply ships, disabled two more and are in a final attack run on the remaining four. High probability of success. But the Dominions have sent at least thirty five and perhaps as many as forty – repeat, four zero – ships to protect the supply ships and they have just launched a missile volley at us. We will launch on the supply ships momentarily, then I intend to run for it. The forty ships came from the direction of Bogey One, so you might have an opportunity there. A list of other kills is attached to this message.”


  On the screen Emily paused, seemingly unsure what to say next. “We are low on missiles and outnumbered here, so I don’t really think we’ll get out of this. Good luck to you. New Zealand out.”


  Admiral Douthat leapt to her feet. Queen Anne, who had been silent until now, asked: “What is it? Will you try to rescue them?”


  Douthat ignored her. “Gandalf! Orders to the Queen’s Own and Black Watch: Prepare to attack immediately! Each ship to tow as many missile pods as it can. Admiral’s flag shifting to Lionheart. And have a shuttle ready for me in Shuttle Bay Number One.” Then, without another word, she ran from the room, stubby arms and legs pumping, and her generous middle bouncing along in hasty rhythm. Her aides pelted behind her.


  Queen Anne turned to Hiram in confusion. “What just happened? Are they going to rescue the Coldstream Guards?”


  Still looking at the frozen image of Emily on the comm screen, Hiram answered slowly. “Admiral Douthat just ran the numbers. When Bogey One attacked, we counted eighty five ships. We think they lost ten when we blew up Prometheus, leaving seventy five. The Coldstream Guards killed three more and may have damaged a fourth, so that leaves seventy one. What’s more, the supply ships had an escort of another six ships, so that means that there were only sixty five ships actually on line against the Atlas.”


  The Queen nodded slowly, comprehension dawning. “So-”


  “Yes,” Hiram said. “If Emily’s report is correct, the Dominion have now pulled another forty ships off line in order to save their supply train.” He smiled grimly. “That leaves only twenty five ships actively pursuing us. Probably less, since we know we’ve killed or disabled a few.”


  “So now we outnumber them,” Anne said.


  “For a little while,” Hiram corrected. “The forty ships will come back, and somewhere out there Bogey Two is coming towards us, but this gives us a chance to go in and do some real damage.”


  “But what if it’s a trap?” the Queen asked, her face furrowed in concern. “What if Bogey Two is already here, just waiting for us to make a mistake, then come in and grab Atlas while it’s unprotected?”


  Hiram shrugged. “Admiral Douthat doesn’t mind a little gamble.”


  “Gods of our Mothers.” Anne stared at him, emotions flickering across her face. “I thought space warfare was supposed to be like a game of chess, with calculated moves and intricate stratagems.”


  “Yeah, that works when you’re winning. But when you’re losing, it looks more like poker…or bare knuckled brawling.”


  “Gods of our Mothers,” she breathed again. “And the Coldstream Guards? Will Admiral Douthat be able to rescue the Coldstream Guards?”


  Hiram just looked at her.


  “I see,” she said after a moment.


  She didn’t really have anything more to say. Out there, somewhere, an entire Battle Group had sacrificed itself in order to save Atlas. In order to save her. But though she may be a queen, she was still a young woman, with a young woman’s curiosity.


  “I – I saw you when that message came through, from the junior officer onboard the New Zealand.” She hesitated, then plunged ahead. “Do you know her?


  Hiram blew out a breath. “Emily Tuttle. I met her at training in Camp Gettysburg. She is a friend, a good friend, and someday she would have made a very good admiral.” He smiled ruefully. “I don’t make friends easily, Your Majesty. You may have noticed — I’m a bit odd.”


  “Was she-” Anne faltered. “I mean, were you and she-”


  “No,” Hiram said. “Emily is just a very good friend. The woman I care about, the woman I love, was with Second Fleet in Tilleke.”


  Anne had no words for that, and after an awkward silence, turned and left the room.


  Eight minutes later all of the Queen’s Own and Black Watch reversed course and began racing toward the diminished Dominion line.


  • • • • •


  Aboard the H.M.S. Yorkshire, Cookie wandered through the ship’s corridors, trying to create a plan for dealing with an attack by the Savak, should they have the misfortune to stumble into them again. She was carrying a Bull Pup, had a blaster pistol at her waist and was wearing one of the Marine’s combat suits, relying on its nano-enhanced mesh to stop any Savak pellets that might come her way. After the three bloody, hand-to-hand fights they had been through, she kept a weapon within reach at all times and never took the combat suit off except to shower and sleep, not that she was getting much of either.


  And after the third battle, Cookie and the surviving Marines – all fifteen of them – wore a second blood tear tattooed on their cheek.


  The third assault had been the worse, with Savak commandoes from two different kraits beaming onto the ship simultaneously. The Marines and Yorkshire’s crew had lost the Engineering Deck, taken it back, and then lost it again. Then the Savak started pushing out from Engineering and Cookie and Sergeant Zamir were unable to stop them. They fought a stubborn, grueling, bloody retreat, but it was a retreat and they were rapidly running out of time and space.


  That was when Grant Skiffington gave orders to everyone to find a place to strap in and fast, then he ordered Gandalf to turn off the inertial compensator for exactly one half of a second and at the same time activate the Dark Matter Brake to reduce speed by ten percent.


  The results had been spectacularly gruesome.


  Six of the Yorkshire’s crew hadn’t tied themselves down properly and were lost, but the Savak were caught totally unprepared. Many of them died immediately as they were smashed into bulkheads. The survivors, save for two of the female Pilots, were shot. None of the Marines were inclined towards mercy.


  Grant Skiffington. The memory of their love making flooded over her. What had she been thinking? She shook her head in exasperation. He had been surprisingly tender and gentle, but she still couldn’t believe that she made love with him, to him. God, she had needed it, but he wasn’t Hiram; he could never be Hiram. There was no guilt – well, there was not much guilt, but there was a deep, gnawing longing. Would she ever see Hiram again?


  Nearby, the sound of a sob. Reflexively Cookie spun to the sound, Bull Pup coming up. “Identify yourself fast or get shot,” she barked.


  Another sob, followed by an audible hiccup. “It’s me, Romano.”


  Cookie let out her breath. Specialist 4 Lori Romano was one of the tech weenies, the invisible people who scurried around keeping the ship running so that the warriors could make war on the enemy. She was a petit, mousy girl who was supposed to be smart as a whip, but had pretty much gone to pieces in the repeated Savak attacks. While Cookie could hardly blame her for that, it did nothing to endear her, either.


  “You okay, Romano?” she asked, pushing aside her irritation at being scared half to death.


  “I…I just needed a little time by myself,” the young woman said, her voice thick with tears.


  “You could get something in sick bay to help you,” Cookie suggested. A lot of the crew were on anti-anxiety pills, so many that the medic referred to himself as the ship’s “Morale Officer.”


  “No, I don’t want any more pills. I just-” she rubbed her eyes with her knuckles, looking even more like a little kid. “I just want to stop thinking…”


  She looked imploringly at Cookie. “I keep seeing Peter when they took a sword and …” She covered her face again. “Oh, God, I just want to stop thinking about it. All that blood.”


  Then Cookie remembered. Linda Romano had been standing next to Specialist Peter Tillinghast when the poor bastard had been beheaded by one of the goddamned Savak. His body had stood for several seconds, wildly pumping blood until his heart finally got the message that it was all over. Romano, drenched in his blood, had screamed hysterically and torn at her bloody clothes until the medic finally knocked her out with a sedative.


  Cookie tried to think of something to say, something comforting. Nothing seemed adequate.


  “What do you do, Romano?”


  Romano frowned, then hiccupped. “Corporal?”


  “What do you do on the Yorkshire?”


  “Oh.” She wiped her eyes again. “I’m an Artificial Intelligence Interface Systems Specialist.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t really know what that is,” Cookie confessed, a little embarrassed.


  “S’ok,” Romano said matter of factly. “You’re just a Marine. Nobody expects you to know any of this stuff.” Then her eyes widened in dismay as she heard her own words. “Oh! I didn’t mean that you couldn’t-”


  Cookie waved dismissively. “Relax, Romano. I’m the first to acknowledge that the Marine Corp is not exactly a hot bed of intellectualism. The only degree we all have is-”


  “Expert Marksman,” Linda Romano finished. “Yeah, I heard that one before.” Then Romano stared at Cookie, her brow furrowed. “Corporal –”


  “You don’t report to me, Romano, you can call me ‘Sanchez’ or even ‘Cookie’ if you want.”


  “Cookie can’t be your first name,” Romano replied, her eyes crinkling in amusement.


  Cookie sighed. “My first name is ‘Maria,” but only my mother calls me that.”


  Romano nodded. “Okay, I just noticed that you’re not speaking like-” she stopped, flustered.


  “Like a Marine?” Cookie prodded.


  “Yes, exactly,” Romano blurted. “You’re speaking in full sentences, and your vocabulary…” she trailed off again, her face flushing.


  Cookie grinned crookedly. “I made a friend in basic training. Smart and educated. She introduced me to books, and I’ve spent the last three years reading every chance I get.” She shrugged. “What can I say, it rubs off.”


  “But when I see you with other Marines, you sound...you sound-” Romano groped for the right words.


  “When I talk to my fellow Marines,” Cookie said patiently, “I sound tough. I’m a corporal, remember? I need to be tough and my men need to know I’m tough. Sounding too educated would not help, trust me on that.”


  Romano looked at her, clearly not understanding.


  “So tell me, in tiny little words, Artificial Intelligence Interface Specialist, just what it is you do,” Cookie pressed.


  Romano sighed and shrugged, but Cookie saw that there was a little more color in her cheeks. “I make things work. You know most of the ship is driven by computers, right?” Cookie nodded. “People push buttons and stuff, but that only sends a signal to Gandalf, who makes it happen. But have you ever wondered how Gandalf makes things happen? That’s where we come in. Everything Gandalf does, it does through an elaborate interface with the ship’s mechanical and electrical systems. That’s what we do: we make sure it all works together.”


  Cookie shook her head. She’d never really thought about this side of operations. She just thought that when the captain gave an order, it got carried out. She’d never spent much time wondering how. “How’d you learn all this stuff?” she asked, genuinely curious.


  Romano shrugged again. “Lots of school. I had a master’s degree in AI before I joined the Fleet, and they put me through a bunch of specialist schools. But I think the real answer is that you’ve got to have a real aptitude for it, you know?”


  Cookie nodded. She’d seen more than one Marine who had the training but not the aptitude – what you ended up with was a lousy Marine.


  Romano smiled. “And you’ve got to be smart, I guess. We even have a joke about it: What’s an Artificial Intelligence Interface Systems Specialist without the ‘Intelligence?’” Cookie looked blank.


  “He’s nothing more than an ‘ass’ that can’t spell right!” Romano finished, then laughed. “Sorry,” she giggled. “Just a little Interface Systems humor.”


  “Gods of Our Mothers!” Cookie said in mock horror. “Do we need to do, like, electroshock therapy or something on you? Or quarantine? Is this sense of humor contagious?”


  Cookie’s attempt at humor didn’t work. Romano’s face grew dark. “I don’t think I can take another attack. I don’t think-”


  Cookie had an idea. “Come on, Romano. I’ve got a job for you.” She turned and walked down the corridor, Romano in tow, until they reached the entrance to Shuttle Bay 3. Two armed Marines stood at the doorway. One had his arm in a sling, the other’s head was bandaged.


  “Open up, Billy,” Cookie ordered the one with the head bandage. The Marine looked curiously at Romano, but said nothing as he punched in the code to open the hatchway. Cookie and Romano walked onto a catwalk about twenty feet over the deck of the shuttle bay. There were three more armed Marines inside. They all turned towards the newcomers, blasters swinging up, then stopped when they recognized Cookie.


  “Corporal, Sergeant Zamir said no one is allowed down here,” one of the Marines said, eyeing Romano suspiciously.


  “It’s okay, Specialist Romano is going to help us with our little problem,” Cookie said.


  “Corporal, I’d be a lot happier if Sergeant Zamir-”


  “And I’d be a lot happier if I tore your head off and played soccer with it,” Cookie snapped. “And since I’m the corporal and you’re the private, which one of us do you think is going to be smiling one minute from now and which one is going to be sorry he was gave me some lip? Now move!”


  Romano waited until the guard had stepped away before turning to Cookie. “You said I’m going to help you with a problem?” she asked apprehensively.


  In reply, Cookie led her to the edge of the catwalk. She waved her hand to the deck. “See these?”


  There, nestled side by side on the deck, were three black cylindrical tubes, each about three hundred feet long and twenty feet in diameter. They were matt black and made of something that so effectively absorbed light that Romano had to squint to keep them in focus.


  “Know what they are?”


  Romano nodded. “The ships the commandos used, the Savak.”


  “Yep, that’s right. Supposed to be top secret and all that happy horseshit, but I suppose you know damn near everything Gandalf knows. And you know how the Savak got on board the Yorkshire?”


  Romano pursed her lips. “W-e-l-l-l-l, they didn’t cut a hole in the hull, and they didn’t come through an air lock, so it’s got to be something our big brains back on Cornwall say is impossible.”


  Cookie blinked, a bit taken back at how easily Romano figured out that the Savak had transported onto the ship. “We found these ships after each of the Savak attacks. We tractored them in here and opened ‘em up. One of them was booby trapped and killed three crewmen, but we got into the others okay. One was empty; each of the other two had a dead woman aboard, ‘Pilots,’ from what little we understand of their ranks.”


  “Tell me what the problem is, Corporal, please. This other stuff just makes me want to crawl into a corner,” Romano said, no trace of humor in her voice.


  “Okay, Artificial Intelligence Interface Systems Specialist Linda Romano, here is the problem: If we’re right, each of the Savak ships has a device that allows these bastards to transport themselves from this crappy little ship to its target without killing them in the process. The problem is that we’re not sure which set of controls relates to the transporter. Nothing is labeled. We can’t figure out how to make it work. And, truth be told, we’re scared shitless we’re going to push a button and there will be a big ‘boom!’ followed by intense unpleasantness and death.


  “So, Romano,” Cookie continued. “Can you figure out how to make the transponders work?”


  Romano eyed her impassively, but Cookie could almost hear the gears turning. “Can I look inside, please?”


  “Sure.” Cookie led her to a small hatchway near one end of the cylindrical ship. Once inside they could see two longs rows of bucket seats facing each other. Above the seats was a curious mesh of wire and what looked like flood lights. At the end near the hatchway there was a waist-high partition, then five more chairs in a single row, facing a console with banks of dials, knobs, switches and computer screens.


  Romano stared at the consoles for a long time, then gracefully stepped over the petition and sat in one of the chairs. For a minute or two she just sat there, looking, then she reached out and brushed her finger tips along the surface above and below several of the controls. Romano turned back to Cookie. “When do you need this?”


  “Yesterday would be good,” Cookie replied.


  Romano snorted. “Only a ship’s Captain can command completion of a task before it has begun, Corporal, and you’re not a Captain.” She gazed at the console. “I’ll need a hand here, maybe Nancy and Jimmy.”


  Cookie nodded. “I can get whoever you need.”


  Romano didn’t reply, and after a moment Cookie left her, gazing intently at the console and humming quietly to herself.


  

  
Chapter 57


  On the D.U.C. Vengeance


  In Pursuit of Space Station Atlas


  Admiral Mello stood in front of the holo display with Commander Pattin, watching as the Victorian Home Fleet swept in. “They’re concentrating on the hedgehogs,” Commander Pattin said. Two were already dead. As they watched, another died under a hundred lasers. Mello only had fifteen ships to support them because he had sent the others back to the rear to save the supply ships. Without the rest of the warships to protect the hedgehogs, the Victorians could come in close and use their lasers to advantage. Whenever Mello sent a wing forward to support them, it came under withering missile fire.


  “Sensors report that some of the Vicky ships are towing missile platforms. That explains why their missile attacks are so heavy. But it means they can’t keep this up much longer,” Pattin said.


  On the holo display another hedgehog died.


  Mello scowled. “They won’t have to keep this up much longer. If they kill another couple of the hedgehogs, they’ll be able to fire all their missile platforms and we don’t have the weight to stop them. We need to pull back.”


  “The hedgehogs are slow. If we pull back fast enough to save the rest of the First Attack fleet, we’ll lose them,” Pattin protested.


  Mello wanted to scream. They were so close. “Orders to the carriers,” he said briskly. “Launch all fighters and attack the Vickies.” The carriers were his secret weapon, and he had intended to save them for the moment of maximum impact. But needs must, he thought bitterly. Needs fucking must.


  On the H.M.S. Lionheart, the Sensors Officer stiffened in alarm. Suddenly his screen showed a hundred fast moving objects coming straight at them. Too slow to be missiles, but accelerating harder than any war ship he had ever seen. “Captain!” he called. “Something is coming, but I don’t know what it is. A hundred small vessels, smaller than gunboats. They came from those two big ships just behind the Dominion line.”


  Captain Eder squinted at the holo display. Whatever they were, they were very small and closing rapidly. He scowled. He did not particularly care for surprises. In his experience, surprises meant something unpleasant. A thought nagged at him, something from one of the history courses he took at the Academy.


  The fighters launched from five hundred miles. One hundred missiles targeted the cruisers Brisbane and Tasmania, which had been in the van of the Victorian attack. Anti-missile defenses lashed out in a desperate effort to protect the two ships, but the cruisers were too far in front. The missiles struck.


  “Gods of Our Mothers have mercy!” Eder groaned. The Tasmania was a shattered hulk; the Brisbane turned sluggishly away from the threat, vomiting air and bodies. “Those are fighters! The Dominions have carriers with a fighter wing!”


  The fighters bore in, flashing past the wounded Brisbane and closing in on the next line of Vicky war ships.


  Now Eder remembered the history class. Old Earth battles with ships that sailed on massive oceans and small, fast planes that went out to hunt them. The planes had been hideously vulnerable, but gruesomely effective.


  “All ships,” he bellowed. “Auto-fire all ship anti-missile defenses. And saturate your area with zone defenses.” As he watched two more ships flashed their Code Omega signals, a destroyer and a frigate. But to even things out another hedgehog – the fifth — blew up and yet another staggered out of its line, trailing air and debris.


  • • • • •


  Admiral Mello watched the holo display. He didn’t like what he saw. Five hedgehogs dead and two more badly shot up. The carrier fighters claimed four Vicky ships now, but the fighters themselves had taken a beating. One hundred fighters had gone out, barely forty had come back. If the Vickies continued their attack much longer, it could spell disaster. He turned to Commander Pattin. “Call back the forty ships we sent to support the supply ships. Tell them to abort their mission and return immediately.”


  “And the supply ships?”


  “We’ll have to use Admiral Kaeser’s supply ships,” he said. And just where the hell was Admiral Kaeser?


  • • • • •


  Aboard the D.U.C. Fortitude, Admiral Kaeser did a slow orbit around the Victorian home planet, Cornwall. Around him were the other sixty four ships of the D.U.C. Second Attack Fleet. His orders were clear: he was to wait at Cornwall until he joined up with Admiral Mello, and then together they would seize the space stations Atlas and Prometheus and destroy the Victorian Home fleet.


  But Prometheus was reduced to ashes, Atlas was gone, the Home Fleet absent, and Admiral Mello and the First Attack Fleet were nowhere to be seen.


  “No courier drones?” he asked again for the tenth time. Both Sensors and Communications shook their heads. Kaeser shook his head. “Just so,” he sighed.


  Where the devil was Admiral Mello?


  • • • • •


  Emily watched in morbid fascination as the holo display shifted with their turn. At the top of the display she could see the Dominion escort attacking what they believed were Victorian war ships coming from the north. Any moment now they would get close enough to realize they were just drones and would turn back to protect the supply ships. In the northwest, now partially obscured by chaff, were the Dominion reinforcements. But if the war ships were obscured, the avalanche of missiles coming towards the Coldstream Guard was not. They had killed some, but there were still three hundred and fifty homing in on just twelve ships. On the holo display they looked like a tidal wave.


  And try as she might, she couldn’t think of a way to stop them. Their anti-missile stores
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  were almost depleted, they were out of zone explosives and even getting low on decoys.


  And now they were running out of time.


  “Approaching point to launch attack against the supply ships,” Merlin informed her.


  “How long before the Dominion missiles reach us, Merlin?”


  “Seven minutes, four seconds.”


  “Status of anti-missile stores?” she asked.


  “Of the ten operational ships under command, four have no anti-missile capability beyond short range Bofor and laser fire. The remaining four have thirty anti-missile rockets among them.”


  Across the bridge, Alex Rudd looked at her and shook his head. Emily felt a bubble of anger and desperation. She hadn’t come all this way just to lose her ship and the rest of the Coldstream Guard. There must be something.


  But she couldn’t think of it.


  “I’m open to suggestions,” she told Rudd and the bridge crew.


  “Lieutenant!” Chief Gibson called.


  “Sixty seconds to launch,” Merlin said.


  “What is it, Chief?” Emily replied.


  “The Dominion ships that are chasing us – they’re turning away!” He shook his head in wonderment. “They’re leaving! Looks like they’re going back to Bogey One. So are the six escort ships that were guarding the colliers. They’re all bugging out, and really pouring on the acceleration.”


  Emily smiled tiredly. Admiral Douthat must have counter-attacked. Not that it mattered. The Dominion’s missiles would finish the job, whether the Dominion war ships were there or not.


  “Um…Ma’am?” It was Seaman Partridge. Emily searched for his first name, couldn’t find it.


  “Mr. Partridge?”


  “Forty five seconds to launch,” Merlin said.


  “Well, Ma’am, we’re close to the supply ships. Really close. Why don’t we hide next to them? I mean, they must be scared of the missiles, too. They’ll have their ‘friend-or-foe’ transponders on, won’t they? I mean they don’t want to get hit by their own missiles. So if we got right up close to them, maybe shoot some chaff around, then the missiles couldn’t tell us from them and they’ll shut down. Wouldn’t they?”


  “Thirty seconds.”


  Emily was flabbergasted. It seemed preposterous. Hide next to the supply ships? Could this really work? She looked questioningly at Rudd. He smiled. “Oh, I like it,” he said. “I really like it.”


  “Twenty seconds to attack,” Merlin reminded her.


  Time to make the decision. “Merlin, abort attack.”


  A pause. “Attack mission on supply ships aborted. Is there anything you would like me to do, Lieutenant Tuttle?” Merlin asked mildly.


  “Relinquish flight control to ships’ captains,” Emily ordered. They were going to have to thread a needle with these war ships, and she wanted human pilots for that. “Mr. Bahawalanzai –” Rahim Bahawalanzai was recognized as the best pilot on the New Zealand - - “you have the Pilot’s seat. I’ll pick the Dominion supply ship we want to cozy up to, but the details of how we do it are going to be up to you.”


  “And if you screw it up, Rahim,” Rudd chimed in, “the New Zealand is going to end up as a spot of soot on the hull of one of those big mother supply ships.”


  “I will endeavor to avoid such an ignominious fate, Sir,” Bahawalanzai dead panned.


  Emily turned to Communications. “Betty, open a channel to the other ships.” Betty worked her control panel, then nodded. “New Zealand to all Coldstream Guards. We’re going to try something a little unusual,” she explained.


  Five minutes later, the last of the Coldstream Guard ships slid next to the Dominion supply ships and slowed to match speeds. The supply vessels were accelerating as fast as they could, no doubt red-lining their inertia compensators, but in the end they were still supply ships and the Victorian war ships had little trouble catching up to them. The four Dominion ships were separated by ten miles or so; but even with that spacing, it was a delicate task for the Victorians to insert themselves between them, followed by the white-knuckles job of painstakingly maneuvering the war ships until they were no more than one hundred yards from the nearest Dominion supply ship. In peace time, a stunt like this would mean a certain court martial for the captain who ordered it; now it looked like their best chance.


  The supply ship next to the New Zealand was huge. Emily gaped like a tourist. She had never once seen another ship in space without the assistance of video cameras. Now she thought she could reach out and touch the supply ship – the Togo, the name was clearly visible on its hull. Emily tried to imagine the consternation the Dominion ships must have felt when they realized the Victorian ships were sailing alongside them.


  “Betty, hail the Togo.”


  The Togo’s captain came on immediately, obviously waiting for her call. “Captain, this is the H.M.S. New Zealand. You are instructed to not make any radio transmissions or to launch any courier drones. Kill your engines. You and your crew have ten minutes to evacuate your ship. You will not be harmed as long as you comply.”


  The Captain was an attractive woman in her forties. She looked at Emily shrewdly. “I am Captain Hantman. Since you don’t want any radio transmissions, I assume you want me to turn off my “friend-or-foe” transponder?” she asked innocently.


  Emily smiled at having been caught out so quickly. “No, you can leave that on.”


  “I thought as much,” Hantman replied. “You are playing a very close game here, Captain. Very close.” She paused. “There is a much better alternative here, Captain: Surrender to me. There is no shame in it. We outnumber you. We’ve captured your home world, and there is little doubt we will overtake your space station and capture it or destroy it.”


  Emily blinked in surprise. “You are asking me to surrender?”


  “Consider your position, Captain.” Hantman said the word “Captain” with a slight question in it. “The loss of these supply ships will cause us some temporary discomfort, but we have other supply trains, and more war ships entering your Sector with each hour. You have lost this war; now the only question is whether you will die in it.”


  “Dominion missiles will arrive in two minutes,” Merlin said.


  “Evacuate in ten minutes, Captain,” Emily said harshly, “Or the loss of your crew is on your head.”


  Captain Hantman bowed her head slightly. “You are making a mistake, but for the moment it is yours to make. Togo out.” The com screen went blank.


  “Ninety seconds,” Merlin said.


  Now or never, Emily thought. “All ships, fire off remaining decoys, then go stealthy. Good luck.”


  Three hundred and fifty missiles bore down on them. Everyone watched the holo display, unable to turn away. Betty McCann quietly wept. Alex Rudd swallowed convulsively. Chief Gibson stared fixedly at the holo display, as if force of will could make the missiles go away. Seaman Partridge kept nodding, as if everything was going according to plan. Other crew members crossed themselves or fingered religious talismans.


  Emily was suddenly seized by terrible doubt. It had seemed such a good idea when Partridge suggested it, but now she watched with growing horror as the missiles relentlessly homed in. She was putting them all, her crew, the entire Coldstream Guards, in terrible jeopardy. Her mistake would kill them.


  Emily closed her eyes and said a prayer.


  “Sixty seconds.”


  Then Chief Freidman swore viciously. “Sweet Gods! The Ducks are running for it!”


  The four Dominion supply ships had abruptly turned and accelerated, each of them heading in a different direction. For a moment, the twelve Coldstream Guards ships sat naked before the missile onslaught.


  Emily frantically signaled Alyce to open a call to the Togo. “Togo, cut your engines now or we will fire on you!”


  Captain Hantman’s face appeared on the com screen. “Fire on us and take a risk that you’ll knock out our friend-or-foe beacon?” she asked in mock astonishment. “I don’t think you’ll take that chance, New Zealand.”


  Emily cut off the com, slapping her armrest in frustration. She’d been suckered and then caught flatfooted.


  “Pilot, steer to the Togo! Quickly! Tuck in as close as you can,” Emily ordered. “All ships, hug any supply ship you can reach.” But the supply ships had gone to full military power and were pulling away.


  “Thirty seconds,” Merlin said calmly. Further proof computers were stupid, Emily thought viciously.


  “Full power, Pilot!” The New Zealand seemed to leap forward as Bahawalanzai kicked in all four of the anti-matter engines. The Togo fired its anti-missile weapons at them, but the New Zealand’s armor shook them off and they closed in rapidly. Bahawalanzai killed the engines and deftly nudged the DMB brake. The pitted hull of the Togo once again filled their view screen. The holo display showed ships scattered about, some close to one of the supply ships…some not.


  “You are a genius at the helm, Mr. Bahawalanzai,” Emily said fervently.


  “Yes, Ma’am,” Bahawalanzai replied matter of factly.


  “Five seconds to impact,” Merlin intoned.


  “Gods of our Mothers,” Betty McCann sobbed. “Protect your children now in their hour of need.”


  The missiles reached them.


  Emily had the fleeting impression of shadows flickering on the view screen, then more shadows, then…nothing. The bridge crew looked at each other in wary disbelief. On the holo display the tide of missiles surged past them…and kept going.


  “They missed us,” Chief Freidman said, an astonished grin spreading across his face. “By Christ and all the Saints, they missed us!”


  But they hadn’t missed everyone. Two flashing Code Omega symbols blinked on the holo display. The cruiser Southampton and the frigate Kilimanjaro were both gone. More than a thousand men and women. Emily glanced urgently at Chief Gibson, who shook his head. “No sign of life boats,” he told her.


  A deep wave of coldness washed through her then. She was neither sad nor angry, but her heart ached and part of her wanted to weep with frustration. I brought these people into harm’s way, she thought. My people. And they died under my orders, because I wasn’t clever enough. Hundreds, thousands of men and women who depended on me to keep them alive. And I wasn’t clever enough.


  And the cold seeped through her, through her limbs and into her stomach. And finally, blessedly, it reached her anguished heart and gave her respite.


  “Lieutenant Tuttle?” Betty McCann said softly. “It’s—it’s the Togo. Captain Hantman wants to talk to you. She says she is prepared to surrender.”


  Emily turned and stared at her. McCann fell silent. Emily turned to Alex Rudd and Chief Gibson. They both stared back, then nodded.


  Emily opened a channel to the surviving Coldstream Guards. “All ships, fire at will until the supply ships have been destroyed.”


  

  
Chapter 58


  On the Space Station Atlas,


  En route to Refuge


  “I’ve got thirty five war ships left,” Admiral Douthat reported. “And almost all of them have damage of some sort or another. The Brisbane is shot to pieces; in normal times she would be sent to the dock for scrap, but she can still fly and still has a couple of operating lasers and missile tubes, so she stays in the game. And we’ve still got the arks, Javelin, Battle Ax, and Kite Runner, with forty five heavy gunboats. I’m saving them for when I absolutely need them,” she said grimly. “The intensity of the fire means that the gunboats won’t last long once they’re committed. We’ll be lucky to get one good attack run out of them.”


  “And the enemy?” asked Queen Anne. It was the end of the third day since they had fled from Cornwall. They sat in the Queen’s quarters in one of the hotels that had been taken over by the Queen and the Fleet. Admiral Douthat and Captain Eder were bleary with fatigue, their uniforms rumpled and dirty. Hiram Brill sat in one corner with his tablet, trying to both keep up with the flow of data and information from their patrol ships and reconnaissance drones and remain inconspicuous at the same time. Peter Murphy was there, dressed in a grease-stained jumpsuit that looked out of place among the Fleet uniforms. And sitting next to the Queen was Sir Henry, looking dour and preoccupied. Sir Henry, normally formal and dapper, had not shaved that morning, which Hiram found deeply unsettling.


  Admiral Douthat gestured wearily for Hiram to answer. Douthat was running on nerves and coffee; her exhaustion hung on her like a ratty old coat.


  “Of the ten Hedgehog anti-missile platforms that we know of, Admiral Douthat’s counter-attack killed seven and may have damaged some of the remaining three,” Hiram explained. “We also destroyed or badly damaged five other Dominion ships, three destroyers, a frigate and one of their cruisers. We don’t have an exact count, but we think that the particular task force that has been chasing us – Bogey One - may be down to as few as fifty war ships out of their original eighty five. Of course, they still outnumber us, and there is still the Bogey Two force that appears to be stopped near Cornwall. We think Bogey Two has some sixty five ships. Call it one hundred and twenty ships to our thirty five.”


  Sir Henry flinched, but the Queen seemed unperturbed. “But there’s more, isn’t there? You’re looking very tired, Admiral, but not panicked.”


  Douthat smiled wryly, or tried to. It came out more like a ghastly baring of teeth. “They have more ships, but they have to come to us. We have hundreds of missile pods, an enormous number of laser mines and many antimatter mines. We have laid out the minefield in a sphere around us and we are towing it with us as we move toward Refuge. Getting to us won’t be easy, Your Majesty. And now that they’ve lost most of their Hedgehogs, they’re more vulnerable to our missile fire, much more vulnerable.”


  “I assume,” Anne said dryly, “that it will not be that easy.”


  Douthat snorted. “That is an understatement, Your Majesty. They outnumber us, they are more maneuverable than we are, and they know where we are going. Taking out those Hedgehogs gives us a chance, but this is still going to be very ugly.”


  “And the Coldstream Guard?”


  Admiral Douthat sighed. “We’ve had no contact in ten hours. We’re pretty sure they killed Bogey One’s supply train, and that would explain in part why Bogey One has broken off action. There were two more Code Omega drones, from the Southampton and the Kilimanjaro, but nothing since then. Either the rest of the Coldstream Guards have been driven deeper into space, or they are swinging wide around the Dominion forces to return to the Atlas and have gone stealthy to try to avoid contact.” She shrugged. She did not have to state the third alternative, that the rest of the Coldstream Guard had been destroyed to the last ship.


  “And Second Fleet?”


  Douthat shook her head. “Nothing, nothing at all. Based on the report from the Bawdy Bertha, it looks like the entire Second Fleet, and all of the Third Fleet with it, has been lost. Until we reach Refuge, Your Majesty, we are on our own.”


  “And when shall we arrive, Admiral?”


  Douthat glanced at Peter Murphy and nodded. Murphy cleared his throat nervously. Like the others, he was going with too little sleep, too little food and too much anxiety. But with the possible exception of Sir Henry, Murphy was the oldest person in the room, and it showed. His skin was grey, his cheeks sunken and his eyes red. Hiram noticed a nervous tick by Murphy’s left eye that had not been there before.


  “We should hit the worm hole in forty seven hours and –” he checked his tablet – “ten minutes. We are making better speed than we had originally estimated. We’ve had about one hundred tug boat failures, with over-stressed tractor beam generators, but we’ve been able to swap them out from stores on Atlas. So we’re making good speed.”


  “That’s wonderful, Captain!” the Queen said, but then faltered as she took in the somber faces around her. She looked from Murphy to Admiral Douthat, then back to Murphy. “Perhaps it would be best if you just tell me what the problem is, Mr. Murphy?”


  “Well, Majesty,” Murphy began, then restarted. “The thing of it is, Majesty, we’re pulling the Atlas in a straight line. She’s big, really big, and it’s very hard for us to alter course…if we have to, I mean.” His voice trailed off.


  “Will someone please tell me what is going on?” Queen Anne snapped.


  Hiram sighed and put his tablet down. “The worm hole into Refuge moves, Majesty. It changes location often, perhaps several times a month. Sometimes as much as a thousand miles per day, other days not at all. The orientation of the entrance is always the same, thank God, but from the perspective of our plane of advance, the worm hole can move left or right by a considerable distance with very little warning.”


  Anne digested this for a moment. “And if moves?”


  Murphy jumped back in. “We can make course corrections up to twenty four hours out, but once we’re inside of twenty four hours, if it moves very much left or right, we won’t be able to change course fast enough to hit it.”


  “We could save the ships in this eventuality, but the Atlas would overshoot the worm hole,” Admiral Douthat said.


  “And if Atlas overshoots the worm hole?” the Queen asked.


  Murphy shrugged. “There’s no way to turn her around if we overshoot,” he said matter-of-factly. “She’s too big to turn around in less than a month.” He tried a tired grin. “We’re on course right now, Majesty. If the worm hole doesn’t jig on us, we’ll hit it dead center. But if it moves, well…”


  Anne turned back to Admiral Douthat and Captain Eder. “And the Dominion? Can we withstand another attack with so few ships?”


  The fatigue in the admiral’s face seemed to burn away for a moment and she grinned wolfishly. “They may have more ships, Majesty, but we may have more actual ‘throw weight.’ The Atlas has several hundred missile pods and mines, and it’s building more even as we speak. We’re slaving the missile pods to all of our capital ships and even to the tug boats. No matter which way the Dominion comes at us, we can make it very hot for them.”


  “That’s the importance of killing the Dominion Hedgehogs, Majesty,” Sir Henry spoke for the first time. “Without the Hedgehogs, our missile penetration will be significantly more successful.”


  This is hope of Victoria, Queen Anne thought: Thirty five ships, a space station and a handful of very determined people who won’t give in to despair.


  “Thank you, Admiral, and you as well, Captain Eder. And you, Captain Murphy. If we must face desperate times, I am grateful that we face it together.” When Douthat, Eder and Murphy had gone, the Queen leaned back into her chair with a sigh. “And you, Mr. Brill? You seemed rather quiet through this. Do you disagree with this course of action?”


  Hiram reluctantly put down his tablet. “I was the one who originally suggested it, Majesty. We don’t have any choice.”


  Queen Anne considered it for a moment. “And the Dominion? What will they do now?”


  Hiram shrugged. “We’re two days from reaching Refuge. They cannot let Atlas – and you, Majesty – escape. The Dominion will join Bogey One and Two into one large attack force and throw everything they have against us.”


  “And if we reach Refuge, will be safe then?”


  “There is a risk that the Dominion will follow us into Refuge, but if it does, then it will have to deal with the Refuge navy as well. Refuge honors its debts.”


  Hiram’s tablet beeped then. He read it quickly, frowning. “Sensors have picked up Victorian ships approaching us from the left flank.” He took a breath. “Looks like it’s the Coldstream Guard, returning from the attack on the supply ships.” He looked away. “There’s only two of them.”


  

  
Chapter 59


  On the H.M.S. Yorkshire


  Entering Victorian Space


  The H.M.S. Yorkshire gingerly led the Kent and the Galway into Victorian space. Each of them had their navigation lights blinking, each proceeded at a moderate pace, and each had a crew that was holding their collective breaths.


  The first thing Grant Skiffington saw was a swarm of smaller construction vessels busily assembling an enormous structure that bristled with gun ports and missile launchers.


  “What is that thing?” Grant exclaimed.


  Livy Wexler, his Sensors Officer, studied her passive sensors data. “Unless I miss my guess, skipper, they are assembling a fort.”


  Grant thought about that for a minute. The depth of the planning behind the attack was unnerving, to say the least. The Dominions knew that at least some ships from the Second Fleet would survive the ambush, and this fort was intended to block their return from Tilleke space.


  Then the other shoe dropped and he swore viciously. The Dominion were in Victorian space, assembling a fort at a major worm hole entrance, and there were no ships from the Home Fleet trying to stop them.


  “Livy, are sensors picking up any Victorian war ships?”


  Livy shook her head. “Only the ones that we have tagged as being taken by the Tilleke commandos.”


  “And where are they heading?”


  “For Cornwall, but still just poking along, not in any hurry.” She smiled at him then, a warm, intimate smile that triggered vivid memories of the night before. After that first time, Cookie had not slept with Grant again, and seemed to be avoiding him. He half hoped she had found someone else. The unbearable tension they all lived under had resulted in quick, intense pairings throughout the ship, as everyone sought comfort and release as best they could. Livy had simply knocked softly on his cabin door three nights earlier and, when he opened it, had walked in without a word. He could have told her to leave…but he didn’t.


  He rubbed his chin, considering what to do next. Strung out in a long line in front of them were fifteen Victorian war ships manned by Tilleke commandos. Apparently their instructions were to assemble at Cornwall, and if that was the case it meant Cornwall was already in enemy hands. Could that be true? It seemed outlandish. But then he remembered the relative ease with which the Dominion and Tilleke forces had annihilated the Second and Third Fleets, and thought again about the planning and confidence behind the decision to assemble a fort at the Victorian-Gilead worm hole.


  How could he find out what had happened to Cornwall? For a self-indulgent moment he wished desperately that Captain Gur had survived or that Benny Peled was not in a coma. He needed somebody to talk to. And then he remembered that he did have someone.


  He connected to Lisa Stein on the Kent and Andy Richter on the Galway, and quickly explained what he wanted to do.


  Richter was reluctant to express an opinion. “Christ, sir, this is way above my pay grade. I mean, I’m not a captain, I’m just a Chief who-”


  “You are the Captain of Her Majesty’s Ship Galway,” Grant interrupted, “whether you like it or not. I asked for your opinion because I need it.”


  “If you want an opinion,” Stein said from the Kent, “mine is that you are out of your bloody mind. All the evidence points to the Dominion having already conquered Cornwall, and you want to go in for a closer look? You said it yourself, the entire area around the planet will be crawling with enemy ships. Dozens of them, hundreds of them. We’ve only got three! And we’re short on people to properly man them. So I ask you again: Have you lost your bloody mind?”


  Grant bit back an angry retort. Ask for an opinion, get an opinion, he thought ruefully. “We can’t just go off without knowing if Cornwall has fallen,” he said at last.


  “What not?” Stein demanded. “Our only job now is to survive. I say we loop around and go to Darwin. It’s neutral and we can-”


  “No, dammit!” Grant said, surprising himself with how strongly he felt. “We are soldiers! Our nation has been attacked. We need to find out what has happened and to try to find the Home Fleet-”


  “Don’t you understand? Home Fleet is gone!” Stein cried. “If the Home Fleet were still intact, it would be attacking that fort the bloody Ducks are building. The Dominion took out Home Fleet just like it took out Second Fleet.”


  “We don’t know that,” Grant began.


  “Uh, sirs, can I make a suggestion here?” Richter asked.


  “What?” Grant snapped.


  “Well, before I ended up as acting captain, my job was to run the reconnaissance drones.” He spoke slowly and distinctly, in that voice senior chiefs reserved for particularly dim officers. “I’m thinking that we could send a drone straight in towards Cornwall while we go off on a tangent away from the planet. The ship’s computer can stay in laser communication with it and with a little luck we’ll see everything its sensors sees.” He shrugged. “It would only be passive sensors, but they’re still pretty good. If Cornwall is crawling with Dominions, we’ll know it.”


  Grant thought about it, then nodded. He looked at Lisa Stein, who sourly nodded back.


  Twenty hours later, they had their answer.


  • • • • •


  Emily Tuttle had a problem, and it wasn’t the Dominion. Moments after the last Dominion supply ship was destroyed, the New Zealand’s medic buzzed her from sick bay.


  “Ma’am, I need you down here right now.” The medic was Naama Denker, a native of Refuge and usually unflappable. Now she sounded tense and brittle.


  “Naama, we’re a little busy up here-” Emily began, but Naama cut her off.


  “Lieutenant, it’s Captain Grey. She’s dying.”


  Emily signaled Alex Rudd to take over and slid out of her chair. She half walked, half ran to sick bay, where to her surprise she found Captain Grey sitting up, conscious but pale. Grey had a little trouble focusing on her at first, then the expression of puzzlement was replaced by a scowl.


  “Emily Tuttle, what have you done to my ship?” Grey gestured to the other sick bay beds, filled to capacity with wounded. Against one wall were ten dead crewmen in body bags that had not yet been moved to a freezer locker.


  “What is our status, Lieutenant?” Grey’s voice was weak, but held undeniable authority. Then her eyes closed and she drifted off. Emily shot a concerned glance to Denker.


  “She’s got internal bleeding and I can’t stop it,” Denker whispered urgently. “We need to get her to a surgical suite on the Sea Horse or back to the Atlas as soon as possible.”


  Captain Grey’s eyes fluttered open. “What’s our status, Emily?”


  Emily told her as succinctly as she could, but even then Grey drifted off twice before she finished. When Emily told her about the forty ships from the Dominion reinforcing the supply vessels, and the storm of missiles, Captain Grey weakly shook her head. “You have a singular talent for attracting mischief.” She took a long shuddering breath, causing Denker to look at her anxiously.


  “Emily, did you get the supply ships?”


  “Yes. Ma’am, all of them,” Emily replied softly.


  “Okay then.” Grey coughed and struggled to catch her breath. Denker adjusted her oxygen flow. “Be careful of-” she breathed heavily, struggling for air – “Wicklow. “ She broke off in a fit of coughing.


  Denker stepped in, frantically adjusting air flow and medicines. “Ms. Tuttle, you’ve got to get us to a proper medical facility or we’ll lose her!” she said fiercely. “I’ve got to put her into the medipod to get her stabilized, but the medipod won’t be able to stop the bleeding.”


  Emily turned to go, but Captain Grey called her one more time. “Bogey Two?”


  “They’re out there, Captain. I don’t know exactly where, but not very far.”


  Captain Grey closed her eyes, and then was seized by another fit of racking coughs. “They’ll be trouble, Emily,” she finally gasped. There were spots of bright arterial blood on her lips and chin.


  “That’s enough!” snapped Denker. “She’s not strong enough, you’ll kill her!” She pushed Emily aside and began to wheel Captain Grey’s bed toward the medipod tank.


  On the bridge, Emily slumped back into her seat, oblivious to Rudd’s questioning look. “Chief Gibson, do we have a fix on the Atlas?”


  Chief Gibson waggled his hand. “Only approximate, skipper. Best guess at this point is she’s fifteen to twenty five hours away, below our current plane of movement still heading to the Refuge wormhole.”


  Emily initiated a call to the other Coldstream Guards. There were only ten ships left of the original twenty, and all were the worse for wear.


  “We accomplished our mission,” she told them. And got thoroughly buggered as a result, but she didn’t say that. “We’ve all got wounded and repairs we need to attend to. I propose that we swing out of the plane of advance of the Dominion ships and make our way back to the Atlas. I invite your comments.”


  Captain Rowe from the Bristol nodded wearily. “Sweet Gods, yes! Half my crew are wounded or dead. My magazines are almost empty and my laser batteries are shot to hell. I want to get home before my ship starts to fall apart at the seams.” Other captains echoed his sentiments.


  Emily nodded. “Okay then, let’s go home. Wide spread, passive sensors, and whisper laser communications only. God knows what’s between us and the Atlas.”


  • • • • •


  By the time communications were finally established between Admiral Mello’s First Attack Fleet and Admiral Kaeser in the Second Attack Fleet, Admiral Mello was seething with impatience.


  “Admiral, where the devil have you been?” he snarled. “The enemy is escaping and we have been waiting for your arrival so that we can attack them!”


  Admiral Kaeser was taken aback by Mello’s vehemence. “Admiral Mello, my orders were to rendezvous with you at Cornwall. You were not here when we arrived and we have been waiting for word from you.”


  “While you have been waiting, Admiral, we have been pursuing the enemy. The Victorians are towing one of their space stations to Refuge. If you had not delayed, Admiral, we would be chasing them with our combined forces instead of just one Attack Fleet.”


  Admiral Kaeser was not a politician; he had risen through the ranks based on merit. He believed that merit was to be rewarded and the lack of merit was to be punished, that orders were to be followed, missions accomplished without complaint or excuse, and that finger pointing was for fools. He bridled at Admiral Mello’s implications.


  “Admiral Mello, I protest! The Second Attack Fleet arrived at Cornwall precisely on time. You were not there, nor had you left a communications buoy to offer guidance or instructions.”


  Mello flushed with anger. “I would have thought common sense alone would have made you locate my force with dispatch, Admiral, rather than sit idly at Cornwall when the real battle had moved on.”


  “But-”


  “But nothing!” Mello pounded his fist on the console. “I have no time for this, Admiral. You are relieved. You are to confine yourself to your quarters, pending your court martial. Command of the Fortitude goes to the ship’s captain and I will assume command of your Fleet. Do you understand me, Admiral?”


  There was a long pause as Admiral Kaeser contemplated the ruin of his career and, worse, the fate of his Fleet in the hands of this blustering fool. But a lifetime of soldiering on despite poor commanding officers and terrible odds won out.


  “Just so,” he replied icily, then turned and marched stiffly off the bridge.


  “Captain…” Mello consulted his computer listing. “Captain Bauer?”


  “Yes, Admiral,” Bauer replied stiffly.


  “Have you left orbit around Cornwall?”


  “Yes, Admiral. We left as soon as we received your transmission. We are approximately twenty five hours from your position at best military speed.”


  “Good, get here as fast as you can. Where are your supply ships?”


  “Two hours behind us, sir, per customary protocol.”


  “Send them on ahead at full speed, Captain. We have urgent need of them here.”


  Bauer looked uncomfortable, hesitant to deliver bad news. “Admiral, these are older model ships. They can barely keep up with our war ships at normal cruising speed; they cannot sustain best military speed for more than an hour, and at that only with risk to their engine plants. Under the best circumstances, the supply ships will arrive several hours after our main body of the Second Attack Fleet.”


  Mello scowled. He had assumed that the Second Attack Fleet had received the next generation supply ships as well. No matter. “Get here as quickly as you can, Captain, and order your supply ships to make the best speed possible. The Victorians are escaping to the Refuge sector, and we must stop them. We have exhausted our munitions and some of my ships need repairs. We need those supply ships.”


  Bauer wondered just what had happened to the First Attack Fleet’s supply ships, but kept the thought to himself.


  “And Captain,” Mello said. “Make sure the supply ships are adequately guarded. The Vickies have patrols out. We think we destroyed them, but take no chances.”


  “As you command, Admiral.”


  Mello fell back into his chair, chaffing at the delay. If the Vickies somehow managed to escape, he would shoot Admiral Kaeser himself.


  • • • • •


  Grant Skiffington sat glumly in the captain’s chair. So Lisa Stein was right after all, the space around Cornwall was crawling with Dominion ships. He had counted fifty before he gave up in disgust. The Dominion had come in and must have kicked the hell out of the Home Fleet. Dominion now ruled the Victorian Sector.


  “Captain,” Livy Wexler said from the sensors console.


  Grant looked at her.


  “I’ve been going over the sensor logs. Three things stick out. First, somebody used nuclear weapons on the surface of Cornwall. The drone couldn’t pinpoint it, but it appears to be near the royal palace.” The bridge crew exchanged worried glances. Grant felt the bottom fall out of his stomach. Too much was happening. Second Fleet destroyed, then the Dominion invasion of Victoria, and now an attack on Queen Beatrice’s palace?


  “Second,” Livy continued, “the space stations are not there. Where Prometheus should be there is a very large debris field. It looks like there were a number of Dominion ships near the Prometheus and it blew up, taking the ships with it. From the radiation signature, somebody was using antimatter weapons.”


  Grant frowned. “What about Atlas?”


  Wexler shrugged. “It’s not there.”


  “You mean it’s been destroyed?” he asked in confusion.


  “No, there is no trace of debris. It’s gone.”


  Now he was very confused. Gone? Atlas was huge. How did one of the largest man-made objects in history just get up and walk away? You’d need every tugboat in the Victorian fleet to- He closed his eyes. No, that couldn’t be right, could it?


  “Livy, check the logs from the drone. Did it detect any tugboats in the area around Cornwall?”


  Livy typed in her search command, studied the results. “Well, that’s strange, there should be tug boats all around that area, but you’re right, the drone didn’t spot any.” She looked up, frowning. “Surely you’re not suggesting that-” She looked dumfounded. “Where would they go? Darwin?”


  Grant shook his head. “To get to Darwin, they would have had to go in the general direction of the wormhole to the Dominion, but we know that the Dominion must have been pouring war ships through that wormhole into Victoria. First Fleet couldn’t take the chance they’d run into a superior force. No, if anything, they’d run away from the DUC wormhole. Cape Breton, perhaps? Sybil Head?” But even as he asked, he knew neither was correct. Both were too far away, and neither was particularly friendly towards Queen Beatrice’s Administration. Years of bitter trade disputes had taken their toll.


  “If it was me, I’d run for Refuge,” one of the bridge crew offered. There were several nods of agreement. And once Grant thought about it, he saw that it was the obvious choice. Refuge was bound to Victoria. Not too long ago, Victoria had saved the people on Refuge from extinction.


  One hundred years earlier a virus had destroyed all of the consumable crops Refuge had planted, and turned what was already in storage to rotten mush. Within the space of thirty days, Refuge lost virtually all of its wheat, corn, barely, rice and vegetables. As the threat of immediate starvation loomed, King Adolf, Beatrice’s grandfather, came to the rescue. He sent thousands of freighters carrying foodstuffs. When Victorian’s own supply of foodstuffs ran low, he dipped into the Victorian treasury to buy more from the other Sectors.


  Then he sent Victorian’s best agricultural scientists and agronomists to Refuge to trace the cause of the blight and eradicate it. And then, over the next ten years, Victoria supplied Refuge with enough seed stocks to restart the beleaguered planet’s agriculture program. A very grateful Council of Elders from Refuge had asked what Refuge could do to repay Adolf and Victoria for their efforts. Adolf had famously replied: “We are none of us alone. Today we have the honor of helping you, but the day will come when we in turn must ask your favor. We only ask that you remember us with kindness.”


  The Council of Elders had replied by building a monument in the middle of a large park, with words carved a hundred feet high out of living rock:


  “Refuge honors its debts.”


  Grant nodded to himself. Then Livy Wexler caught his eye. “There is one more thing, Captain,” she said. “The last report from our recon drone showed the Dominion fleet around Cornwall is pulling out.”


  “Let me guess,” Grant said. “They’re heading towards Refuge.”


  Livy nodded.


  “Okay, then,” Grant said briskly. “Contact the Galway and the Kent. Rig for full stealth and set a course for Refuge. Let’s see if we can find our misplaced space station.”


  “And one more thing, Captain.” She leaned in closer and he thought she was going to whisper something about their night together. “After this meal, we’re out of food.”


  “What?” Grant was bewildered. For the past several days he had worried about Tilleke commandoes, Dominion war ships and how to get back to Victoria, but he had never even considered something so prosaic as food. “How did that happen?”


  Livy shrugged. “When we left Victoria for Tilleke, we only stocked a week’s worth of food. Everyone thought if we needed more we’d just get it from the supply ships. Then in some of the fighting part of the refrigeration system got knocked out and we lost most of what was left. Now we’ve got enough for one real meal, plus about another day or so of hard rations.


  “Suffering Gods,” he said irritably. He ran a hand through his hair. Food? “Okay, check with Galway and Kent and see if they’ve got any to spare.” He shook his head. Food.


  • • • • •


  On the Space Station Atlas, Admiral Douthat was confronting a belligerent Captain Wicklow. Or rather, being confronted by him.


  “What do you mean, mutineers?” Admiral Douthat looked incredulous.


  “They disobeyed a direct order during combat, that’s what I mean,” roared Captain Wicklow. “I gave them a direct order to come back to Atlas and rejoin the Home Fleet and they disobeyed. They deserted, I tell you, deserted! And their ring leader is that wet-behind–the-ears lieutenant, Tuttle, who acts above her station and presumes authority she does not have! I want orders for their arrest.”


  Douthat eyed him warily. Captain Wicklow was a personal friend of Queen Beatrice’s brother, Harold. He was a mediocre tactician with little sense of strategy, but he knew politics and played it well.


  “Captain, I’m sure there is some misunderstanding here. We’ve received a report from the New Zealand that they were attacking the Dominion supply ships-”


  “Oh, we attacked, all right!” Wicklow interrupted. “Did that report tell you that Captain Grey recklessly led us directly into an ambush? That because of her negligence we suffered severe damage and loss of life. She used poor judgment, Admiral, very poor judgment.”


  Now Admiral Douthat eyed him skeptically. “Captain Grey successfully destroyed the first set of Dominion supply ships and then led the attack to destroy the second group. Are you-”


  “Captain Grey was injured, killed or has been displaced by her subordinates,” Wicklow said flatly. “All I know is that she was not in charge at the time we encountered a Dominion force of at least forty ships.” He eyed her through hooded lids. How much did she know? How much could he push this?


  “I suspect that her lieutenant, Tuttle, has something to do with this. When I gave her a direct order, she had the audacity to put targeting sensors on my ship and threatened to shoot!” Wicklow raged, while meanwhile a part of him coolly assessed the impact all of this was having on Admiral Douthat. “This is treason, treason in the face of the enemy! I want her arrested, Admiral. I want her arrested and punished!”


  Douthat sighed. There was no time for this. Atlas was only a day away from the wormhole to Refuge. There was so much to do. But she ignored Wicklow at her peril.


  “Captain Wicklow, I want your full written report on the matter on my desk in an hour. Meanwhile, provision your ship and prepare for orders. We expect to be attacked in force very soon and I will want you ready. Do you understand?”


  “My ship will be ready, Admiral. You can count on us.”


  You self-righteous little toad, Douthat thought. “Do you have any idea where the rest of the Coldstream Guard was going?”


  Wicklow hesitated, thinking it was probably not helpful to tell the Admiral that Tuttle intended to lead yet another attack on the Dominion supply ships. “I cannot say, Admiral. We had a superior force bearing down on us and I knew it was imperative to save as many of our fighting ships as possible. I gave the order to pull back so as to preserve our capacity to take the fight to the enemy on another day.”


  Admiral Douthat raised one skeptical eyebrow. “We still have no word on the fate of the remaining Coldstream Guards. File your report, Captain. Attach the ship’s log to it. And make it quick, the Dominion will be here soon.”


  Wicklow turned away, suppressing a flutter of concern. He’d forgotten about the ship’s logs. Well, he was sure that a little judicious editing would help them to fully support his story.


  

  
Chapter 60


  In Victorian Space on the H.M.S. New Zealand


  Searching for the Space Station Atlas


  Twice the Coldstream Guards saw distant DUC patrols on their sensors, but they were far off and posed no threat. Once they saw a formation of drones, but they couldn’t determine whether they were Victorian or Dominion, and so they coasted on under full stealth, except for the New Zealand. Emily had decided to use the New Zealand as the staked goat. If there were any DUC ships lurking about in stealth mode, she wanted them to see the New Zealand and focus on it, allowing the other ships in the Coldstream Guards a chance to pounce. It was a calculated risk…and it left her edgy and anxious, with sweaty palms and a sour stomach.


  Space station Atlas was nowhere to be seen. They had been hunting now for twenty hours and had found not a trace.


  “We’ve got to find it,” Chief Freidman said anxiously from the weapons console. “We’ve got to. We’re out of missiles and chaff. We’ve got wounded.” He wrung his hands nervously. “We’ve got to find her. We’ve got to,” he repeated plaintively.


  Emily frowned. She had a decision to make, and she had already put it off too long. Chief Freidman was their chief weapons officer. If they bumped into a Dominion patrol now, she didn’t think he’d hold up very long. But who to replace him with? His assistant was killed in the initial fighting, when they’d stumbled into the ambush. Sighing, she glanced at Chief Gibson and shook her head very slightly. Grim faced, Gibson slipped out of his chair and went to his friend of twenty years.


  “Hey, Tommy, it’s okay. We got it, Tommy, we got it. But, Tommy, I need you to go see Naama Denker. Okay? She’ll help you out, Tommy.”


  Chief Freidman stood up abruptly, looking at the bridge crew with hollow eyes and sunken cheeks. He rubbed his face and shook his head violently. “No, George, I can’t…not like this. George…”


  Emily stood up and crossed the room. She would send her crew to their death if she had to, but it broke her heart to see one of them in disgrace. She took Chief Freidman by the arm and led him to the doorway, where one of the Marine sentries waited uncomfortably.


  “Chief,” she said softly. “You are one of my best. Never forget that. I want you to see Naama. I want you to see her and get some rest and come back to us. We need you here, Chief.” Then she wheeled furiously on the Marine guard. “This man is Chief Warrant Officer Thomas Freidman. He was a Master Chief and the best damned weapon’s officer in the Fleet when you were still in diapers,” she snapped at the hapless guard. “You will treat him with the respect he has earned and deliver him safely to Sick Bay and Lieutenant Denker, is that clear?”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” the Marine sputtered, desperately trying to figure out what he had done to put himself in the dog house. He took Freidman gently by the arm. “This way, Chief, just follow me.”


  Emily sat down and thumbed the com for Sick Bay. “Naama?”


  “Yes, Captain?”


  “I’m sending one of my crew down to you with battle fatigue.”


  “Gods of Our Mothers, another one?” Naama exclaimed.


  “Help him as best you can, Naama,” Emily told her.


  She turned to Chief Gibson. “I’m sorry about Mr. Freidman, Chief, I really am.”


  Chief Gibson ran a rough hand over his mouth. “You did good, Captain, treated him with respect. Go back a long time, him and me, long time.” He shook his head. “God only knows, everybody’s got their limits.”


  “Chief, suggestions for a replacement?”


  Gibson nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that. Why don’t I take Weapons and let Mr. Partridge take Sensors? I cross trained on Weapons and I’ve been working with Partridge on the Sensors consol.”


  Emily glanced at Partridge, who was quivering with excitement. How old is he, anyway? she wondered. “Very well. Mr. Partridge, you are now the Assistant Sensors’ Officer. Please remember that Chief Friedman will be back.” They didn’t have enough crew to lose him permanently if Naama could fix him up. “And now,” she said with forced confidence, “we’ve got a space station to find.”


  • • • • •


  On board the Space Station Atlas, Hiram poured through the data on the Dominion attack force. No matter how many times he looked at it, the answer was always the same: The Dominions couldn’t have as many ships as they did. He rubbed his eyes wearily and slumped back in his chair. All the Victorian intelligence showed the Dominion as having about one hundred war ships. Those ships had been built at the Might of the People Space Works (known by the Victorian Intelligence as the “Mop Works”) in orbit around Timor, the DUC home planet. But Victorian spy ships carefully monitored the Mop Works, and the last war ship had been built just over a year ago. And anyway, Victorian stealth frigates tagged along behind the Dominion fleets when they were on maneuvers, so Victoria had hard data on where they were at all times. Admiral Teehan used to joke that he knew more about the whereabouts of the Duck fleet than he did that of his own teenaged children.


  Still, he was looking at two conflicting facts. First, the Dominion only had one hundred war ships. Second, while all of those war ships were accounted for, Victoria was attacked by one hundred sixty additional DUC war ships.


  There were only three options. Perhaps some other Sector had given the DUC the new war ships. Unlikely, since none of the other Sectors had much of a navy. Second, the clumsy, inefficient, bureaucratic Dominion had secretly built a second ship yard somewhere and had kept it hidden from the probing eyes of Victoria while they built a fleet to rival that of Victoria herself. Third…


  Hiram turned to the figure working at the desk next to his. “Sir Henry?”


  Sir Henry looked up in mild irritation.


  “Sir Henry, am I dreaming?” Hiram asked.


  “Lieutenant,” the older man said darkly. “I think the Fleet frowns on its officers drinking while on duty. I know I do.”


  “The Dominion has one hundred and sixty ships more than we thought they did,” Hiram mused aloud. “Either I’m dreaming and this is the worst nightmare of my life, or the DUC somehow managed to build a very large space yard somewhere and then built an entire fleet without us even getting a sniff of it. Is that possible?”


  Sir Henry smiled thinly and peered at Hiram over his half spectacles. “Young man, one of the many advantages the old have over the young is that we are no longer astonished when we see a cockup of monumental proportions. So, you ask: Could the bumbling, clownish Dominion have outsmarted our vaunted Fleet Intelligence? Damn straight they did. How did they do it? For the moment, that is immaterial. We have more pressing needs, such as surviving the next twenty four hours. I commend your attention and focus to those needs, Lieutenant, instead of indulging yourself in a goose chase.” He turned back to his computer screen.


  “And if we do make it to Refuge, what then?” Hiram asked softly.


  “Then, my young friend, we shall turn around and come out of Refuge as soon as we have repaired the Home Fleet.” His voice rose. “We will make the Dominion’s lives a torment. We shall probe and harass and annoy and when we are ready, we shall attack. We shall attack their outposts, attack their supply ships, attack their patrols and keep on attacking anywhere they are weak and we are strong. And when we are strong enough, we shall take the battle to their home world and kill them once and forever, so that for all time the name ‘Dominion’ will be nothing more than a foul curse to be muttered in the dark.” Sir Henry turned again to face Hiram squarely. “And once we’ve done that, no other Sector will ever dare to attack us again. And then, and only then, we shall rest and mourn our dead.”


  Hiram was impressed, despite himself. “The Queen said you could be ruthless,” he said in real admiration.


  Sir Henry snorted and turned back to his computer display. “Young man, you have no idea.”


  

  
Chapter 61


  H.M.S. Yorkshire, in Victorian Space


  Hunting for Space Station Atlas


  “Contact! Contact dead ahead of us,” Livy Wexler shouted. “Merlin shows her as a Home Fleet ship, the New Zealand, a missile cruiser under the command of Captain Julie Grey. She’s moving slowly and no attempt at stealth. No signs of any other ships. She’ll be within missile range in fifteen minutes at current speed.”


  “Battle stations!” Grant Skiffington ordered. “Kill the propulsion drive; we’ll coast in on her from here. Merlin, C2C the Galway and Kent and tell them to be ready. I will make the challenge as soon as we get a firm lock on her.”


  He stood up to better study the primary holo display. Gods of Our Mothers, he hoped the New Zealand was still in Victorian hands, it would be so good to be home. Maybe they’d even have food.


  Intent on their prey, neither the Yorkshire, Galway nor Kent saw the small reconnaissance drone a thousand miles below them.


  • • • • •


  On the New Zealand, Tobias Partridge swallowed hard and rechecked his sensors display. He was getting a signal from the rear reconnaissance drone, which was running on passive sensors. The computer projected a symbol for an unknown object trailing about thirty thousand miles behind them. The symbol flickered out, then came back, stuttered, and faded again. He examined the raw data inputs from the drone. There was no drive signature. No radio signals. No S-band targeting sensors either, he was relieved to see. He switched to infrared, and then caught his breath in a hiss. There, along the center of the object’s surface, was an unmistakable white and red glow. Whatever it was, it was generating heat. One more thing to try. He switched the camera to optical and zoomed in. The object had no lights showing, but it crossed a patch of brightly glowing stars, so that it was briefly silhouetted against them. The object was long and cylindrical, with a distinct hammerhead bow, just like the New Zealand’s. It was the shape of a missile cruiser. He took a deep breath.


  “Um…Captain, someone’s creeping up on us.” He said it so apologetically that at first Emily wanted to laugh, but then Alex Rudd pushed him aside and boosted the gain on the sensors.


  “Darn,” Rudd said mildly. “Can’t get a good fix on it, but it’s there all right. He frowned, fiddling with the controls, trying to make sense of the data. “And I think there is more than one of them.”


  “Dominion?” Emily asked, even though she thought it was obvious. Who else would it be?


  Rudd chewed his lip. “Not sure. Readings look like a Victorian cruiser, but that doesn’t make any sense. Whoever they are, they are gradually catching up to us, but just coasting. No propulsion traces at all.” He looked up at her. “Looks like they’re creeping in for a shot, Emily.”


  “Merlin, tag it as ‘Bogie One,’ and C2C the rest of the squadron and tell them to use bow thrusters to brake. I want them to drift backwards as Bogie One overtakes us so that we will envelop him as he comes forward. Passive sensors only. Have all laser batteries ready to fire on my order. We’ll feed targeting data to all ships.”


  “Message has been sent,” Merlin replied.


  “Okay then,” Emily said, crossing her legs and leaning back in the Captains’ chair. Her right hand was trembling again, so she tucked it under her and sat on it. “Now we wait.”


  • • • • •


  Grant Skiffington watched as the Yorkshire slowly overtook the New Zealand. What was she doing out here, anyway? There was still no sign of the Dominion Fleet that must have attacked Cornwall. Was the New Zealand scouting? Returning from a combat patrol? Or had it fallen into Dominion hands and even now was moving to attack some Victorian war ship? He shook his head in frustration; there was so much he didn’t know. He checked his holo display. The Kent and Galway were keeping station two hundred miles on either side and slightly behind him.


  “Already within laser range and twenty seconds to missile range,” Liv Wexler told him. Grant nodded. “C2C the others, tell them I’ll challenge the New Zealand in thirty seconds.”


  The seconds ticked by. The red indicator flashed to show a missile lock. Grant took a breath.


  “Victorian ship New Zealand, we have you locked in. You have ten seconds to answer this question or we’ll shoot you: Pretend you are a frigate captain. You spot game. What do you do and what was the name of the professor who told you? Ten seconds!”


  On the New Zealand, Emily looked at the speakers, thunderstruck. No bloody way, she thought to herself. “Merlin, play that back,” she ordered, and listened carefully.


  Grant Skiffington watched the chronometer tick down. Three seconds left. Dammit! Resigned, he turned to his Weapons Officer. Then the com speakers crackled.


  ““Sweet Gods of Our Mothers, Grant, are you still trying to crib my notes from Fleet History and Customs? Doesn’t it embarrass you even a little that you slept through all of Admiral Yavis’s lectures? Now, you have ten seconds to identify me, or I will assume you are under enemy command and so help me God we will destroy you.” As the transmission ended, the holo display flared as ten sets of active sensors suddenly focused on the Yorkshire, Kent and Galway.


  Grant’s jaw dropped open. “Tuttle? Emily Tuttle? What are you doing out here?” He couldn’t decide if he was overjoyed to find another Victorian ship or chagrined that he hadn’t spotted the other ships that now had a firing lock on him.


  “Long story, but right now we’re trying to make it back to the Atlas. What about you?”


  “A very long story, and not a happy one,” Grant replied.


  “Why don’t you come on board? Bring your other ship captains,” Emily told him. “And no more radio. All communications by needle laser. The Ducks haven’t found us yet and I want to keep it that way.”


  The dinner began with laughter and relief, but quickly grew somber as Grant explained what had happened to the Second and Third Fleets in the Tilleke Sector.


  Emily blinked in disbelief. “Wiped out?” she asked incredulously.


  Grant shrugged. “I’m sure there are some scattered survivors, other small groups like us, but if there are, they’re running for their lives. As an effective fighting force, Second and Third Fleets are gone.”


  “Tell me more about the transporters,” Emily prodded.


  “They took us completely by surprise,” Grant said grimly. “We had no idea the technology even existed, and then we suddenly had a hundred armed soldiers running around the ship, shooting everybody in sight.” He closed his eyes, remembering the scene on the London. “It was very bad. We lost the ship before we even knew what was happening. If it hadn’t been for Cookie, I would never have gotten off the ship and made it to the Yorkshire. “


  “Cookie?” Emily exclaimed. “Is Cookie with you?”


  “Cookie is now the second most senior marine on the Yorkshire. In fact, she’s working with one of our boffins to try to get the transporters working. Want me to have her come over?”


  Emily almost said yes, but it was a bad time to have even more people shuttling back and forth between ships. Although small, the shuttles were not very stealthy and could spotted by anyone looking very hard. “No, that’s okay. You need to get back to your ship, Grant. I may give her a quick call on the laser, but seeing her will have to wait until we reach Atlas.”


  “One more thing, Emily. You’ve got to arm all of your crew with side arms. If the Tilleke have some of their transporter ships around, you need to be ready. Trust me, once you’re attacked, you won’t have time to open the arms locker.”


  Emily repressed a sigh. As if being outnumbered by the Dominion wasn’t enough.


  Grant finished his coffee. “Thank you for the food supplies. We were down to hard tack and stale water.” He grinned. “You never told me the story of how you came to be in charge of the Coldstream Guards.”


  Emily shook her head. “Also a long story and not a happy one. I’ll tell you at Atlas.” She paused, looking at him. “Grant, I’m glad to have you with us, but I am in charge of the Guards, clear? If I give you an order, I expect it to be obeyed instantly.”


  Grant spread out his hands in placation. “No problem, here, Emily. We just want to get home.”


  “We all do,” she replied, “but we’re not going home, not yet.”


  Cookie was standing next to Linda Romano, looking at the control panel for the transporter on one of the Krait ships.


  “It won’t transport metal,” Romano explained. “And if you try to transport anything explosive, it has an annoying habit of blowing up as soon as the transporter begins its cycle. Fortunately, we just used trace amounts in our test, but if someone carried bullets or a grenade with them, let alone an energy pack for a sonic weapon, it could get very ugly.”


  That made sense, Cookie reflected. All the rifles the Savak commandoes had carried were made of plastic and used compressed air to shoot pellets. Even the swords they carried were made of some hardened plastic, not that they weren’t every bit as deadly as a steel sword.


  “Have you tried it on anything organic yet?”


  Romano’s eyes crinkled in amusement. “Yes, we safely transported a chicken sandwich about two hours ago. Everything survived, even the pickle.”


  Cookie frowned. “Anything living? I need to know what’s going to happen if we send soldiers through this thing.”


  Romano’s grin vanished. “Well, that’s the thing, isn’t it? We don’t have any animals on board, so the only living thing to try it with is a person…and I’m not going to ask anyone to volunteer.”


  “What’s the range? How far away can you be from your target and still transport onto it?”


  Romano shrugged. “We have to run some tests to calibrate it, but we can get a firm lock out to five thousand miles. I suspect that the accuracy suffers with distance, so we want to start a lot closer in.” She turned to a small holo display and pushed several buttons. Almost immediately a three dimensional display came up showing a detailed ship’s schematic. Cookie could see rooms and corridors.


  “This is the New Zealand,” Romano explained. She adjusted the control and the picture zoomed in closer. “Do you see this scarlet line here and here?” she pointed. “That’s the width of the transport zone. This is set to transport forty people, so we need a large room to fit them in.” Another adjustment and the scarlet hash marks grew closer together. “That’s set to transport five people. You can see we could send them to a much smaller space and they’d fit.” She rotated the holo display so Cookie could see the hash marks were actually a box. “We can play with this until we are sure they people being transported fit inside the space and don’t end up rematerializing inside a bulkhead.” She made a face. “That would be really, really nasty.”


  Cookie looked at the holo thoughtfully. She wondered idly just how many of those air rifles they now had on board the Yorkshire. Over a hundred, easy. And swords, of course. She didn’t have one hundred Marines on the Yorkshire, but Atlas would have a lot…


  Her comm beeped to signal an incoming call. She looked at the screen: Personal and confidential to her from the Captain of the New Zealand. Huh? She thumbed it and the message appeared:


  Cookie, Hiram is safe and on board the Atlas. Believe it or not, he is on the Queen’s personal staff. He misses you. Come visit me after you’ve seen him…if you have the strength. Emily



  Cookie read it again, and then a third time. He was alive! She felt a groundswell of emotion and pushed it back for fear it would overwhelm her.


  “What is it?” Romano asked.


  Cookie looked up, confused. Had she missed something? “What?”


  Romano looked at her impatiently. “What is the message? You’ve been staring at it for minutes.”


  Cookie felt foolish. “Nothing. Just a message.”


  “Sure.” Romano peered at her. “So why are you crying?”


  “I’m not!” Cookie retorted, conscious for the first time of her wet cheeks.


  “Of course not,” Romano agreed sarcastically. “How silly of me to think that a hard-case Marine like you would ever cry.” She took out her communicator.


  “Who are you calling?” Cookie demanded, suddenly nervous.


  “Environmental. Need to fix the humidity controls in here because it’s raining all over your face…”


  

  
Chapter 62


  In Victorian Space, Approaching Refuge


  It was a small ship.


  It drifted on the far edge of the Victorian and Dominion forces, observed by neither of them. Despite its size, its passive sensors were sensitive enough to pick up all of the Victorian forces and the forward edge of the Dominion’s. It also had a set of sensors specially designed to monitor worm holes, and other special equipment as well.


  “You’re sure?” Jong asked the Singer, a petit, dark haired woman named Lin.


  “Yes, Brother. It has spoken most clearly.”


  Jong could not suppress a groan. Why now, of all times?


  “When will it start?”


  “It has already started, Brother. The Victorians do not have sensors such as we do, otherwise they would have seen it already.”


  “But when they see it, they will see it move to their left as they approach?”


  “Yes, Brother.”


  Jong wanted to weep. The Victorians would see the worm hole begin to slide to the left and would frantically turn to the left to keep on target. But then…


  “And you are sure that it will turn and then go to the right, go past its starting point and continue.”


  Lin looked at him with a hint of reproach. Jong sighed. Of course she was sure. This wormhole was her life’s work. She had studied it since she was a child and knew it better than any other in The Light.


  “Perhaps we could-” he began, but Lin was shaking her head.


  “It is very young, Brother Jong.” She spoke of it protectively, as if a mother of her rambunctious but much loved child. “I think this is how it plays.”


  All God’s creatures are beautiful to Him, Jong reminded himself. He sighed.


  “If we cannot change its path, then we must change the Victorian’s,” he said, and was rewarded with a hint of a smile from Lin.


  But would the Victorians believe him?


  • • • • •


  Onboard the Atlas, the flow of radio messages was so great that it had been divided into two streams. All the tug boat messages coordinating the movement of the Atlas went to the commercial traffic controllers. All of the military traffic went to the First Fleet communications center, which had been moved to Atlas from the Lionheart and was now housed in a large room immediately next to the Fleet Intelligence Center run by Hiram Brill. Hiram had an open circuit to the Fleet communications center so that he could loosely monitor the general traffic, or lock into any one conversation.


  One of the ratings monitoring traffic suddenly stiffened in his chair, then slapped the red button on his desk to summon a supervisor.


  “What is it, Catino?” the supervisor asked.


  “Just in, Lieutenant,” he said, handing her a slip of paper. “Message header says it is for Queen Anne and for Lieutenant Hiram Brill.” His forehead wrinkled. “Who is Brill?”


  The supervisor scanned the message, the blood draining from her face. “Gods of Our Mothers,” she muttered, then reached for the comm.


  • • • • •


  Admiral Mello nodded in satisfaction; Kaeser’s Second Attack Fleet had finally caught up. The battles with the damn Vickies had been hugely more expensive than he could have imagined. Of his original eighty five ships, Mello had only forty seven left fit to fight, but with Kaeser’s ships finally on line, he now had one hundred and seventeen, more than enough to overwhelm the battered Victorian defenses.


  He gave the orders to reposition the Fleet in preparation for the final attack. It would take some time to put into place, but once in place they would be unstoppable. And for the Vickies, there would be a little surprise.


  • • • • •


  “Captain, we are being hailed by a picket ship,” Partridge reported.


  “Put it up, Toby.” Emily had finally learned his first name and was using it to make sure she didn’t forget again.


  “Unknown ships, activate your beacons and identify yourselves.” The voice was clipped and brusque; Emily could almost see the unknown captain’s hand in the air, ready to order their laser batteries to fire.


  “Who are they, Chief?” she asked Chief Gibson.


  “Merlin reads them as several destroyers from the Queen’s Own. Cape Town, Oxford, Southampton and Coventry. The communication came from the Cape Town, captained by Captain Melissa Wyman.


  Emily glanced at Rudd. He smiled and nodded: Atlas was nearby. Emily breathed a sigh of relief. “Tell the other ships to activate their beacons, and open a channel to the Cape Town.


  “Cape Town, this is Emily Tuttle, Acting Captain of the New Zealand. We are returning from a raid on enemy supply ships. I have seven ships of the Coldstream Guards and three stragglers from Second Fleet, the Yorkshire, Kent and Galway. We have many wounded on board and request emergency docking at Atlas.”


  “Where is Captain Grey?” A hint of suspicion there.


  Emily hesitated. “Captain Grey died five hours ago from injuries sustained when we attacked the first supply ships.”


  There was a long moment of silence, then: “Stand down all weapons systems and slow to two hundred KPM. Deactivate computer security and prepare for C2C communication.” Which meant that they were to go dead slow and open up their computer for a full scan from the Queen’s Own ships. Standard precautions for verifying someone’s identity if there was any suspicion they might be a Trojan horse.


  “Understood, Cape Town and we will comply, but please hurry. Also, be advised that we’ve seen Dominion ships moving in a wide arc toward the Refuge wormhole. I think they are running around your flanks to get to the wormhole first and take up blocking positions.”


  “Could you tell how many, New Zealand?”


  Alex Rudd tapped his tablet and put it in front of Emily. “Cape Town, they were at the edge of our passive sensor range, but we put it at fifteen destroyers, thirty ships of cruiser size, some twenty smaller ships, frigate size or smaller, plus one very large ship of unknown type. We did not – repeat, did not – see any Hedgehogs or anything that looked to be a supply ship.”


  “Understood, New Zealand, prepare to receive our boarding party.”


  Five hours later, the battered remnants of the Coldstream Guards docked at Atlas. After the medics had hurriedly removed the wounded and the remains of the dead, and Emily had talked to the yard dogs about the list of needed repairs, she joined Alex Rudd and Chief Gibson and walked into the main concourse. Standing there, smiling broadly, was Hiram Brill. Emily blinked once when she saw his insignia of rank, then smiled. She stood to attention and saluted. “Lieutenant Tuttle reporting, Commander Brill.”


  Hiram laughed and stepped forward, looking like he was going to give her a hug, but shook her hand instead. “Sweet Gods, Emily, we all thought you were dead, or at best, captured.” He shook his head. “The last word we had from you was when you were under attack. It sounded, well, hopeless.”


  “It was pretty grim,” she admitted. “Hiram, you’re a Commander! Did they skip you over Lieutenant Commander? Gods of Our Mothers, I’m gone for two days and they make you a Commander!”


  Then a voice behind her said: “Are you Lieutenant Emily Tuttle?”


  Emily turned to see five Military Police standing in a semi-circle around her, led by a weather beaten, no-nonsense Major. They all carried nerve induction batons and side arms. They looked very serious. Alex Rudd took a step closer to her on one side, and Chief Gibson on the other. Suddenly it seemed as if the entire concourse had gone silent as everyone stopped and watched. And in that moment, Emily knew what it was.


  “Yes, I am Lieutenant Tuttle of the New Zealand. What can I do for you, sir?”


  “Lieutenant Tuttle, I am Major Patrick Donaldson, Home Fleet Military Police. I have orders to arrest you and take you immediately to detention pending further proceedings.”


  That weasel, Wicklow! Emily struggled to keep her voice calm. “And the charges?” she asked.


  “You are charged with refusal to obey a lawful order of a superior officer, cowardness in the face of the enemy, treason and inciting treason,” Major Donaldson replied. He motioned abruptly to the other MPs and two of them stepped forward to take Emily by either arm. Rudd and Gibson stepped forward reflexively. In a moment the other MPs had their batons pushed against their chests.


  “Sirs!” Donaldson said harshly. “You will stand down right now or so help me I will put you on the deck and then I will arrest you for interfering with a military police officer in the line of his duty. Now stand back!”


  “Lieutenant Commander Rudd, Chief Gibson, stand back, please.” Hiram Brill put his tablet back in his pocket and stepped forward. “Do as I say, everything will be all right.” Rudd and Gibson exchanged a glance.


  “Please,” Emily said softly. “I don’t want either of you hurt.” And reluctantly, they stepped back, glowering at the MPs.


  “Thank you, Commander,” Major Donaldson said. Then, to one of his men, “Cuff her.”


  “One moment,” Hiram said. He peered at the MP’s name tag. “Major Donaldson, I believe you are here on the orders of Captain Joseph Wicklow of the Gloucester, is that correct?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “And out of curiosity, where are you to deliver Lieutenant Tuttle?”


  Donaldson hesitated. “To Captain Wicklow on the Gloucester, sir.”


  “Hmmm…on the Gloucester, not to the Fleet Detention Facility for processing?”


  Donaldson hesitated, his mouth opening and closing.


  “I asked you a question, Major,” Hiram said, with just a little touch of authority in it.


  Donaldson’s ruddy complexion grew a shade redder. “Captain Wicklow gave me specific instructions, sir.”


  “And did he also give you specific instructions about the New Zealand’s log?”


  Donaldson nodded reluctantly. He couldn’t see where this was going, but he didn’t like it. “Yes, sir. I am to remove the log from each of the Coldstream Guard ships and deliver them personally to Captain Wicklow.”


  Hiram put on a puzzled frown. “Really, Major Donaldson? In the case of charges this serious, wouldn’t you normally deliver the logs to the Fleet’s Judge Advocate Corp for analysis and use at the courts martial?”


  Donaldson shifted uncomfortably. “Yes, sir, that would be normal procedure.”


  “And Major Donaldson, how is it that you came to be taking orders from Captain Wicklow in the first place? He’s not in the MPs, as I recall. And you have a superior officer in the MPs, do you not?”


  Emily’s head had been swiveling back and forth, trying to see where Hiram was going with all of this. Major Donaldson looked increasingly unhappy.


  “Sir, my superior office is Colonel Wesseling. He gave me specific orders to do what Captain Wicklow told me to do. I am following his orders, sir.”


  As he spoke, a group of ten Marines trotted up the main concourse and formed a circle around them. They were dressed in full battle gear, body armor and battle helmet, and each carried a sonic assault rifle or pistol. But what really got everyone’s attention was the Model T7 Military Assault Robotic Vehicle, Infantry Node. Or, as the troops called it, ‘Marvin.’ It walked, or rather, scuttled, on eight spider legs, had twelve sonic blasters sprouting from its hide, three grenade launchers, and a small anti-aircraft missile launcher. It was five feet tall and six feet long. Its multiple sensors had been designed to look like large, red eyes, and some mischievous engineer had designed them to slowly blink, creating the unpleasant sensation that it was a living, breathing thing staring right at you.


  The MPs looked at each other in alarm.


  “Marvin, guard!” ordered one of the Marines, and the robot’s sonic blasters each moved to aim at one of the MPs.


  “Ah, good,” Hiram said warmly. “Major Donaldson, may I introduce you to Lieutenant Hunter and Sergeant Nici of the 4th Marine Regiment. They have been assigned to protect the Queen while she is our guest on Atlas.”


  Donaldson looked carefully around, taking in the battle-ready Marines and the menacing Marvin. “Commander, you are interfering with a Military Police Officer in the performance of his duties. I must ask you to stand down and I will take the prisoner-”


  “No, actually, you won’t,” Hiram replied shortly. He was more relieved than he cared to admit that the Marines had finally showed up. “See this braid, Major?” he asked, gesturing to the scarlet braid he wore over his right shoulder. Donaldson nodded glumly. “This braid means that I am on the Queen’s personal staff and that I speak with her authority. The Queen outranks both Colonel Wesseling and Captain Wicklow, and she and Admiral Douthat are waiting right now to debrief Lieutenant Tuttle on the results of her mission. In case you’ve forgotten, Admiral Douthat is the senior Admiral of the Home Fleet. So, Major, I will be taking Lieutenant Tuttle with me to meet with Queen Anne and Admiral Douthat, and I have asked Lieutenant Hunter and Sergeant Nici and their charming companions to ensure that you do not interfere. In the name of Queen Anne, I hereby order you to stand down. Is that understood?”


  Donaldson worked his jaw for a moment, staring hard at Hiram. He didn’t like what was happening…but he hadn’t much liked it when Wesseling had told him to turn over the prisoner to Wicklow, either. He had the unpleasant feeling that he was missing something important.


  “I acknowledge your orders, sir.” He motioned to the two MPs holding Emily and they let go, one looking relieved and the other thoroughly pissed off.


  “And Major,” Hiram said pleasantly. “You should know that although Captain Wicklow claimed Lieutenant Tuttle demonstrated cowardness in the face of the enemy, the ship’s log shows that in fact she led the Coldstream Guards into an attack when she was outnumbered three to one. The other Coldstream Guard ship’s logs show the same thing. Those are the logs you were supposed to remove and hand over to Captain Wicklow, if I recall correctly, rather than give them into the custody of the Fleet Judge Advocate General. Curious, isn’t it, Major? And also, you should know that Colonel Wesseling is Captain Wicklow’s brother-in-law. Food for thought, Major, in case you receive any more unusual orders today.”


  Hiram turned to Rudd and Gibson. “Gentlemen, I am hereby ordering you to seal your logs in preparation for a national security investigation being conducted by the Queen. Communicate this order to the other ships in the Coldstream Guard. If the MPs show up demanding access, you should immediately contact Lieutenant Hunter here, and in the meantime you are authorized to use force to protect the ship’s log from being seized.” He turned to Hunter and Nici. “Now, gentlemen, if you would be kind enough to escort us to Queen Anne and Admiral Douthat, we are late for a debriefing.”


  They walked for several minutes in silence, then Emily blurted: “How did you know Wicklow was-”


  Hiram laughed ruefully. “I didn’t. I thought you were dead. Wicklow had told a story of treason and cowardness, but while the picket was escorting you in, Captain Rowe of the Bristol contacted me. Seems someone was using a C2C connection to try to edit the Bristol’s log of the events with Wicklow. I looked into it and discovered that Wicklow had talked to Colonel Wesseling and that Wesseling had essentially delegated the entire investigation of the charges against you to Wicklow. Pretty damn unusual. We did some more digging and found out they were going to arrest you and interrogate you on the Gloucester instead of at the Detention Facility. So I thought I would meet you at the docking bay, just in case.” He shook his head. “Wicklow is turning out to be a real head case, and not too bright to boot.”


  “And you can do this? I mean, you can just whistle up a squad of Marines and take me away from the MPs?”


  Hiram grinned coldly. “I am one of the Queen’s personal advisors; I can do pretty much whatever I please, as long as I’m careful not to abuse it.”


  Emily smiled, a little bit uncertain and a little bit astonished. This wasn’t the same Hiram Brill she knew at Camp Gettysburg. “Are we really going to a debriefing?”


  “Absolutely, but not for another two hours. I just wanted to get you away from the MPs. But, yes, there is a debriefing of you and the other Coldstream Guards captains. Admiral Douthat is very anxious to learn what you know. In just a few hours we are going to be making the last push to Refuge and we need to know any insight’s you’ve learned.”


  Emily suddenly remembered. “Hiram, listen, there is someone I need you to talk to right away. It’s important, but I would prefer you meet them in your quarters rather than at the Fleet Intelligence Offices.” Hiram looked at her, obviously bewildered. “Trust me,” she pleaded. “I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t think it was really urgent. Please.”


  “Okay, okay. Send them to my cabin.” He gave her the address.


  Emily opened her tablet and typed out a message, then attached that message to an email and sent it with a ‘Priority 1 Special Order’ status. That should do it, she thought.


  She felt very pleased with herself.


  On board the Yorkshire, Cookie was in the machine shop, working to make a coupling that would allow them to pressurize the air cylinders the dead Savak had been using.


  “That should do it, Corporal,” the rating said cheerfully, holding up a brass fitting. He screwed it into the end of an air hose, then clipped the other end onto the intake valve of the cylinder. He rolled the cylinder in his hands. “Huh, no sign of a pressure gauge.” He hefted it. “Pretty light. No idea what pressure it’s designed to take?”


  Cookie shook her head. “We tested them all. Some were empty, one still had seven hundred and fifty pounds in it and it had clearly been used.”


  The rating whistled. “Well, stronger than it looks, then.” He stroked his chin. “So, let’s clamp it down so we don’t make a rocket out of it by mistake, and take it up to a thousand pounds and see what happens.” He smiled brightly, looking all the world like a high school kid in a science fair.


  Ten minutes later the cylinder was pumped up and Cookie gingerly snapped it onto the Savak assault rifle. So far so good. She clipped on the magazine of pellets, worked the action and took aim at a wooden target she’d made, which was backed by fifty pound bags of flour and beans. She squeezed the trigger and the gun made that curious ‘popping’ sound that she was all too familiar with. The wooden target shivered. Cookie and the rating looked at each other, then walked to the target and inspected it. The pellet had punched through three inches of wood and had finally lodged in the third layer of flour bags.


  The rating grinned. Cookie smiled back, then handed him the rifle. “Start shooting. Mark how many shots it takes before you can’t put the pellet at least half an inch into the target.” Then her comm buzzed. She flipped it open and found a text message.


  “To Corporal Maria Sanchez




  Priority 1 Order – Upon receipt of this Order, report immediately to Cabin 714B on board Atlas Station for debriefing regarding recent actions. Action Immediate. Anyone wishing to counterman this Order must first report to Tuttle, (Acting) Captain, New Zealand. Upon entering Cabin 714B, you are to open the attached message and comply with the Orders therein.




  Signed: (Acting) Captain Emily Tuttle, (Acting) Commander Coldstream Guards.



  Cookie frowned, glanced at her stained uniform and shrugged. “Action Immediate” left no room for discussion. She took thirty seconds to splash water on her face and check to make sure her uniform was at least buttoned properly, then walked briskly to the main hatchway and across the gangway into the Atlas ship yard bay. Hopping onto one of the passing autocabs, she gave the address and soon found herself at an elevator bank that took her to the seventh level of an apartment block reserved for officers. A minute later she was standing outside of cabin 714B. She pushed the bell, then braced to attention.


  The door opened and Hiram Brill stood there, his tie loosened and a tablet in one hand. “Yes, may I-” He stopped and stared at her.


  Cookie blinked, then blinked again. “Hiram?” His name came out funny. She tried again. “Baby?” Then his arms were around her and they were laughing and hugging and then they were both crying and that made them laugh some more and he pulled her bodily into his room and kissed her and she took his face in her greasy and stained hands and kissed him back.


  “I thought you were-” but he choked with tears and couldn’t say it and she hugged him and kept saying “I’m here, I’m here” over and over and when they next came to anything resembling conscious thought they were in his bedroom and their clothes were strewn about in joyous disarray. And just as things were about to tip over and become unstoppable, Cookie suddenly whooped with laughter. “That goddamned Emily!”


  “What?” Hiram asked breathlessly, still in shock of finding Cookie alive and well and in his bed.


  “She sent me a message that I had to report here for debriefing. Priority 1, ‘Action Immediate.’”


  Hiram looked up from something amazing he was doing to her breasts. “We can talk about Emily later,” he gasped.


  Cookie was more than inclined to agree, but then remembered the attachment. “Hold on,” she whispered hoarsely, her concentration tattered from what his mouth was doing to her breast and his fingers were doing elsewhere. She pulled the comm off the side table and clumsily opened the attachment to her earlier Order, read it, then collapsed again in a gale of laughter.


  “What? What is it?” Hiram demanded.


  “These are my orders once I reach your cabin.” She turned the screen to show him.


  To Corporal Sanchez:




  Upon reaching Cabin 714B, immediately undress and get into bed. Vigorously debrief the interviewing officer.



  Cookie tossed the comm on the floor and wrapped her legs around Hiram’s waist. She looked at the man in her arms, taking in the black fatigue smudges under his eyes, the gentle eyes that she had dreamed about so fervently and never expected to see again. She pulled his face down and kissed him fiercely.


  I’m home, she thought. I will never leave him again.


  But even as she thought it, she knew it wasn’t true.


  

  
Chapter 63


  Approaching the Refuge Wormhole


  The conference room was filled with the remaining senior officers of the Black Watch, the Queen’s Own and the Coldstream Guards. Peter Murphy, the leader of the tug boat captains, and Max Opinsky, the operations manager, sat next to each other looking tired and out of place.


  At the end of the table, Admiral Douthat sat beside Queen Anne. Sir Henry sat on the other side of the Queen. Douthat shot an impatient glance at the wall clock as Hiram Brill entered the room and took a chair just a minute before the meeting was to begin.


  Admiral Douthat scowled, more out of habit than anything else. Queen Anne, who had learned of Emily’s scheming from her guards, smiled at Hiram and arched one eyebrow. His eyes widened and his face flushed. She let him squirm for a moment, then nodded at Admiral Douthat to open the meeting.


  Admiral Douthat’s eyes darted from the Queen to Hiram and back again. She was sure that something just happened, but she had no idea what it could be. She rapped her knuckles on the table.


  “We have approximately five hours before we need to scramble all ships, and a lot of ground to cover. First, we think the Dominion have approximately one hundred and twenty ships still fit to fight. By contrast, we have fifty one war ships, including one battleship, fourteen cruisers, twenty seven destroyers and nine frigates. We also have three arks, which carry a mix of corvettes and gun boats. Most of our ships are damaged to one extent or another, including at least two which can only function in a defensive role. Our ship count includes the recently arrived Coldstream Guard ships, which are all in the ship yard being repaired and refurbished.”


  She paused, letting that information sink in. “The odds are against us, ladies and gentlemen, but they are a lot better now than when we started our retreat toward Refuge. And not to forget, we also have the munitions output of the Atlas, which has been turning out large numbers of missile platforms and mines.”


  Admiral Douthat stood up and began to pace back and forth in front of the conference table. “There are two critical developments you need to be aware of.


  “First, the enemy has split its forces. Of their one hundred twenty ships, they’ve moved some sixty seven ships between us and the entrance to the Refuge worm hole. Captain Tuttle spotted them on passive sensors and estimates that they include fifteen destroyers, thirty cruiser-size ships, twenty smaller ships similar to our frigates, and one large ship with unknown capabilities, but I will make an educated guess that it is the D.U.C. Vengeance, serving as their flag ship. The Vengeance is big, very big, about half again the size of our remaining battleship, the Lionheart. Remember,” she cautioned, “this is only an estimate. We won’t really know until we have them on our sensors.


  “That leaves some fifty three ships behind us, including their three surviving Hedgehogs and their two carriers, which we now know employ small attack craft. We are not sure of their size or throw weight, but we think that the ships behind us are mostly made up of ships from ‘Bogey Two,’ and we presume that most of them are undamaged.”


  There was muttering around the table as the facts sunk in. Now the Atlas and the surviving Home Fleet were caught in a classic hammer and anvil position. The best way to get out of it was to turn either up or down from their plane of advance and run like hell, but they couldn’t turn and they couldn’t run. The enemy knew exactly where they were going. The only option was to fight their way through to the worm hole against two to one odds.


  “You said two things we need to be aware of,” one of the captains voiced.


  Douthat pursed her lips and nodded. “Yes. The second thing is that the worm hole is moving.”


  The murmur of disquiet grew louder. Peter Murphy leapt to his feet, red faced and furious. “Admiral! You should have told me as soon as you learned. I need to start turning Atlas or we’ll lose the worm hole!”


  Douthat made a ‘take it easy’ gesture with her hands. “Normally, you’d be right, Mr. Murphy, but we first learned of the movement not from our sensors, but from a communication from an unknown ship. It came via whisper laser, addressed to the Queen and to Commander Brill.”


  Hiram sat bolt upright in his chair. What? He looked at Admiral Douthat, only to find that she was looking straight back at him.


  “The message tells us that the worm hole has started to move west on our plane of advance. It will move west for seven hours, but then it will reverse course and move back east past its original position and stop at a specified set of coordinates exactly at —” she consulted her tablet – “seventeen hours and twenty minutes from now. When it stops it will actually be closer to us than it is now, shortening our time to reach it.”


  For a moment there was stunned silence, then the room dissolved into an uproar. “How can we trust the message?” demanded Captain Wicklow.


  “We can’t,” snapped Sir Henry, speaking for the first time. “We cannot verify the source, so we cannot verify the accuracy of what they told us.”


  “This could be a trap,” Wicklow continued. “The Dominion may want us to believe the worm hole will reverse course so we’ll plot our course accordingly, when all along it will be moving west, further and further out of reach.”


  Douthat motioned for silence, then gestured to Peter Murphy. “Mr. Murphy, if we turn west with the worm hole, and it does reverse course, can we turn back and still catch it?”


  Murphy shot a morose glance at Opinsky, who shook his head. “Don’t see how, Admiral,” Opinsky said. “Hard to turn the Atlas, real hard. If your data is right, the worm hole will move west about twenty degrees off our plane of advance, so we’d need to turn twenty degrees left to try to hit it. To do that we’d need to start turning now, right now, and even then it would be close. But you’re sayin’ that it is gonna turn back east again, to our right and end up fifteen degrees off our current plane of advance. Well, Ma’am, we can go left and maybe make it, or go right and probably make it, but we can’t start left and then change our minds with any hope of hitting the worm hole if it really ends up going to our right. If you follow me,” he concluded glumly.


  “So we have to decide,” Admiral Douthat said flatly. “Our sensors are reporting that the worm hole has in fact begun to move left. We can either turn with it, or we can trust this message and turn away from it, lining up Atlas to enter it when – and if – the wormhole reverses course.”


  “This message is a Dominion ruse, an attempt to misdirect us,” Wicklow said heatedly. “Any fool can see that.”


  “How do we know that?” asked Captain Eder of the Lionheart.


  “We don’t know it is not,” Sir Henry replied. “And because we don’t know, we cannot trust it. We must go left.”


  The argument raged for another few minutes, going nowhere. Hiram sat quietly, trying to puzzle it out. Then, when there was a brief lull, he asked: “Admiral Douthat, you said that the message was addressed to Queen Anne and to me, is that correct?


  Douthat nodded curtly.


  “Exactly what does the message say?”


  Douthat pushed a button and the message appeared on a screen:


  To Queen Anne of Victoria and to Lt. Hiram Brill, Fleet Intelligence:



  We send you greeting in your time of trouble, and a warning. The Refuge worm hole has begun to move west relative to your plane of advance. It will move west on a horizontal axis for seven standard hours, then reverse course and move east past its point of origin. It will move east for ten hours from the time it changes direction, stopping at relative coordinates X-2930; Y-1446; and Z-0473 your perspective. Turn east now.




  Hiram Brill, your aunt sends you chocolate cake.



  Hiram laughed out loud. “Turn east, Admiral. The message is good.” He explained about Jong, the monk from The Light, and his odd question about Hiram liking his aunt’s chocolate cake.


  “This is nonsense!” Wicklow spluttered. “This could be a Dominion trick, or even if it isn’t, why should we trust The Light? How could they possibly know what the worm hole will do?”


  Queen Anne raised her hand and Wicklow fell silent. “Admiral, I have reason to trust this message as well. I believe I know who sent it. I don’t pretend to know why they believe the worm hole will reverse course, but I think we may rely on it.”


  “Your Majesty,” Sir Henry protested, but she cut him off.


  “I understand your position, Sir Henry, but a decision must be made, and I have made it.” She stood. “Admiral Douthat, direct the tugs to turn Atlas to the east and plan your battle tactics accordingly.” She smiled warmly at everyone in the room. “I have the utmost faith in your ability to get us all safely to Refuge. May the Gods of Our Mothers bless you all and keep you from harm.”


  • • • • •


  Admiral John Mello stood at the helm of the D.U.C. Vengeance and stared at his hologram display. His blocking force was in place; now they awaited the inevitable Victorian response to it.


  “Do you think they’ll go for it, sir?” Captain Pattin asked quietly.


  “Without a doubt.” Mello smiled coldly. Sometimes you defeat your enemy through their arrogance, sometimes through their fear. And sometimes, simply through their predictability.


  It didn’t really matter, as long as you won and they died.


  • • • • •


  After the others had cleared the conference room, Queen Anne sat with the remaining captains of the Coldstream Guards. The others sat away from Captain Wicklow, no one wanting to appear as if they were taking his side by sitting too close. Captain Wicklow in turn looked at them with unveiled disdain. Queen Anne studied them in turn, observing their body language, hoping that the Guards could maintain enough unity to be combat effective for this last, vital push.


  “In a very short time,” she said evenly, “Admiral Douthat will send the Queen’s Own and Black Watch ahead to attack the Dominion blocking force. If that attack is successful, the main body of the Dominion fleet will either be defeated or at least out of position to stop our passage through the Refuge worm hole. The Coldstream Guards will remain with Atlas to serve as the reserve and to protect it from any attack from the rear, although Admiral Douthat assures me that such an attack would likely get bogged down in the minefield.”


  “There are two issues Admiral Douthat asked me to deal with,” the Queen continued. “First, who shall command the Coldstream Guards, and second, what to do about the pending arrest warrant for Lieutenant Tuttle.”


  “It is perfectly clear, Your Majesty,” Captain Wicklow said earnestly. “Following the unfortunate death of Captain Grey, I am the senior officer of the Guards and should, as a matter of rank, tradition and expertise, assume command. As for Lieutenant Tuttle, she should be taken into custody immediately for treason in the face of the enemy for turning her guns on a ship of Your Majesty’s navy. Her actions were criminal and she must now face the consequences.” He looked coldly at Emily. “And, I might add, Your Majesty should immediately open an investigation into the mysterious circumstances of Captain Grey’s death. From all reports she died under most irregular circumstances. Most irregular.”


  “If by most irregular, Joe, you mean she died while her ship was attacking enemy instead of running for home, I couldn’t agree with you more,” Captain Rowe said pointedly. There was a rumble of agreement from the other captains, all of whom had stayed and fought despite the odds.


  Captain Wicklow nodded calmly, seemingly oblivious to the insult he had just received. “You fought against overwhelming odds and won, Captain Rowe, no one will deny that. But that doesn’t change the basic fact: You should never have fought that engagement. By doing so you placed a third of the Queen’s remaining Fleet in extreme jeopardy, with little chance of success. The fact that you survived doesn’t change the fact that you were wrong to do so.” He glanced at Tuttle. “As for this junior officer, she will hang, of that I assure you.” He smiled at her.


  Queen Anne pursed her lips. “No, she won’t, Captain Wicklow.”


  Wicklow frowned. “Your Majesty?”


  “Captain Wicklow, you will continue to captain the Gloucester, but I am assigning the Gloucester to the Queen’s Own. You will now report to Admiral Eder. Captain Rowe of the Bristol will assume command of the Coldstream Guards and I will leave it to him to decide who should captain the New Zealand. My decision on these assignments is final.”


  Wicklow flushed a deep, angry red. ““Perhaps, do to Your Majesty’s inexperience in these matters, you do not realize that the time-honored traditions of the Fleet are that the senior officer automatically assumes command of-”


  “Do not lecture me on military protocol, Captain,” Queen Anne said tartly, “least I be forced to lecture you on the blatant inappropriateness of a line officer who takes it upon himself to issue arrest warrants and seize evidence in contravention of the established procedures of the Office of the Judge Advocate and the Military Police.”


  Wicklow refused to back down. “I must protest, Your Majesty! I acted in the face of a clear criminal conspiracy-”


  The Queen held up one slender finger, silencing him. “I have no time for this. In a few hours we will be in the most important battle of Victoria’s history. But take note, Captain, I am more than a little curious as to why the logs of your ship, the Gloucester, give one account of the incident with the Dominion reinforcements, while the logs of the other ships give a different account. I intend to explore this further once we have made it to Refuge.”


  “You impugn my integrity, Majesty!” Wicklow said, his voice rising. “I have friends at court who will stand by me on this, influential people held in high esteem by the Queen’s brother.”


  In the silence that followed, Emily thought she could hear her own heartbeat. She looked anxiously from Wicklow to the Queen, then to Hiram. Hiram allowed a very small smile.


  “As it happens, Captain Wicklow,” Queen Anne said coolly, “I have no brother.”


  Captain Wicklow looked flustered. “My apologies, Your Grace, I referred to your mother, Queen Beatrice, and to the Duke of Kent.”


  Anne leaned forward, speaking coldly and deliberately, as if to a malicious child who has just strangled the family cat.


  “Queen Beatrice is dead, Captain Wicklow. The Duke of Kent is dead. All of the people you would count on to protect you are dead. You must now stand on your merits, Captain, without the benefit of friends in Court who owe you favor.” She cocked her head. “Do you understand now, Captain Wicklow?” She rose to her feet, her armsmen immediately forming up behind her. “Captain Rowe, assign a captain to the New Zealand and prepare your ships for departure.” And then she swept from the room.


  Captain Rowe stood. “Prepare your ships,” he ordered the captains of the Coldstream Guard. He did not look at Captain Wicklow. He motioned to Alex Rudd and Emily. “You two stay behind.” When the room was clear he gave each of them in turn a hard look.


  “Okay, listen, you two. Normally I would simply assign the New Zealand to the next senior officer, but we don’t have the time for a new captain from outside to get to know your crew and the ship. And anyway, you two make a good team.” He looked at Rudd.


  “Alex, you are the most senior officer on board, so I should turn the ship over to you, but these are not normal times and from what I’ve seen, Miss Tuttle here has been in de facto command since the first attack on the Dominion supply ships. If we have to fight the Dominion ships in our rear, any mistakes we make could kill us, all of us. So I am asking you, Alex, no bullshit, should I give command of the New Zealand to you or to Emily?”


  Emily almost blurted out: Give it to Alex. But Rudd spoke first.


  “Sir, I am good, pretty damn good, in fact, but I’m not as good as she is. Keep me as the XO and make her interim captain of the New Zealand. I confess I’m a little jealous, but I can live with it.”


  Rowe wheeled on Emily. “Lieutenant Tuttle, do you agree with Lt. Commander Rudd’s assessment?”


  All I ever wanted to do was be a historian, she thought fleetingly, and I never want to send a man to his death again.


  Then, despite herself, she nodded to Captain Rowe, already thinking of what she had to do next.


  Rowe studied the two of them for a long moment, then nodded. “Okay, then. Thank you both for acting like adults about this. I am authorized to give you both field promotions to full Commander; you’ve earned it. When this is over, I’ll speak to Admiral Douthat and we’ll see if you can keep it.” He took a deep breath, and Emily thought he suddenly looked very tired. “Return to your ship. The rest of the Home Fleet sorties in a little less than five hours. Two hours after that, I want the Coldstream Guards ready to go. I will contact you with your specific assignment.”


  “What about the Yorkshire, Kent and Galway from the Second Fleet?” Emily asked.


  “They’ve been assigned to us, bringing us up to twelve operational ships,” Rowe said. “Good thing, our ships are pretty beat up.”


  • • • • •


  Hiram Brill was waiting for her in the corridor. Emily grinned at him. “So, had a good debriefing with Cookie, did you?” To her surprise, Hiram stepped forward and gave her a hug.


  “Thank you, Em,” he whispered. “Thank you.” He let her go and stepped back. “Bring her back, Emily,” he pleaded. “When she’s in full macho mode she takes stupid chances. Please, do whatever you can. Just bring her back.”


  Emily felt her stomach drop. “I’m not in charge of the Guards, Hiram, and Cookie will be on the Yorkshire, not the New Zealand,” she protested. Part of her wanted to scream.


  Hiram smiled and shook his head. “You really don’t see it, do you? Emily, haven’t you noticed that ever since the Dominion freighters pulled off that sneak attack, you have somehow managed to be involved in every important decision in every important battle? You may want to be a historian, Emily, surrounded by books in some dusty library, but the gods of war have other plans for you. You’re a warrior; it’s your curse.”


  “Hiram, I – “


  He held up a hand to stop her. “When the time comes, do what you can, Em. That’s all I ask. I’ve waited my whole life for her, just do whatever you can to bring her back.” His com buzzed and he looked at it. “They’re waiting for me. Good luck to you, Em.” And then he was gone.


  Emily made her way back to the repair bay, where workmen swarmed over the New Zealand. She could see missiles and kinetic munitions being loaded on by forklifts and gravity pallets. She wondered briefly if they had enough food, but then realized in a day they would either be in Refuge or dead.


  She walked slowly, thinking about Hiram’s words. If the last few days were any indication, she was good at warfare, perhaps even very good. And she had to admit that she liked the contest, the anticipating what the enemy would do and how best to beat him. But the deaths, Gods of Our Mothers, all the deaths. She was honest enough to admit she didn’t really care about the enemy deaths, but she wailed inwardly when her own people died, and she cringed in shame as she thought again at how many had died because she of her orders.


  At the entrance to the New Zealand, a Marine guard in full battle rattle stiffened to attention and saluted as she boarded. “Morning, Captain!” So word was already out. Probably Alex Rudd had alerted everyone on board that she would remain as captain.


  “Captain?” It was the guard. “There is a visitor waiting for you in your day cabin.” Emily focused on him for the first time. He was very young. Had he been through Camp Gettysburg? Had he fought at Killarney Bridge?


  When she reached her day cabin, she found a hard-looking Marine Corporal. “Cookie!”


  Cookie laughed as Emily hugged her. “My, oh my, how you have come up in the world, girl. Once a dumb recruit at Camp Gettysburg and now eatin’ truffles and drinkin’ champagne on your own ship! Who would have guessed?”


  Emily eyed her. The flashing-eyed girl from training camp was gone, replaced by a confident woman with lines that only hard experience can bring.


  And two red tears tattooed under her left eye.


  Emily reached out and rubbed the tears with the ball of her thumb. “They don’t come out,” she murmured.


  “They ain’t never comin’ out,” Cookie said solemnly. “And I hope to hell I’m never in a situation to get me a third one. The first two damn near killed me.”


  “Bad?” Emily asked, knowing the answer.


  Cookie told her about the Tilleke commandos, the teleportation device, the bloody fights through dark corridors, the desperate race to get off the London, and the repeated boardings of the Yorkshire. Emily looked at her incredulously.


  “You’ve got three of these machines, these transporter widgets?


  “Yep,” Cookie answered, and grinned wickedly. “And they work, too.”


  “What?”


  “Tested ‘em just a few hours ago. I got this Artificial Intelligence boffin, smart as a whip. She’s got the equipment up and running. Once we reached Atlas, she found a store that sells pet rabbits, put one into the transporter and, presto!, transported it to the shuttle bay. One seriously pissed off bunny, let me tell you. But alive and kickin’. Damn thing took off like a bat out of hell and we can’t find it anywhere, but it worked.”


  Emily was astounded. “Cookie, this could be really important.”


  Cookie shook her head. “Won’t help much, we don’t have enough Marines on the Yorkshire to make use of them and we still don’t know what the effective range is of the damn things.”


  “How many Marines do you need?”


  Cookie considered. “Well, three transporters with forty seats each. Pretty quick recycle time. With a lot of luck, we could maybe send two hundred forty soldiers through. Course, some of them would only be carrying wooden clubs; we don’t have nearly enough weapons.” They had a hundred and fifty of the air guns and a bunch of swords. The swords would be hard to make, but maybe they could make spears. Say a seven foot plastic pole with a hardened, sharp point and a cutting edge along the first two feet? That should be doable just using the Yorkshire’s work shop. She grimaced. Sending a Marine into combat with nothing more than a sharp stick as a weapon was not an attractive thought. But what else was there?


  Emily meanwhile was on her comm. “Captain Rowe,” she said briskly. “I need your authority to place two hundred and forty Marines on the Yorkshire.” She explained everything Cookie had told her. “Yes, sir. Thank you.” She closed her comm and looked at Cookie. “You’ll have them in an hour.”


  Cookie blinked in surprise, then smiled and stood up. “Damn, nice to have friends in high places.” Suddenly there was a lot to do in a very short time. She paused. “Emily, thank you for the time with Hirii. We – well, thank you.”


  Emily was suddenly very somber. “Hiram asked me to make sure to bring you back. I’ll try, Cookie, I’ll try my best.”


  Cookie half laughed, half sobbed. “Emily, I spend all my time thinkin’ about how to kill people, ‘bout how to make sure I get the other guy before he gets me. Last few days I shot people, stabbed ‘em and beat one of the bastards to death with a chair. Then, thanks to you, I get to see Hirii and he treats me like a piece of delicate china, like a lady.”


  Emily raised an eyebrow. “Hirii?”


  Cookie smiled softly. “‘Hirii’ is my name for him. He hates it, but I love it. You all know him as Hiram. A little stiff, straight as an arrow, always frettin’ ‘bout stuff, worryin’ all the time.” She shook her head. “That’s Hiram for sure, it is, but when I look at him, I see Hirii inside him, clever, funny, always thinking and seeing stuff I can’t see no matter how hard I try. You see Hiram, methodical and sorta boring; I see Hirii, takin’ horrendous risks that just scare the beejesus out of him because he knows that’s what we got to do.”


  She looked Emily, eyes shining. “That’s Hirii, and he’s mine.”


  • • • • •


  Hiram Brill finally got back to his apartment. It was empty and too quiet. He walked through it slowly, trying to recapture every minute he and Cookie had had together. The bed was a wreck and he smiled. He sat on the edge and brought the pillow up to his face, breathing in to catch the faintest smell of her.


  In the kitchen there was a note. He didn’t really want to read it; reading it somehow meant that she really was gone again, but he sat down and unfolded the paper.


  My beloved Hirii:



  I must leave now. I will go and do what I have to do, then I will come home to you forever.




  I love you.




  Maria




  P.S. I think we broke your bed.



  His comm buzzed. Reluctantly, he pushed the reply button. “Brill here, what is it?”


  “The Black Watch and Queen’s Own have sortied, sir. Coldstream Guard will depart in twenty minutes.”


  “I’ll be there in ten minutes,” he said. He raised Cookie’s note to his lips, then put it carefully back on the table, as if it were a precious jewel.


  

  
Chapter 64


  Approaching the Refuge Worm Hole


  The thirty nine remaining ships of the Black Watch and Queen’s Own were now four hours ahead of Atlas, well clear of the sphere-shaped shell of mines and missile platforms that encircled the space station. Together with the three Arks of the Home Fleet, they headed directly toward the Dominion blocking force.


  On board the battleship Lionheart, Admiral Douthat could direct the upcoming battle and stay in touch with Atlas and the Coldstream Guards. Her monitors showed that the worm hole to Refuge was already moving to the left as they approached it, and the Dominion blocking force was falling back with it. No matter. She would press forward until they gave battle. She knew she was outnumbered, but she didn’t have to win the fight, only slow the Dominions enough so that they could not prevent Atlas from slipping through the wormhole when it finally stopped moving. So let the Dominions fall back. Every mile they moved further west put them a mile further from Atlas, assuming the damn worm hole really did move back to the east like the Light promised it would.


  It should work.


  Admiral Douthat snorted derisively. What could possibly go wrong with a plan like this one? Gods of Our Mothers, she thought, if my old tactics instructor from the Academy could see me now, he’d give me a failing grade for sure.


  • • • • •


  On board the Dominion battleship Vengeance, Admiral Mello glowered at Captain Pattin. “Are you sure, Jodi?”


  “Quite positive, sir.” Captain Pattin had learned never to show the slightest doubt around Admiral Mello. Doubt implied weakness, and Admiral Mello instinctively attacked any sign of weakness. “We’ve triple checked. Although the worm hole is moving to the west as seen from our plane of approach, the Victorian space station is turning to the east.”


  Admiral Mello shook his head. This didn’t make any sense. Why were the Victorians making such a blatant mistake? The space station was huge; it had to be difficult to turn. Were they pulling some sort of feint on him?


  He turned back to Pattin. “Do you have any idea what they’re doing?”


  She shook her head. “No, sir. Unless they think they’re going to miss the worm hole and they are turning around to make a run for Darwin.”


  “But the Refuge worm hole is moving west?”


  “Absolutely, sir.” Captain Pattin hesitated. “Shall I order the attack to be moved up, sir?”


  He looked again at the holo display. Feint or no, at the end of the day the Vickies had to go to the worm hole, it was their only open path of escape. Let them twist and turn, that is where he would find them. Mello smiled. “No, Jodi. Let them continue to turn the wrong way. A very famous Old Earth general said, ‘Never interrupt an enemy when he is making a mistake.’ We’ll let the Victorians continue their mistake a while longer, then finish them.”


  • • • • •


  Two hours later the Refuge worm hole suddenly changed direction. One second it was moving west, then abruptly it was moving back east along the same path it taken earlier. The leader of the Dominion blocking force blanched.


  “What the hell is it doing?” he shouted at the hapless Sensors Officer.


  “I don’t know, Captain!” the man stammered. “It simply changed direction and is moving east.”


  “Well, where is it going?” On the holograph display, the captain could see that it was coming up fast behind them and would go past them, toward the Victorians, in less than an hour.


  “I— there is no way of knowing, Captain,” the hapless Sensors Officer confessed.


  The captain cursed loudly and eloquently, displaying a rich vocabulary gathered during a lifetime of service in the Dominion Fleet. Then he sent a message to Admiral Mello. Several minutes later, he received a one word reply.


  Attack!


  

  
Chapter 65


  At the Worm Hole Entrance


  “Incoming missiles!” the Sensors Officer said. Not quite a shout, but hardly his normal voice, either. “The Dominion blocking force has fired on us!” The H.M.S. Lionheart was in the middle of the Victorian formation, where it could both monitor the course of the upcoming battle and quickly go to the assistance of any Victorian ship that needed it.


  “A full report would be appreciated, Chief Kunnin. Tell me how many and when they arrive,” Captain Eder said calmly.


  “Yes, sir,” the Chief said sheepishly. “Uh, Mildred counts four hundred and fifty missiles, ETA in fifteen minutes.”


  “That’s better, thank you. All frigates and destroyers, deploy anti-missile drones. Prepare to engage any leakers. All ships, go active with computer controlled anti-missile fire in ten minutes.”


  “Sensors show large number of enemy ships accelerating towards us, Captain,” the Sensors Officer said, his voice tightly controlled. “Sixty plus ships.”


  “Target locks, Chief?” Eder asked.


  “Not yet, Captain. There is a lot of jamming, probably some jammers mixed in with the incoming missiles. No firm locks yet.”


  “Send some recon birds out,” Eder ordered. “I want to cut through all this crap and see what we’re up against.” Something seemed wrong, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.


  The screening frigates fired reconnaissance drones toward the oncoming Dominion force and reports began to filter back. The Dominion forces had assumed a wide crescent shape, with a concentration of ships in the center, and in the very center, a positively huge ship. The recon drones reported that most of the ships were cruiser strength, with three battleships and whatever the hell the big ship was. Interspersed among the war ships were numerous small vessels.


  “Jeez,” someone breathed. “There’s a lot of them.”


  “Too many,” said the Sensors Chief. “Coldstream Guards only counted sixty seven. We’re getting readings for well over a hundred, so there are a lot of decoys out there.”


  Even if there were only sixty ships or so, four hundred and fifty missiles was not a very heavy barrage, Eder mused. He wouldn’t have been surprised if there had been over a thousand. Or more. Why such a light volley? “Can you get a firm lock on them, enough to get a clear ID?” he asked.


  “Not yet, sir. Recon drones are still working their way in.”


  But as they watched, the Dominion blocking force saturated the area with its anti-missile defense and one by one, the recon drones fell before they could burn through the jamming and the decoys and get a clear picture of what the Dominions had.


  “Not very anxious for us to see what they’ve got, are they?” Eder mused.


  In the meantime, the four hundred and fifty Dominion missiles reached the outer range of the anti-missile drones, which fired small, fast rockets and guided them close enough to the enemy missiles so that the weak onboard sensors could lock on. There were a series of explosions, and then there were only four hundred and twenty missiles.


  The anti-missile drones fired a second volley of the mini-missiles. More explosions, but then the Dominion missiles flashed past them and continued toward the Victorian ships, getting closer.


  The second line of Victorian drones fired, and so the dance continued until the Dominion missiles reached reliable laser range and the frigates opened up. Thirty of the missiles locked onto two of the frigates and bore in on them. Captain Eder had kept the cruisers and his precious battleship just far enough behind the frigates so that they could not readily help them, and now one of the frigates paid for this tactic with its life. It turned sharply, and then used a full Hong Brake to sharply decelerate, hoping to break the missiles’ lock. Six did lose their lock on the hapless ship and began a long, curving turn, hoping to acquire a new target. But the remaining nine stubbornly closed in. Bofor guns took out two more while they were still fifty miles out and a lucky laser shot caught another, but the last six reached their target, exploding within five hundred yards of the frigate and hurtling shrapnel through the frigate’s hull and into the corridors and work spaces.


  By chance, the worst effect was on the engine room. The magnetic bottle held somehow, but both of the frigate’s drive plants immediately shut down, ruined beyond repair. The frigate, the H.M.S. Jungfrau of the Black Watch, went ballistic, traveling in a straight line with no power, no lights, no ability to turn or stop, beginning the Long Walk that would take its doomed crew beyond Victorian space and into eternity.


  “Dammit!” Eder cursed. He did not want to risk any more ships until they fully engaged the Dominion’s blocking force. “Tell the other frigates and destroyers to fall back within range of our defensive guns and stay in tight formation. And send out another group of recon drones. I think the Dominions are being a little too coy and I want to know why.”


  He looked at the holo display. The Dominion crescent and the Victorian oval sped towards each other. Then, as he watched, the recon drones finally got close enough to burn through the enemy jamming. Some of the fuzzy shapes in the holo began to change and form distinct, crisp targets. Identification symbols appeared and targeting data streamed down the right side of the holo display.


  “Mildred, enlarge display!” Eder ordered. The display revealed more than a dozen battleships and dozens of cruisers. A spurt of fear ran though him, but he pushed it aside.


  “Chief Kunnin?” he asked.


  Kunnin shook his head. “They’re fuckin’ with us, Captain. They don’t have that many battleships in their entire bloody fleet, and if they had all those cruisers their first volley would have been a lot worse.” He turned to the lieutenant who was commanding the reconnaissance drones. “Lieutenant, can you steer three of the birds in on just one of those battleships. Boost their gain and have them go to continuous pinging.”


  Lieutenant Letizia glanced at Eder, who nodded. The active sensors would make the recon birds an easy target to the Dominions, but it was worth it if they could find out if they were facing real battleships or just drones.


  “Another missile volley coming in,” Chief Kunnin warned. “Three hundred and eighty missiles. ETA eleven minutes ten seconds.”


  “All ships! Fire anti-missile drones!” Eder ordered, but his mind was on the visual display from the three recon birds. As they approached the two enemy battleships, they increased their speed and bore in.


  Anti-missiles reached out for the reconnaissance drones, but their profile was very small and the first group of anti-missiles passed by without locking on or exploding. Lines of light – the computer display for enemy lasers – stabbed through the darkness but missed. The recon drones were less than fifteen thousand miles from the Dominion battleships now, approaching from an oblique angle that made it difficult for the other Dominion ships to get a lock on them.


  “Lieutenant Letizia, steer one of the birds in an arc so that it comes up behind the battleship,” Eder instructed. “Once you’re behind it and have a direct path, shut down the drone’s drive and coast in. Go to passive sensors until I give you the word.” He was hoping that the Dominion battleships would focus on the incoming pair of birds and that one might slip past their defenses. “Activate the cameras on all three birds, full magnification.”


  As Eder followed the recon birds on their flight toward the battleships, the Dominion missiles met the first wave of Victorian anti-missiles. There were fewer incoming missiles this time and drones chewed them up. Anti-missiles exploded in spherical formations, destroying everything inside the sphere, lasers stabbed out, and a remote controlled Bofor platform filled the approach path with pellets. The Dominion missiles jigged, dodged and feinted and filled the space with jamming, but one by one they fell to the fusillade. Three survived the onslaught, only to be lured away by decoys.


  Captain Eder stood, hands clasped behind his back. The main holo display showed the Dominions still coming straight at them, still filling the space before them with jamming drones. Dammit, he hated to shoot into a mess like that. It would make for a lousy hit ratio, but it was time to make the Ducks react to him for a change.


  “All ships, fire fifty percent load. Concentrate on the center of the Dominion line. Fire now!”


  Two hundred and fifty missiles blasted into space and raced for the center of the Dominion line. Now we’ll see how you like it, Eder thought grimly.


  Then Lieutenant Letizia was shouting urgently. “Contact! We’ve got visual contact with the Dominion battleship!” And there it was, a clear, crisp image as the recon drone finally reached visual range. At first it was just a speck, but it steadily grew larger and larger.


  Instead of a large, menacing battleship, bristling with missile tubes and laser pods, the camera was focused on an oval shaped object with a bulging nose where the decoy pod was located.


  It was a decoy drone.


  Captain Eder glanced at sensor readout: It still showed the sensor readings of a large Dominion battleship. He smiled at Admiral Douthat, who was staring intently at the picture.


  “Good! They aren’t as strong as they appear. If a few more of these ‘battleships’ are really drones, that should go a long way to even the odds,” he said with satisfaction.


  “Let’s get some facts first before we celebrate,” she snapped. Eder’s smile dropped away. The Admiral was…what? Nervous? “Move our reconnaissance drones down the line and see what we find,” she ordered.


  Eder glanced at Lieutenant Letizia and nodded. She turned her drone to run parallel along the line of the Dominion ships and increased its speed. It was several more minutes before they had a good view of the next Dominion warship.


  Another decoy drone. A distraction, but not a threat.


  Meanwhile the Dominions fired another volley. Only two hundred and fifty missiles this time. Eder ordered another volley from the Victorian line. The Dominions continued to fall back. By now all of the Victorian ships had sent reconnaissance drones chasing after them and one by one the Duck “battleships” and “cruisers” turned out to be decoy drones. Finally, more than an hour after the first missile had been fired, the recon drones penetrated to the center of the Dominion line, where they found numerous empty missile pods, six frigates and two carriers. The carriers appeared to be empty of fighters, but were flying in very close formation, sided by side, so that sensors from the Victorian ships showed them as one very large vessel.


  The massive Duck strike force was nothing more than a paper tiger.


  Using the guidance from the reconnaissance drones, Eder launched another volley of missiles, concentrating on the frigates and carriers. Twenty minutes later the enemy ships were dead or desperately limping away, trailing air, debris and bodies in their wake.


  Meanwhile, Admiral Douthat was doing the math.


  They had estimated that the Duck force chasing the Atlas had about one hundred and twenty war ships. They thought that sixty six or sixty seven Duck warships had gone in front of them to block the worm hole entrance, leaving a little more than fifty still trailing behind the space station Atlas. Those trailing ships were thought to be the Dominion’s smaller ships.


  Instead, the Dominions had sent only eight warships to the worm hole entrance, leaving behind over a hundred ships following the Atlas. And even if they red-lined their engines, the Black Watch and Queen’s Own were almost five hours away from Atlas.


  The blood drained from her face.


  “We’ve been suckered,” she said, her voice numb and flat. “Atlas is virtually undefended. All that’s left is the Coldstream Guard.”


  

  
Chapter 66


  Dominion Forces Trailing Behind Space Station Atlas


  A strong man could shape the universe, if he had the will. 


  Admiral Mello had the will. 


  The Victorians had surrounded the Atlas with an insurmountable shell of mines and static defenses.


  Admiral Mello intended to surmount it.


  First, he sent in the mine sweepers, the most expendable of his forces.  There were ten mine sweepers and they moved forward in a cautious wedge formation, four across, three up and three down.  Each minesweeper had thirty turret lasers slaved to a master control. As they moved forward they shot the Victorian mines before the mines could sense them and detonate.


  It was not a perfect process.  Invariably, one or two mines would be missed or only slightly damaged, and when the mine sweeper got close enough the mine would sense a hostile presence and take its revenge.  Fifteen minutes into the minefield, the first mine sweeper died. The rest pressed forward, drilling a large hole into the Victorian defensive shell, like a drill bit biting through hard rock.  The second and third mine sweepers died ten minutes later, killed when one mine exploded and caused a ripple effect in nearby mines that were just close enough to the two ships to crush them.


  Now there were only seven mine sweepers. The hole they made was smaller, but they pressed forward, firing methodically, slowing the rate of their passage so that they might have more time to find their targets.


  But the Vickies had been clever. While the outer skin of the minefield had proximity mines, deeper in there were globe mines, sprinting mines, ripple mines and missile mines. The entire minefield was being carried along by a myriad of tractor beams, so it kept its position around the Atlas space station as Atlas desperately plodded its way to Refuge. The tactics the mine sweepers successfully used against proximity mines in the first layer of the mine field would not work so well against other types of mines.


  The mine sweepers stoically crept forward.


  They reached the first line of missile mines, missile platforms surrounded by a shell of sensors probing out a thousand miles in every direction.  In ten minutes the remaining mine sweepers were destroyed, either by missiles or by stumbling into mines as they desperately tried to evade them.   


  Then Mello ordered in the frigates.


  They went in cautiously, firing missiles and lasers and making the hole begun by the mine sweepers deeper and larger, boring through the Victorian defensive shell like a drill press. They moved slowly, but there were thirty of them and by the time the last fell to Victorian missiles and mines and lasers, they were almost a quarter of the way through to the space station.


  Then he ordered in the destroyers.


  Captain Pattin had watched in astonishment as Admiral Mello ordered in the mine sweepers and frigates, but when he ordered in the destroyers, she could no longer restrain herself.


  “Admiral!” she whispered urgently. “You are killing your own ships! It is no good breaking through the mine field if we have no ships left to exploit it! And – ” she hesitated, afraid to say what she thought, but afraid not to – “if you order the ships’ crews to their certain death, some will refuse to obey. They might even turn their guns on the Vengeance.”


  He looked at her, surprised at her naiveté. He barked a laugh. “They will not disobey,” he assured her. “Each captain knows that the Intelligence Directoate has their families under constant surveillance. If they fail to obey, their families will pay for their treason.”


  “Admiral,” she said urgently. “I beg you to reconsider. If we squander our forces here we are defeated. We must keep the Fleet intact, we must have enough ships to defend the homeland.”


  Mello looked at her coldly. “I expected more of you, Jodi. This is the decisive battle. If we kill the Atlas, the Victorians will have no way to rebuild their navy, no way to restart their trading economy, no way to generate wealth. Don’t you understand? Without the Atlas, their new child queen will be nothing more than a homeless refugee and Victoria will be nothing more than a historical footnote. All their planets, all their people, all their wormholes will belong to us, and the Dominion of Unified Citizenry will the dominate the universe for a millennia to come!”


  He gestured to the holo display, which showed the first squadron of destroyers entering the minefield. “Against that, the sacrifice of a few ships is nothing. Nothing! If I have to spend every ship in this fleet to destroy the Atlas, it will be worth it. We can build more ships, but if we kill the Atlas, we kill all of Victoria, now and forever!” He leaned close to her. “Do-you-understand?” he shouted into her face.


  In his stateroom on the Dominion battleship Fortitude, Admiral Kaeser stared in horror. He had followed the battle through his hologram repeater, which his XO had either forgotten or been too polite to turn off. On the screen the destroyers slowly deepened the breach into the Vicky minefield, but at a terrible price. The rift was more than halfway through the minefield, but of the twenty destroyers that had gone in, only twelve remained. As he watched, another two flickered and disappeared, leaving only a red cross on the holo display to mark their destruction. A long, thick line of red crosses trailed behind, marking all of the other Dominion ships that had died trying to break through the minefield.


  Sickened and furious, Admiral Kaeser strode rapidly to his stateroom door and punched the button to open the door.


  Nothing happened.


  He pounded the door with his fist. “Guard! Guard! Open this door!”


  The door hissed open and a scared looking soldier stood there, hand on the butt of his pistol.


  “Tell Captain Bauer I must speak to him immediately,” Kaeser ordered.


  “But I have orders to-” the guard stammered.


  “Do it!” Kaeser barked, but then, more softly, “Hurry, before we all run out of time. Hurry now, for everything you love and cherish, hurry.”


  

  
Chapter 67


  Atlas Space Station


  The alarm horns hooted incessantly, making it difficult to think. All throughout Atlas blast doors were dropping into place and sealing airtight. Hiram Brill stared at the holo display, trying hard to overcome his shock and the blaring alarms.


  “Will somebody turn that damn thing off?” he shouted. Nobody heard him. He shook his head in frustration, then picked up a pen and threw it at his assistant, Nina, catching her in the head. She turned and glared at him. He pointed to the alarm horn and made a slashing motion across his throat. She nodded and bent over her computer and a moment later the horns made a last, low moaning sound and blessedly went silent. Hiram returned his attention to the holo display and the information coming in from the sensors spread throughout the minefield.


  At first they thought the attack from the rear was simply another probing attack. The Ducks had probed continuously, looking for a flaw in the minefield pattern that might let them slip through. But then the sensors had revealed the number of Duck ships involved and Hiram realized that they had been caught flat footed. The Dominion force blocking the worm hole entrance to Refuge was a feint; the real attack was coming from behind as the Dominions used brute force to bull their way through the minefield. He shook his head. For the Ducks, it was a huge gamble, but it looked like it was working.


  The utter ruthlessness of the attack shocked him. The ten Duck mine sweepers had carved a deep channel into the mine field before being destroyed. As he watched, the enemy frigates were cutting into it even deeper, but taking a terrific beating. A cold hand seemed to grab his heart. The Duck admiral, he realized, had just ordered forty ships to their deaths in order to break through to the Atlas, and the sensors revealed that several squadrons of enemy destroyers were lining up to take their turn.


  “Nina, send a courier drone out to Admiral Douthat and tell her we are being attacked in force by the Ducks. Estimate at least eighty ships in the attack, maybe more. They are about a quarter way through the minefield. Then call Peter Murphy of the tugboat guild and tell him to haul mines from the front of the Atlas to the rear. Tell him not to thin out any one spot too much, but we need more fire power in our rear.”


  He watched for a while longer, counting ships, noting the deepening breach into the minefield. On the holo display, the first squadron of Dominion destroyers moved forward into the breach. “Gandalf?” he called.


  “ Commander Brill?”


  “Analyze rate of penetration of the minefield by Dominion forces and assume that they will use all available ships to complete the penetration. Estimate how long before they achieve a total breach.”


  “Dominion forces could complete penetration sometime between ninety five minutes and three hours and twenty minutes,” Gandalf replied in its usual soothing voice.


  Hiram nodded to himself, all the while wanting to scream and run and hide. Admiral Douthat was hours away. The entire Queen’s Own and Black Watch were with her. The Queen was still on Atlas, more vulnerable every minute. The only option he had left was to somehow beef up the minefield and throw in the Coldstream Guards, who were outnumbered ten to one.


  He walked back to his chair and sat down heavily, then made the call he did not want to make.


  • • • • •


  The Coldstream Guard waited nervously. They knew something was going on behind them in the rear of the minefield, but they didn’t know what. When Hiram Brill’s call came into the Bristol, Captain Rowe almost groaned. He knew where this was going. As Brill began to explain, Rowe decided it would be easier if all of the ships’ captains heard the message, so he conferenced them in.


  “...just starting to send in their destroyers to increase the penetration of the minefield,” Brill was saying as Emily’s com screen filled with faces of the other captains. “At their current rate, unless we slow them down, they’ll breach the minefield in less than three hours, well before Admiral Douthat can get back here with reinforcements.”


  Hiram looked older, Emily thought. Or tired. There were strain lines in his face and he looked gaunt.


  “What do you want us to do?” asked Captain Rowe. Not that he didn’t already know.


  “The Coldstream Guard has to deploy into the minefield and slow them down. Buy time. We are filling in the minefield as quickly as we can, but all that will do is buy us a few minutes, maybe an hour. You need to harass them, distract them, do whatever you can until Admiral Douthat gets back.”


  “And once we do that, what’s our secondary mission?” asked Captain Fuller of the frigate Everest. Everyone chuckled. Emily liked Captain Fuller; she had what her mother used to refer to as ‘spunk.’ Of course, Everest was the only Coldstream Guard frigate left, all of the others had been destroyed.


  “Atlas,” Rowe said. “I’ve got four cruisers, two of which are in bad shape. Seven destroyers, all with extensive damage, one of which should have been declared a yard job. I’ve got two cruisers from Third Fleet, both with understaffed crews and another destroyer, also hurting.”


  “And you have the pride of the Coldstream Guard, the H.M.S. Everest,” Fuller reminded him.


  “And the Everest,” Rowe acknowledged with a tired smile.


  Hiram stared at him. “Captain,” he said bluntly, “You are all I’ve got.” He hesitated, then added, “Queen Anne says she will remain on the Atlas and that she has the greatest confidence in you.”


  And there it was. They were the last line of protection for the Queen.


  “Well, tell the Queen that we’d have a lot more confidence in her judgement if she’d put her ass on a fast ship and get the hell to Refuge,” Fuller said, her usual bravado missing. Emily waited for Rowe to chastise her, but he said nothing. Fuller had simply said what they were all thinking.


  “We’ve got a couple of scout boats that we are arming,” Hiram said, choosing to ignore Fuller’s outburst. “We’ll get them to you as soon as we can, but...” His voice trailed off.


  Captain Rowe rubbed a hand across his face. “All right, Atlas, we’ll buy you some time. Use it well, it’s going to come dear.”


  “We will, sir,” Hiram said. “God’s speed.”


  Emily looked at the faces of the other captains and wondered how many of them would still be alive in a few hours.


  Admiral Mello watched as the last squadron of five destroyers entered the cauldron. Thus far the destroyers had clawed their way through eighty percent of the minefield, at an extravagant cost in ships and men.


  A strong man could shape the universe, if he had the will.


  Beside him, he could sense Captain Pattin standing rigidly, radiating disapproval. He studied the holograph display carefully, measuring the depth of the remaining Vicky minefield. The task force still had fifteen cruisers and two battleships, if he included Admiral Kaeser’s Fortitude, though privately he did not think he could trust the Fortitude in a pinch.


  Captain Pattin cleared her throat. “The destroyers have run out of anti-matter munitions, Admiral.”


  Mello sighed. Without anti-matter warheads, the destroyers would have to scrape away at the minefield with regular high explosives and lasers, just as the mine sweepers and frigates had. They would die quickly. Sacrifice was one thing, useless sacrifice another. “Pull them out, Captain,” he ordered Pattin. “It’s time for the cruisers and the Vengeance. We’ll save Fortitude in reserve.” And out of the way, he thought.


  Admiral Mello formed his fifteen cruisers and the Vengeance into a tight arc, with the Vengeance at the center. The formation aligned itself with the hole formed by frigates and destroyers.


  “Sensors are showing Vicky destroyers working through the minefield towards us,” Captain Pattin warned. “Can’t get a clear readout, but there could be eight or nine of them.”


  “It does not matter,” Mello replied. “They are too late.” He gave the signal.


  As one, the sixteen Dominion war ships accelerated and shot a pattern of anti-matter war heads into the minefield in front of them. Five missiles, then ten, then forty, then eighty, shot into the last layer of the Victorian minefield. Moments later, they detonated simultaneously.


  Space tore itself apart.


  “Gods of our Mothers!” The sensor display on the New Zealand abruptly shut down as fail-safe switches kicked in. “What the hell was that?” Alex Rudd demanded.


  “Sir, it looks like they just let loose with a shit load of anti-matter bombs,” Seaman Partridge replied from the Sensors console. “Dozens of them, I think. Last image I had was of sixteen ships in a circular pattern; cruisers, according to Merlin. Plus one very large ship in the center, larger than our battleships.”


  Emily and Rudd exchanged a glance. There had been rumors that the Dominions were experimenting with very large battleships. It would make sense to support them with cruisers.


  “When do we get sensors back, Mr. Partridge?” Emily asked.


  “Another minute, Ma’am.”


  “As fast as you can, Mr. Partridge. I dislike being blind.”


  The communications screen blossomed to life. Captain Rowe of the Bristol appeared, looking disheveled. “They just took out another five percent of the minefield’s thickness,” he said without preamble. “Bristol still has sensors and I’ll send you the latest readings. Merlin is telling me they can punch through in three more attacks if they continue to use anti-matter weapons.”


  “Good Christ, they can’t have that many anti-matter warheads in their arsenal. They just shot off more than the Home Fleet has in its entire inventory!” said the captain of the Emerald Isle. Anti-matter weapons were extremely expensive to make and notoriously tricky to use. You could never be sure what the exact radius would be of the bomb’s blast zone, and if the anti-matter particles spun off into other matter, it would start a chain explosion that would go on as long as there was enough matter to feed it.


  “We have to get in there and break up their formation,” Rowe said. “I want the cruiser Australia and all of the Coldstream Guard destroyers with me. We’re going after the cruisers. We’re going to focus on five of the bastards. Merlin will give you targets and we will make a coordinated launch with everything we’ve got. We aren’t going for kills, just trying to fluster them enough to screw up their formation.” His eyes shifted until he found Emily. “Tuttle, I want you to take the cruiser Emerald Isle and the three ships from the Second Fleet and work your way in until you can launch everything you can against that damn battleship. Concentrate on its propulsion system.”


  “I’m the senior officer!” protested Captain Specht, captain of the Emerald Isle. She was short and aggressive and very touchy about her place in the Coldstream Guard hierarchy. “I should command this sortie, not someone who has been a captain for ten hours.”


  Rowe didn’t mince words. “Cindy, the Emerald Isle is barely able to function. Your sensors are impaired, half your weapons don’t work and the other half can only be fired on manual. Your engine room is held together with duct tape. I need you in the fight, but there is a good chance your ship is going to fall apart once things get hot and you know it. If that happens, I can’t afford the time to shift command to a new ship. Tuttle has already worked with the Yorkshire, Kent and Galway. She gets the job.”


  Captain Specht didn’t like it, but said nothing.


  “What about me?” asked Captain Fuller of the frigate Everest.


  “Johanna, the Everest won’t last ten minutes once the fighting starts, not going toe-to-toe with Duck cruisers. I’ve got something else for you. I want you to return immediately to the Atlas –” Fuller began to protest, but Rowe cut her off – “and find Lord Henry. Tell him that I have ordered you to remove Queen Anne from the Atlas and take her at the fastest possible speed to Refuge. Get her to safety, Johanna, even if you have to remove her forcibly from the Atlas. Do you understand?”


  Everyone understood: Captain Rowe didn’t think they could stop the Dominion attack. He wanted the Queen removed because the Atlas was going to be destroyed.


  “Sweet Gods of our Mothers,” someone muttered.


  Captain Fuller nodded grimly. “I’ll see you all in Refuge.” Her face disappeared from the comm screen and in a moment the Everest was accelerating hard back toward the space station.


  “You’ve got your orders,” Rowe said briskly. “Keep attacking until you have exhausted your missiles, then use lasers as best you can. Don’t let up! We are buying time here. You are to attack until Admiral Douthat reaches Atlas, then break off and regroup there. Good luck to you.”


  Emily took a deep breath to steady herself, then looked around the bridge. Alex Rudd was busy tying in the other ships into the New Zealand’s communication system. Chief Gibson looked dazed, but began checking his inventory of missiles and drones. Betty stood at the comm console, tears streaming down her face. She forced a smile when she saw Emily looking at her and nodded, lips trembling. Mr. Partridge was whistling a soft tune under his breath, giving his sensors a once-over.


  “Alice, tell the other ships to go to passive sensors and stealth conditions. We are going to go high and attack the Duck battleship from above. Detailed instructions will follow soon.” As soon as I can figure out what the hell I am going to do.


  The first attack with anti-matter weapons destroyed about a third of the remaining layer of the Vicky minefield. Admiral Mello was disappointed; he had hoped for more.


  “How long before we’re ready for the second attack?” he asked Captain Pattin. The anti-matter missiles had to be loaded manually. They were configured differently than regular missiles and were not compatible with the auto-loaders. A serious design flaw, in Mello’s opinion, but there had not been time for a reconfiguration of the missiles or the auto-loaders before they left Timor.


  Captain Pattin glanced at her console. “Thirty minutes, Admiral.”


  Mello fumed and cursed the men who designed the damn anti-matter weapons without proper consideration for combat conditions. “Very well. Order all ships to match speed with the Vicky minefield and keep an eye out for those Vicky destroyers. They’ll be desperate to break up our formation.”


  “As you order, Admiral.


  Emily took the New Zealand, Emerald Isle, Yorkshire, Kent and Galway higher and higher into the minefield, until they were five hundred miles above the plane of advance of the Duck battleship. By then the minefield had thinned out and they would become starkly visible once they left its meager shelter. The Dominion cruisers had slowed their rate of advance and were plodding along. She didn’t know what they were waiting for, but she fervently wished she had some anti-matter missiles of her own. Somewhere below her, Captain Rowe was slowly picking his way through the minefield, hoping to get as close as he could to the Duck cruisers and catch them by surprise. It was a desperate gamble.


  Emily still had no idea what to do, other than just popping out of the minefield and firing every weapon available when they had a clear shot at the enemy battleship.


  “Captain Tuttle, Captain Specht is on the line; she wants to talk to you.” Betty’s hand hovered over the console, ready to put them on the screen.


  Emily exchanged a look with Alex Rudd. “Betty, is she on needle laser or the standard comm channel.”


  Betty’s jaw worked. “Standard comm channel, Captain.”


  Emily frowned. She had ordered everyone to stealthy running, which meant meant no communications unless it was really important and then only by needle laser.


  Chief Gibson leaned over and whispered. “Lieutenant, Captain Rowe specifically put you in charge of this mission. You are in command. You don’t have to apologize for that to Captain Specht or take any crap from her.” She looked at him, feeling more gratitude than she could express. He nodded once and went back to his console.


  “Put her on,” she told Betty. Captain Specht’s face appeared on the screen.


  “Captain Tuttle, I am waiting for your battle plan,” Specht said impatiently.


  “Captain Specht, we are in stealth mode, which means no radio communications,” Emily said coldly. “If you must contact me, contact me by needle laser per your orders. The battle plan will be forthcoming. New Zealand out”


  Emily cut the communication and sat back in the command chair. She folded her arms, and then crossed her legs. Then she unfolded her arms and uncrossed her legs.


  She had no idea what to do.


  On the Dominion ship Vengeance, a sensors operator lifted his head from his instruments. “Sighting! We’ve just caught three seconds of an encrypted radio transmission from the forward edge of the minefield, on a bearing that puts them between four and six hundred miles above our plane of advance at thirty degrees off Virtual North. Not seeing any ships in the clutter, but there is somebody there.”


  “Good, good.” Admiral Mello rubbed his hands together. “Mark that point and watch it. Captain Pattin, ready two anti-matter missiles for that position. Do not fire until I tell you.” Mello grinned wolfishly. He loved this. The Vickies were there and he knew it, and they didn’t know that he knew. As soon as they showed themselves, he would blanket the area with anti-matter munitions, then punch a hole to the Atlas and it would be his.


  “How much longer until the anti-matter weapons are fully loaded?” he asked again.


  “Twelve minutes,” Captain Pattin answered.


  Soon. Very soon.


  The H.M.S. Everest reached the Atlas and docked. When Captain Fuller stepped into the docking bay, she was astonished to find Queen Anne Radcliff Mendoza Churchill waiting for her, alone except for Sir Henry and four of her armsmen, each of whom carried a weapon open in his hand.


  “You must be Johanna Fuller,” Queen Anne greeted her warmly. “I have heard much of you and the Everest.”


  Fuller blinked. With her stood five of her crew, mostly senior chiefs who could be counted on in a pinch, all armed. The Queen’s bodyguards were watching them intently.


  “Your Majesty,” she began, “I’ve been ordered-”


  Queen Anne nodded. “Yes, yes, of course you have.” She smiled and extended a hand. “Come, Captain, walk with me.” Her eyes sparkled. “But tell your men to restrain themselves from doing anything, um, provocative. My armsmen are very protective of me and we wouldn’t want any unpleasantness, would we?”


  They ambled across the ship bay and into the crews’ lounge. All the while Queen Anne smiled warmly and Sir Henry glowered and scowled. Two more armsmen joined them, taking up a rear position behind her five chiefs. The chiefs looked increasingly unhappy and took great care to keep their hands away from their weapons.


  “Captain Rowe, bless him, sent you to take me to Refuge,” the Queen said matter-of-factly. “But I have a more important task for you, Johanna. May I call you Johanna?”


  Johanna Fuller felt like she had fallen into the rabbit hole, her earlier determination to march in and grab the Queen draining away.


  “Of course, Your Majesty.”


  “Johanna, my advisors tell me that the Dominion have enough force to reach the Atlas within a few hours, maybe as little as two. We have several hundred tug boats that have been towing us, rather slowly I’m afraid, toward the Refuge wormhole. While you have been off fighting, about a hundred of the tugs have dropped their tow lines – I know they’re not really lines, Johanna, but that’s how I think of them – and have picked up missile launcher pods. These pods, I am told, are designed to work through a war ship’s combat AI. The tugs don’t have that type of AI, but the Everest does.” The Queen stopped and turned to her.


  “So, Johanna, instead of spiriting me away to Refuge and taking a terrible risk that we will lose the Atlas, I want you to lead the tugs back and attack the Dominion ships.”


  “For the love of God, Your Majesty!,” Sir Henry said urgently. “You must leave! Get on the Everest and go to Refuge while you still can!”


  Queen Anne smiled wanly and touched his hand. “Sir Henry, without the Atlas, all I would be in Refuge is a historical footnote, languishing without a people to lead or any means of projecting power. Atlas is our industrial base, the womb of our next fleet. While we have Atlas, Victoria has hope. We will stay together, Atlas and I.” She turned back to Fuller.


  “So, Captain Johanna Fuller, will you lead them back?”


  At the very edge of the mine field, slightly below the plane of advance of the Dominion cruisers, Captain Rowe closed his eyes and silently said a prayer for the safety of his ship and crew. Then he quietly spoke into the comm. “Advance. On my signal, fire missiles and lasers and fall back into the minefield.”


  Two cruisers and seven destroyers crept forward and poked their noses out of the minefield. Merlin had already selected targets: the five Dominion cruisers on the enemy’s right flank.


  “Fire!”


  Each ship flushed its missile batteries in a single orgy of fire, then fired every available laser. Then, as one, they turned and raced back into the minefield, seeking whatever protection they could find there. Had they been at full readiness, they would have fired a total of one hundred and ten missiles and twenty five lasers, but all they could manage was seventy two missiles and fifteen lasers. All the lasers were concentrated on one enemy cruiser, leaving eighteen missiles for each of the remaining four cruisers. At normal ranges, this would never have been enough, but the enemy cruisers were less than four hundred miles behind the minefield and the missiles sprinted over that distance in seconds.


  Rowe watched through the eyes of a loitering drone. The cruiser struck by lasers shied off, its sensors blinded and its propulsion system faltering, air streaming from several breaches of its hull. Another cruiser triggered its Dark Matter Brake and quickly fell behind. The three others seemed to fair better and immediately began to counter-fire with missiles and lasers in abundance, seeking out the Victorians, who in turn bobbed and weaved in a desperate attempt to get back into the minefield.


  “Clear to the left!” Captain Rowe ordered his attack force. “They’ll saturate this area with anti-matter bombs in a moment. Clear to the left!”


  The nine ships wheeled away and accelerated, shooting decoys behind them to throw off the Ducks’ tracking. As they fled, each ship pushed its engines to maximum military power, but combat and damage had taken their toll and within minutes the ships began to separate. Soon the Swansea and Repulse were far behind.


  Captain Rowe studied his hologram. He was leading his attack force several degrees to the left of where they had first attacked. Now he ordered the ships to slow and turn back toward the edge of the minefield. “Is everyone reloaded?” he asked Merlin.


  “Australia, complete. Bristol will be complete in ninety seconds; Auckland, Sydney and New Castle are loaded; Coral Bay, Perth and Darwin will be complete in three minutes; no report from Swansea and Repulse,” Merlin reported.


  Rowe frowned. “Merlin, report location of Swansea and Repulse.”


  “Insufficient data. There is no C2C contact and without active sensors neither ship can be located within the minefield,” the AI reported matter-of-factly.


  Rowe shook his head. Dammit! Down two ships already. He thumbed the comm to speak to his other captains. “Okay, Swansea and Repulse are out of contact. I don’t know if they are out of action or just lagging behind without radio communications, but we can’t wait. We’re going to pop out of the minefield again and target more of the Dominion cruisers. Keep a tight formation, and once you’ve fired, get back into the minefield as quickly as you can. This may be our last shot at this, so make it good. Each ship acknowledge orders!”


  The remaining ships acknowledged and headed one more for the edge of the minefield.


  Admiral Mello scowled at the battle display. There were two Vicky forces out there, one stalking the Vengeance, the other actively attacking his cruisers. Two cruisers had been badly damaged and were out of action. The after-effects of the anti-matter weapons and the general clutter of the minefield made it impossible to get a clear picture of where they were.


  No matter, he would find them.


  “Computer, plot a line left and right of the original attack by the Victorian cruisers and show furthest possible location of enemy ships within that area.”


  The battle display flickered and an orange tint appeared over the area where the Vickies could be hiding. Mello studied it, then nodded.


  “Captain Pattin, are the anti-matter weapons fully loaded on all ships?”


  “Yes, Admiral,” she replied.


  Mello tapped his fingers on the armrest. “Send a message to all ships. At the first sign of enemy activity...” He spelled out his orders.


  Two thousand miles behind the H.M.S. Bristol, the H.M.S. Swansea and Repulse crept along at thirty percent power, all either of them could manange.


  “Bugger me,” the captain of the Repulse muttered. His holo display looked like a ball of fuzz in fog. “Where the hell did they go?” He turned to his Communications Officer. “Willy, are we in touch with anybody?”


  “Yes, sir, the Swansea. We’ve lost her a couple of times, but we keep finding her again.”


  Captain O’Toole stifled a groan. He and the captain of the Swansea had cordially hated each other since their days at the Academy. Just bad chemistry. Once he had even asked her to dance at the Academy Ball and she had told him, loudly, that she wouldn’t dance with him if it were the last dance in the world and he was the only man there. To make it worse, they couldn’t seem to get away from each other. They went through Command School training together, were on the same battleship together as Ensigns, had gone to frigates together and then were both promoted to destroyers in the Home Fleet.


  He sighed. No help for it. “Swansea, this is Repulse.”


  “Swansea here, Bert. What do you want?” Captain Joan Cummings didn’t sound happy to hear from him.


  “Joan, our passive sensors are totally shot and I don’t want to go active unless I absolutely have to. Do you have any idea where the Bristol is?”


  “We’re pretty much flying blind here,” the Swansea’s captain replied. “We can barely see you with our passive sensors and you’re close enough to spit on.”


  Dammit. Bert O’Toole ran through his options, which didn’t take long. He could run or he could fight.


  “Joan, you reloaded yet?”


  “Fifty percent capacity, but that’s as good as it’s going to get. Two of our auto loaders are buggered. What shape are you in?”


  O’Toole grimaced. Repulse had a full loadout of missiles but only two operational lasers. Worse, the missile magazines had been damaged, so they couldn’t move any more missiles into the auto loaders. And Engineering was warning that the propulsion system was overheating and if they didn’t shut it down completely in the next thirty minutes, they would all be taking a Long Walk. “Yeah, well, we’re pretty much buggered over here, too.”


  There was a long pause. “So whatta think, Bertie?” She knew he hated that name. “Shall we run for Atlas or take another shot at these bastards?”


  O’Toole snorted. “I don’t suppose we could just demand they surrender?”


  Cummings laughed ruefully. “Well, maybe later. Rowe must be planning to attack again, and our fine feathered friends will be shooting off another round of anti-matter fireworks pretty soon. If we’re going to pop ‘em, we better do it fast. Are you up to this or not?” she demanded.


  O’Toole sighed. For a fleeting moment he pictured his wife and two daughters, then forced the images out of his mind. Play the hand you’re dealt, Bert.


  “Okay, Joan, looks like I get to dance with you after all.”


  “Sweet suffering Mothers, haven’t you gotten over that yet? All right, one dance. Let’s make it one to remember, Bertie. I’m setting AI to Max,” Cummings said.


  “Setting AI to Max,” O’Toole agreed. “Combat seperation, fire whenever you can.”


  “Last one back to Atlas buys the beer,” she said. “Swansea out.”


  O’Toole grinned and cut his connection. He turned to his bridge crew, who were staring at him with wide-eyed apprehension. “Okay, boys and girls, we’re going to dance!” He raised his voice. “Prepare decoys! Merlin, go to Max!”


  “Who shall I attack?” growled Max.


  “Advance and fire!” Captain Rowe ordered. The two cruisers and five remaining destroyers pushed past the edge of the minefield.


  “Enemy sighted!” shouted the Dominion Sensors Officer. Admiral Mello whirled to the battle display. Two red dots were emerging slowly from the Victorian minefield, slightly to the left of where they had last been spotted.


  “All ships, fire! Fire! Fire!” he yelled.


  The thirteen remaining Dominion cruisers fired their anti-matter weapons as one. Their missiles criss-crossed with the incoming Victorian missiles and exploded. The Victorian ships and a huge piece of the minefield they were near vanished in an expanding ball of corpse-white light.


  “Reload!” ordered Admiral Mello, although the order was unnecessary. The cruisers were reloading as fast as they could.


  “What the fuck was that?” Captain Rowe screamed. “Sensors, report, dammit!”


  “Sensors identify them as the Swansea and Repulse,” the Sensors Officer said, his voice shrill with excitement and stress. “They popped out and flushed their weapons at one of the Duck cruisers, then all of the Dominion ships blasted them with anti-matter missiles.”


  “Status of Swansea and Repulse?”


  The Sensors Officer shook his head emphatically. “Code Omega, sir. No life pods, no nothin’.”


  “Enemy cruiser?”


  “They killed it, sir.”


  Well, that was something, at least, he thought bitterly. “Fire all weapons!” Rowe ordered. The two cruisers and five destroyers concentrated on four of the Dominion cruisers. All four sustained heavy damage and fell out of formation. Two of them blundered into the minefield and were chewed up by missile mines.


  “Pull back,” Rowe said again. “Reload missiles and recharge lasers!”


  The eight undamaged Dominion cruisers frantically tried to recharge their lasers, but for the moment their entire weapons array was empty and impotent. Dominion cruiser captains were not selected for their timidity, however. As one the eight ships accelerated forward, intent on maintaining sensor contact with the retreating Vickies so that they could destroy them once their weapons were back on line.


  Then the H.M.S. Everest reached the front edge of the minefield, flanked by twenty stout tugboats and their precious missile pods. More tugs were arriving behind them.


  “Merlin!” Captain Johanna Fuller called. “Slave all missile pods to you and fire when ordered.”


  A pause. “Twenty five pods are clear to fire; all systems integrated.”


  Fuller turned to her Sensors Officer. “Go active, Fiona, we’ll only get one shot.”


  Fiona nodded, pale and pinched, but her hands were steady as she typed in her orders. A moment later her sensor array blasted its energy across the incoming Dominion cruisers and her readout display lit up with tracking data. Several lights turned red and tones sounded. On the frigate’s battle display, more tugs appeared on their flanks and their missile pods synchronized with the Everest’s computer.


  “Firm locks on three of the ships coming towards us, Captain.”


  “Merlin!”


  “I have locks.”


  “Then fire, you damn computer! Fire!” Fuller said, eyes intent on the battle display, a wide grin on her face. God, she had waited so long for this!


  Admiral Mello leapt from his seat. “How did that happen?” he shouted angrily. The battle display showed that three of his remaining eight cruisers just blew apart. The Sensors Officer flinched, then stammered. “Admiral, Vicky reinforcements have just arrived. Missile pods. More are arriving.”


  Admiral Mello seethed. “Full military power! All anti-matter missiles prepare to launch on my order. Lasers, target any missile pods and fire as soon as you have a lock.” He folded his arms and glowered at the battle display.


  The battleship Vengeance leapt forward. It shouldered past the wreckage of two cruisers, simply plowing through the debris and life pods. Vicky missiles reached out for it and the Vengeance swatted them down with lasers. Its main battle lasers probed for the offending Vicky missile platforms and turned them into molten slag.


  “More missile platforms arriving,” the Sensors Officer warned.


  One thousand miles away from the Everest, Captain Rowe of the Bristol looked at his battle display, where dozens of tugboats were emerging into view on either side of a small glowing blue dot. He increased magnification and smiled when he saw the ship’s name: H.M.S. Everest. “Best damn frigate captain in the Fleet,” he muttered to himself, relief washing over him.


  “All ships,” Rowe radioed to the others, “turn around and go back to the edge of the minefield. Fire as soon as you have targets.” The seven ships wheeled about and sped back to minefield’s edge, where they would be clear to fire once more.


  We’re going to do this! Rowe thought savagely.


  Above the fighting, Emily Tuttle watched the battle display in horrid fascination. On the display the enemy battleship looked like a marauding bull, huge and unstoppable as it raced forward to join battle with the Victorian forces.


  “Geez, look at the bloody size of that thing,” someone muttered reverently.


  “‘Beware the Jabberwock, my son! The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!’” Seaman Partridge quoted softly.


  Emily looked at him and blinked in surprise. Rudd shook his head and snorted. “You have unknown depths, Mr. Partridge. Now, please, tell us what the hell is happening.”


  “Admiral, two Vicky cruisers and five destroyers are joining the missile platforms!” the Sensors Officer called out.


  Admiral Mello nodded in satisfaction. The enemy ships were massing directly in front of them. Excellent.


  A strong man can bend the universe to his will.


  “Fire the anti-matter missiles!”


  Captain Rowe watched, appalled, as the monster sized battleship appeared on his holo screen. The Bristol had arrived a moment too soon; none of his ships had had a chance to reload their missiles and only a handful of lasers were ready. He was dimly aware that more of the missile pods were firing, but he knew it wouldn’t be enough.


  “All anti-missile batteries to full automatic!” he ordered.


  The anti-matter missiles sped towards him. Rowe just had time for a fleeting thought of his wife and teenage son. His son would grow up without-


  Then he was gone.


  

  
Chapter 68


  On the H.M.S. New Zealand


  It could not have been worse.


  When the New Zealand’s sensors finally came back on, the rest of the Coldstream Guard was gone. Simply, irrevocably, gone. Captain Rowe and his cruisers and destroyers, Captain Fuller, the Everest and all of the tugboats had disappeared, gone in the blink of an eye. A long, winding hole had been gouged out of the minefield, with missile platforms along the edge scorched and tumbling wildly.


  The Dominion battleship and its cruiser escort had stopped, their sensors as blinded as the New Zealand’s, no doubt. Emily weighed the odds and felt only despair. One mammoth battleship and five cruisers against two damaged Vicky cruisers and two understrength destroyers. All they had in their favor was surprise.


  Then Captain Specht of the Emerald Isle flushed her missile tubes and ruined any surprise they might have had.


  “Emerald Isle, what are you doing?” Emily demanded, shock turning to anger.


  “I am firing on the enemy,” Captain Specht answered tartly, “which is more than you seem capable of.”


  “Gods of Our Mothers, you’re going to kill us all!” Emily shouted. “All ships, back into the minefield. Hurry!”


  The ships spun in place and accelerated wildly…all except the Emerald Isle. She labored to come about, but her propulsion system was too damaged to be nimble and the most she could do was slowly swing her bow away from the enemy that even now was reaching for her with active sensors. A moment later twenty five battle lasers raked the Emerald Isle from stem to stern, and a minute after that the first missiles arrived.


  On board the H.M.S. Yorkshire, Cookie watched the holo repeater in morbid silence. She was sitting on the hanger deck surrounded by her company of two hundred and forty Marines. One hundred or so carried air rifles that had been taken from the dead Savak commandoes or manufactured in the New Zealand’s work shop. The rest looked with displeasure at the six-foot sharpened poles they held in their hands.


  “What the fuck am I supposed to do with this?” one husky Marine asked in disgust.


  Never taking her eyes off the holo, Cookie said: “Stick ‘em with the pointy end, Wisnioswski, then take their weapon and shoot ‘em.”


  “Bugger me,” he muttered sullenly.


  “Shut up, Wisnioswski, you’re boring me.”


  Lori Romano came and flopped down on the deck beside her. “Cookie!” she whispered excitedly, “we’ve been playing with the transporters.” She paused, eyes gleaming.


  Cookie shifted her gaze from the holo to the AI specialist. “What? Spit it out.”


  “We’ve got a firm lock on the engine room of the big Dominion battleship,” Romano said. “We could send one hundred and twenty guys there any time you want.”


  Cookie blinked. “Really? No bullshit?” Romano nodded soberly. “How soon?” Cookie asked, excitement beginning to grip her.


  Romano shrugged. “As soon as you can get the Marines into the transporters. We’ve got them warmed up and ready to go.”


  Cookie leapt to her feet, fumbling with her communicator. “Grant? Grant? We’ve got a way to take out the battleship. Grant, answer me, dammit!”


  Two hectic minutes later, Cookie and Grant Skiffington were talking to the New Zealand via a whisker laser.


  Emily was watching the battle display when the call came in. She could see the Vengeance and its remaining five cruisers shake into formation for the final push through the minefield. Once through, there would be nothing standing between them and the Atlas except Emily’s pathetically small task force.


  “Priority message coming in from the Yorkshire, Ma-am,” Betty called out. Emily tore her eyes off the battle display with difficulty. “Put it up, Betty,” she ordered.


  Cookie and Skiffington talked excitedly, interrupting each other and at one point starting to argue, but Emily got the idea.


  “That sounds nuts!” she told them.


  “No, no Em, it’s exactly what the Tillies did to us on the London. They swarmed over us,” Cookie said breathlessly.


  Emily thought for a moment. If the battleship was out of the picture, they might be able to hold off the cruisers until Admiral Douthat got back. Then she remembered the promise she had made to Hiram.


  “Cookie, once you’re on the Vengeance, how will you get back?”


  “Well, that part really sucks, doesn’t it?” Cookie said, a devil-may-care grin plastered on her face. “But we’ve got to stop that damn battleship, Em. Stop it or lose everything.”


  “If they can take the Vengeance, I’ll be able to take them off afterwards,” Grant Skiffington said, but Emily could see he didn’t really believe it.


  Emily closed her eyes. She knew if she ordered Cookie to go in, there was little chance of her getting back. How would she ever face Hiram again?


  “Go!” she said. “Disable the battleship and then bail out in the life pods. We’ll figure out how to handle the cruisers.”


  Cookie grinned, then faltered. “Tell Hiram-”


  Emily cut her off. “Just get your ass back here, that’s an order.”


  “Yes, Ma-am!” Cookie cut the connection.


  “I’ll bring her back,” Grant said again.


  “Grant, until Admiral Douthat arrives, there are just the four of us. Just the New Zealand, Yorkshire, Kent and Galway. I can’t afford to lose your ship, do you understand?” Emily felt cold. Her voice seemed far away, removed.


  Grant stared at her, his mouth opening, then closing. “Christ, Emily, listen to you.” He shook his head and cut the connection without another word.


  And despite the fact that she knew she was right, knew she was doing the right thing, Emily felt ashamed.


  On the Yorkshire, Cookie met the inquiring gaze of Master Sergeant Zamir. “They want us to go in,” she said simply.


  Zamir nodded impassively. “Thought they would, if they believed your hair-brained idea.” He held her gaze. “You know that not everybody who goes will make it back? That’s just the way it is.”


  “I know, Master Sergeant.” But the weight of it suddenly pressed down on her.


  “Lead on, Sergenat Ortiz, I think this is your show,” Zamir said, but with an odd gentleness in his voice that Cookie had not heard before.


  Cookie stepped on top of a packing crate and held up her hands for silence. The murmur of two hundred and forty Marines faded away, all eyes on her.


  “We’re goin’ in,” she said simply. Some cheered, some looked stricken. She held up her hands again. “We’re goin’ in two waves. First wave, two gunners for every man with a spear. Second wave, all the rest. Specialist Romano and her team will operate the Tilleke transporters. You Marines do what they say, no questions, no bullshit.


  “Once we’re on the Duck battleship, we take the engineering deck and the bridge, then secure the rest of the ship,” she said.


  “What do we do with prisoners?” somebody called from the back.


  “Cuff them to a stanchion and leave ‘em,” she answered. “If they resist, kill them.” The Marines glanced at each other, smirking. Cookie did not expect to see a lot of prisoners. “Move fast! Keep hitting them. If your squad gets separated, just keep moving towards the bridge.”


  “Where is the bridge?” another voice called.


  “No fuckin’ idea,” Cookie said cheerfully. “We’re Marines, we’ll figure it out. Everybody up! Equipment check, then move into the Tilleke ships and take a seat. Move!”


  Nine minutes later, Lori Romano wiped the sweat from her forehead, said a silent prayer and activated the transporters on the first Krait ship.


  

  
Chapter 69


  On the Dominion Battleship Vengeance


  They materialized in a blizzard.


  In the wrong place.


  They were in a large room with a long line of tables and chairs, and at the far end, an area full of industrial cooking equipment. Two men dressed in white uniforms stared at them open-mouthed.


  Dammit!


  “What?” someone started to say.


  “Grab those two!” Cookie said, biting back her frustration. They were in the cafeteria! Not the engineering deck, but the bloody cafeteria. Romano had screwed up royally. Cookie sighed. No help for it now. The second wave would come in fifteen minutes, so she had to move her troops out. She hopped onto one of the tables.


  “Get off your asses and grab those two guys!” The two cooks were quickly taken into custody. When they reached Cookie, she squatted down on the table top and placed the rifle muzzle against the head of the taller one. His eyes kept shifting and rolling and she figured he would be easier to break.


  “Where is the Bridge?” she asked in halting Dominion.


  The terrified cook stammered directions. The cafeteria was at the midpoint in the ship. The Bridge was most of the way to the stern, just forward of the Engineering section.


  “Hold up, Sargent Ortiz,” said Master Sergeant Zamir, who stood beside her. He eyed the cook. “Which way to the bridge?” His Dominion was halting, but clear enough. He pointed to the front of the cafeteria. “That way, or-” he pointed in the opposite direction. “That way?”


  The cook exchanged a quick, shaded glance with his fellow chef, and if Cookie hadn’t been watching closely, she would have missed the subtle tightening of his jaw and the way his eyes half closed.


  “That way,” he mumbled, gesturing to the back of the cafeteria. Cookie exchanged a knowing look with Zamir. The cook was lying through his teeth. Cookie stood up.


  “Listen up! Change in plans! We landed in the cafeteria, not the Engineering deck. We are moving out for the Bridge!” She glanced at Sergeant Zamir, who nodded. “Take ‘em, Sergeant Ortiz,” he told her. “I’ll take the next wave and go to Engineering.”


  Cookie looked at the Marines waiting for her orders. They all stared back at her, mostly young, mostly nervous, all excited and twitching with the need to do something. And it struck her then that except for the surviving handful of Marines from the Yorkshire, none of these soldiers had ever been in a real fight, had never actually shot at an enemy. And here they were, dumped onto an enemy ship full of hostiles with no easy way to get home.


  For a moment, she was literally breathless with the overwhelming need to protect them from harm.


  “You are Royal Fleet Marines!” she told them, enunciating each word carefully. “We are not gettin’ off this damn ship unless we kick ass and take names!” She pointed to the bridge. “Up there is a Dominion admiral fixin’ to kill our queen! The only thing that’s goin’ stop him is all of you!” A collective growl went up from them, not the roar of a crowd at a rally, but the growl of one hundred and twenty trained killers who would die before they let any goddam tin pot Duck admiral kill their queen.


  She smiled at them, almost laughing with the sheer pleasure of it all, hoping that in time Hiram could forgive her.


  “Follow me,” she said simply. And they did.


  Always together. Never alone.


  On the Yorkshire, Lori Romano heard the shout that the second group of Marines was strapped in and ready to be transported to the Dominion battleship. She nodded, and then pressed the button to energize the Tilleke transporter device.


  Nothing happened.


  Frowning, she pressed it again. Still nothing. Conscious of the first wave of panic, she scanned the instrument panel and only then realized that the power level was reading zero.


  “Oh, shit!” she cursed. No more Marines would be transported to the Dominion battleship.


  When the Emerald Isle had been destroyed, the New Zealand’s sensors picked up the beacons of several dozen life pods. Emily had left them, knowing that the Ducks would monitor the beacons, hoping to catch somebody trying to rescue the survivors.


  The survivors would have to wait.


  She’d taken the New Zealand deeper into the minefield, leaving behind decoys and reconnaissance drones, then turned and moved quickly parallel to its front.


  “Whisker laser signal from Yorkshire, Captain,” Betty said. Emily opened the channel. “Grant, did they make it over?”


  Grant Skiffington shook his head. “I don’t know. They disappeared from our boat bay, but who knows if they landed on the Duck battleship. The second bunch never even left. The AI boffin running the show says there is some sort of power failure and she’s trying to fix it, but no luck so far.”


  “No message from them? From Cookie?”


  He shrugged. “No radio. They can’t take metal through the transporter.”


  Emily blinked. Cookie had told her that, of course. Over one hundred Marines had just gone onto an enemy battleship with no way to call for support and no way to get back. “So they’re on their own, then,” she murmured.


  “Pretty much,” he agreed. He took a breath. “Do you have a plan, Em?”


  She nodded. “Yeah, hide and seek, followed by flashlight tag. Our recon drones show they have started to blast through the minefield again. We need to distract them. I’ll give you the details in a few minutes. Stay close. Make sure the Kent and Galway stay with us.”


  “Status?” Admiral Mello demanded. Captain Pattin shuffled some notes in her hand. Her face was sweat-stained and her hair, normally caught tightly in a severe bun, had worked its way loose and hung in rebellious disarray in front of her face. She pushed it aside irritably. “We killed several Vicky ships, including one confirmed kill on a cruiser, the Emerald Isle. Sensors detected several of the Vicky “Omega” drones that are only launched when a ship has been significantly damaged or destroyed. No life pods from the ships we hit with anti-matter weapons, but quite a few from the Emerald Isle. We’re leaving a drone there to watch in case the Vickies attempt a rescue.”


  Mello snorted contemptuously. No one in their right mind would expose themselves in the middle of a battle to pick up life pods.


  “There are still some Vicky ships in the vicinity,” Pattin continued. “Could be as few as three or as many as seven. We don’t know what class of ships, but we have detected several readings that turned out to be decoys.”


  “Logistics?”


  “Fuel is getting low, but it’s not yet urgent. We have a pretty good supply of standard missiles and, of course, laser weapons. None of the cruisers have any anti-matter missiles left, but Vengeance still has five.” She pursed her lips. “Enough to destroy or cripple the Atlas, but not enough to blast through the rest of the minefield and then destroy the Atlas.”


  Admiral Mello shrugged. No matter. They’d blast through using standard missiles and lasers if they had to, as long as they reached the Atlas before Vicky reinforcements arrived.


  “Notify the cruisers,” he ordered. “Resume working on the minefield. One cruiser to stay on guard in case this little band of Vickies decides to come back. And call up the Fortitude; we’ll see if her new captain has more guts than the old one.”


  • • • • •


  Emily sat on her right hand to stop it from shaking, and pretended that she did not see Chief Gibson’s worried glance.


  Last time her tiny little task force had tried to sneak from the edge of the minefield, they had been spotted immediately and had been pummeled by Dominion laser fire before they could withdraw. New Zealand had lost another missile tube, Kent lost several more crew and Galway’s drive was now at fifty percent effectiveness. The Dominions were on full alert and she had to find a better way to get past their defenses.


  The ship’s chime sounded softly, signifying the start of a new day. Chief Gibson came to her chair and handed her a steaming cup of coffee. Emily held it carefully in her left hand.


  “And the joy of the day to you, Captain,” Gibson said formally, clasping his hands behind his back. Behind him, Emily could see Tobias Partridge look up with a puzzled expression on his face. A giddy, silly thought welled up inside her and she impulsively followed it.


  “Oh, aye, ‘tis a rare fine day, indeed,’ Emily said in a dreadful attempt at a Scottish accent. “Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Rudd?” She pronounced it “R-o-o-o-d.”


  The expression on Partridge’s face changed from puzzlement to alarm.


  Rudd glanced up, caught Partridge’s expression and the choking expression on Chief Gibson’s face as he tried to stifle a laugh.


  “Oh, ‘tis a grand day!” he said cheerfully, his Scottish accent even more hideous than Emily’s. “A true wonderous day, full of sun and laughter, love for our fellow man and perhaps a wee missile up the ass.”


  “Sirs,” blurted Partridge, “are you quite all right?”


  The three of them broke into laughter, tears streaming down their cheeks. Emily gasped, then laughed, then gasped some more. Chief Freidman, just back from Sick Bay, looked at the three of them, frowned in displeasure and went back to his console, muttering under his breath. Partridge simply stared at them, wide eyed, until Emily weakly waived a hand in his direction.


  “It’s nothing, Mr. Partridge, really. Just three officers blowing off a little tension, that’s all.”


  Partridge, looking skeptical, turned back to his console. Rudd leaned closer to Emily and Chief Gibson. “But it is a rare fine day, isn’t it?” he asked solemely.


  Emily looked at Alex, then at Chief Gibson. “A rough start, maybe, but it has the makings of a very good day,” she said, and nodded to each of them.


  “Well, then,” said Chief Gibson, “down to business, I think. Captain, what are your orders?”


  “They expect a feint, then an attack, so let’s give it to them.” She told them what she wanted to do and they went off to make things ready. She glanced at Partridge, bent over his console, absorbing everything he saw like a sponge. She hoped he lived through this day.


  She held up her right hand. It no longer shook. Well, not much.


  • • • • •


  Thirty minutes later a Victorian cruiser and four destroyers emerged from the minefield. They fired several missiles at the waiting Dominions. The Dominion retaliation was massive and immediate. A torrent of laser beams raked the Vickies and one by one they lost power, hulls open to space.


  “Sensors!” Admiral Mello barked. “Keep your eyes peeled! That was just a feint. In the next few moments the real attack force will come out of the Vicky minefield. Lock on immediately and feed the coordinates to the laser mounts!” Then he sat back, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. The Vickies were running out of ships and ideas, and he would use their predictability to kill them.


  • • • • •


  Emily watched with satisfaction as the Dominions destroyed the five drones. They got their feint, she thought, now let’s give them the “real” attack.


  “Okay,” Emily said through the needle laser comm, “let’s do it again. We’ll all target the same ship and see if we can put it out of action.”


  “If they’ve caught on, they’ll be waiting to pound us,” snapped Lisa Stein from the Kent. “You’re taking a big chance here.”


  “Speed is the key,” Emily cautioned. “Flush your weapons, then turn and run right away. Don’t go too far from the minefield or you’ll get caught in the open.”


  On the Galway, Andy Richter grimaced. The Galway’s drive sysem was running rough, first weakening, then surging. It made fine control of the ship’s speed impossible. He mentally shrugged. Nothing for it.


  “Let’s do it,” Emily said.


  On board the Dominion Vengeance, the Sensors Officer saw five more ships suddenly dart from the minefield. The first missiles shot towards the Dominion task force while he was still sending the coordinates to the laser batteries. He hastily finished, then slapped the ‘Enter’ button.


  Two seconds later, the three primary battle lasers on each of the five Dominion cruisers and the nine four-inch lasers on the Vengeance simultaneously fired. The Dominion cruisers targeted the Vicky cruiser while the Vengeance fired on the four destroyers.


  On the battle display, the lights representing the targets blossomed briefly, then went out. For a moment the bridge of the Vengeance was silent. Admiral Mello nodded in satisfaction. His intuition had been-


  “Admiral!” the Sensors Officer yelled in alarm. “Sensors show the wreckage mass at no more than ten tons. Those were decoys, not Victorian war ships!”


  Then, from the spot where the first decoy drones had appeared minutes earlier, more ships appeared. And these, the Sensors Officer realized in a sick panic, were the real ships, not decoys.


  The laser capacitors shrilled as they began their recharge cycle. It would take at least two minutes to recharge.


  All weapons fire!” Emily screamed into the comm. She grinned ferociously. They had caught the Ducks with their lasers recharging. The Ducks had expected a feint, so she had given them a double feint, with her ships emerging where the first set of drones had appeared.


  So far, so good.


  The cruiser they were targeting was the one on the Dominions’ right flank, closest to Emily’s surviving ships. Ten lasers struck it amidships. Thirty three missiles followed. Twelve were killed by anti-missile fire, but the rest struck home. Incredibly, the Dominion cruiser was not destroyed outright, but it turned sluggishly, trailing an ugly smear of hull plating, atmosphere and bodies, and began to limp away.


  “Pull back into the minefield!” Emily ordered, then took a sharp breath when she looked at the battle display on the hologram.


  The Galway had accelerated ahead of them, far ahead of them.


  “Galway!” Emily called. “Galway! Watch your acceleration; you’re getting too far ahead of us.” But it was already too late.


  On board the Dominion battleship Vengeance, Admiral Mello smiled in satisfaction. “Clever, but sloppy, eh?” he said to the unknown enemy commander. He had bet that the Vickies would try something new. He had held back, only firing his auxiliary battle lasers, but hoarding the primary lasers and all of his missiles. Now the Vengeance sat powered down, almost invisible, within easy shooting range of the emerging Vicky warships.


  “Fire all weapons!” he ordered.


  In one of the corridors on the Vengeance, Cookie felt a heavy vibration through the soles of her feet, and realized that the battleship had just fired its main weapons. Urgency gripped her and she could feel the bile rise in her throat. They had to move faster! She followed five Marines around the corner and found herself facing a dozen or more astonished Dominion soldiers. They all carried sidearms and frantically groped for them as two of the Marines opened fire with their pellet guns. The Tilleke air-powered rifles made their odd ponk! ponk! ponk! sound and half of the Dominion troops spun and crumpled to the deck. Wisnioswski stepped forward, bellowing incoherently, and buried his spear deep in one man’s chest, just below the breast bone. The man’s eyes bulged and he openend his mouth to scream, but Wisnioswski lifted him bodily off the ground and smashed him violently against the bulkhead.


  Cookie shifted to the side to clear her field of fire and opened up with her pellet gun. One of the Duck soldiers was raising a radio to his mouth and she shot him twice in the face. The pellets lacked the sheer force of a sonic rifle or the precision of a flechette gun, but they did the job all right. The soldier’s head splattered backward and the radio handset went flying. She looked around. All of the Dominions were down. Beside her, Wisnioswski was grinning broadly, holding up the bloody spear.


  “Oh, I like this!” he roared.


  “Get one of their pistols, Wisnioswski,” she barked.


  He held one up in his other hand. “I got one, Sarge, but can I keep my spear, too?”


  “I’ve created a monster,” she muttered. “Everybody, keep moving! Don’t stop!”


  More Marines joined them and they surged forward. Somewhere ahead lay the Bridge.


  The Vengeance fired its heavy lasers and shot twenty missiles at close range, leaving no time for the Galway to dodge. The Galway was well out in front of the other ships and radiating loudly on the Vengeance’s sensors. It never stood a chance. Its last missile had barely left the launch rails when six lasers sliced into it, leaving the Galway’s forward missile rooms open to vacuum. It explosively vented air and bodies and debris and began to roll over. But not for long. Of the twenty missiles, fourteen struck it, penetrating deep into its interior before detonating. The result was catastrophic.


  The H.M.S. Galway broke in half like a rotten stick. Its stern section spun off in one direction while its torn and mangled bow compartments cart-wheeled off in another. Seventeen crew members were still alive, locked in a small cabin that was airtight. They ran out of air before the cold could kill them.


  “Chaff and decoys!” Emily screamed. Both her hands were shaking now and she tucked them into her armpits. “Get back into the minefield!” Sensors had finally located the Dominion battleship that had ambushed them from less than a thousand miles. “All ships, lock onto the Duck battleship and fire lasers! Now!”


  She felt the ‘thrummm’ of the giant capacitors discharging, followed by the familiar screeching whine as they began their recharge cycle. On the holo display, she could see the high-speed trail of the Galway’s Code Omega drone as it sped from the ruined hulk toward the space station Atlas, where itwould report that yet another Victorian ship was lost.


  “We are back in the minefield, Captain,” Rahim Bahawalanzai reported from the pilot’s seat. Even the unshakeable pilot sounded rattled.


  Emily nodded, already pushing the Galway from her mind as she took in the next threat. Behind them the Dominion battleship had launched another volley of missiles at their last location and she watched as they destroyed several mines. The explosion of the Galway acted like chaff, she thought. The Ducks couldn’t see where we ran to. On the far side of the battle display, the Galway’s Code Omega drone finally disappeared off the screen. Then there was another series of explosions, this time closer, as the Duck cruisers joined in the fun.


  “Message from the Kent,” Betty announced. Emily nodded at her to put it on. In a moment a very angry Captain Stein was facing her.


  “You’re killing us, Tuttle!” she snapped. “We cannot trade ship for goddam ship with these guys and expect to win.”


  Grant Skiffington joined the conference, his face grim. “What are we going to do, Emily?”


  “We are going to fall back to the Atlas!” Stein jumped in. “That’s the only card left now. Suffering Christ! We sure aren’t doing any good out here.”


  “Emily,” Grant Skiffington began, but Emily held up a hand to silence them both.


  “We’re moving to the inner edge of the minefield, nearer to the Atlas. Once there, we’ll position ourselves to shoot the first Dominion ship that sticks its nose out of the minefield.”


  “Shoot them! Shoot them with what?” Stein shouted. “I’ve got six missiles left. Six! Half my lasers are gone and my capacitors are taking ten minutes to recharge.”


  Emily looked at Grant. He smiled mirthlessly. ““I’ve got half my lasers. I’ve got nine missile tubes functioning and enough missiles for two volleys.”


  Emily nodded. The New Zealand had thirteen missile tubes and twenty missiles left, but only five laser batteries still functioning.


  “We follow the plan,” she said evenly. “Fall back with me to the inner edge of the minefield and get ready to fire when the first Duck comes through.”


  “We won’t survive that,” Stein said flatly.


  “The goal is for Atlas to survive,” Emily replied.


  “Sweet Gods of Our Mothers,” Stein muttered.


  “Listen, Emily,” Grant began. “If we fall back to the Atlas, maybe we can re-arm and-”


  “Merlin!” Emily called.


  “Captain Tuttle?” the AI replied.


  “Launch the Code Omega drone.”


  “Order accepted.” A pause. “The Code Omega drone is launched.”


  Emily looked at her two other captains. They stared back grimly. Perhaps a little defiantly? They knew what she was doing. “Launch your Code Omega drones, then power down and go as stealthy as you can and follow me. If we get separated, meet at-” She gave the coordinates. She cut the communications before either of them could object.


  Emily sat back in her chair, careful not to let any of her inner turmoil show on her face.


  A long minute later, Merlin reported: “Sensors reports Code Omega from both the Yorkshire and Kent. Do you wish to commence rescue operations?”


  Emily took a deep breath and held herself in check. Do not shout at the computer, she told herself. “Merlin, what is the status of the minefield? How long to breach by the Dominions?”


  “The minefield will be breached in approximately forty minutes,” Merlin said.


  The New Zealand went to stealth conditions and moved slowly toward the inner edge of the minefield. Alex Rudd came to stand beside her. “Alex?” she asked softly. “Are the Yorkshire and Kent following us?”


  “Yes, Emily,” he reassured her. “They’re close behind us.”


  Thank God, she thought. Her hands trembled. She tucked them under her thighs and sat on them.


  Further behind them, the Dominion ships resumed blasting their way through the minefield.


  Emily wondered how Cookie was doing.


  The Sensors Officer on the Dominion Vengeance turned to Admiral Mello. “Sir! The Victorian ships just launched their Omega drones. But they’re still alive, Admiral. Sensors caught a glimpse of them before they went into stealth mode.” The Sensors Officer looked bewildered. “Why would they do that?”


  Mello grunted, stroking his chin. He nodded to himself. He admired this Victorian, whoever he was. “The Victorian admiral leading those ships just told us that they will fight to the death. They will not run away.” Then, mindful that his bridge crew was watching him, he smiled wolfishly.


  “So, we’ll just have to kill them all, won’t we?”


  

  
Chapter 70


  On the Dominion Vengeance


  Cookie dove for cover as a fusillade of flechettes pinged off the bulkhead just above her. The two Marines immediately in front jerked backwards, blood spurting in waves as their headless bodies crashed to the floor. Cookie snatched up their air guns and passed them back. “Give these to someone who only has a spear,” she told the private behind her. Gods of Our Mothers, what she would give for a powered battle suit. Armor. Weapons. Amplified sensors. Medical support mods. March right through the bastards and take the bridge in ten minutes. Kill ‘em all.


  If wishes were horses, she thought ruefully, beggars would ride. She turned to the soldiers behind her, thirty or more, all armed with air guns, and all staring at her wide-eyed. “There’s only three or four of them in front of us. You, you and you-”she pointed. “Lay down suppressing fire. The rest of you run right at them. We are running out of time. Now move!”


  Two minutes and five dead later, they moved another corridor closer to the Bridge. Off to their left and behind them, they could hear the steady tattoo of gun fire and the intermittent crackle of a heavy energy weapon. Cookie smiled ruefully. Using a heavy energy weapon inside the ship? We must have really pissed them off.


  “Keep moving!” she told her soldiers. A private skidded around the corner, saw her and flopped down beside her, breathing heavily. “Sergeant, Master Sergeant Zamir told me to tell you that the second wave did not transport aboard.”


  “What!” Cookie said, biting back a scream of frustration.


  The runner nodded. “Master Sergeant thinks something must have gone wrong, but no more troops came through.”


  Cookie’s mood swung between panic, anger and disbelief. “Where is the Master Sergeant?”


  “Well, that’s the second part,” the private said. “The Ducks have some soldiers in powered armor. They’re somewhere behind us but moving up. Master Sergeant says we can’t stop them with the pop guns we have, so you have to take the bridge real quick. He says he’ll try to buy you some time, but that you need to, uh, well, he said you need to move your ass.”


  Unbelievable, thought Cookie. She stood up. Somewhere in front of her was the Dominion Bridge.


  On the Space Station Atlas, Hiram Brill’s assistant, Nina, approached him hesitantly. “Commander, this just came in from Sensors.”


  Hiram was trying desperately to move more missile mines from the front of the Atlas to its rear, where the Dominion force was threatening them. “Can you handle it, Nina?” he asked distractedly, not taking his eyes off the hologram.


  “Commander,” she began, and then stopped. He looked up in alarm; uncertainty was not one of Nina’s traits. “Hiram,” she said softly. “We’ve had four Code Omega drones. The Galway, Kent, New Zealand and Yorkshire. They’re all gone. I’m sorry.” She turned and left.


  Hiram sat numbly in the chair, staring at nothing. In all of his life he had had only one real friend, and in all of his life he only loved one woman. Now they were both dead? He couldn’t understand it. Wouldn’t understand it.


  “Nina!” he shouted. From across the room she looked up, startled and worried. “Send the data from the Omega drones to my console,” he told her. Dammit, they weren’t dead until he saw it with his own eyes.


  On the battle bridge of the Vengeance, Captain Pattin leaned over to Admiral Mello. “I’m getting reports of enemy soldiers onboard. There is shooting around the mess desk and in some of the corridors.”


  Mello looked at her, eyebrows raised. “How?”


  Pattin shrugged. “They must have gotten close enough to land a shuttle on our hull and cut through. I don’t think there can be very many of them. I’ve alerted DSD and they’re hunting them down.”


  Mello turned back to his battle display. A few men with guns were an annoyance, but not a threat. The Security Directorate thugs would hunt them down. The lucky ones would be killed; those not so fortunate would be captured. The Dominion Security Directorate had a certain, ah, reputation when it came to prisoners. Well, not his problem, was it?


  He pointed to the display of the Dominion warships grinding their way through the Victorian minefield. “Won’t be long now.”


  Two thousand miles behind the Vengeance, on the Dominion battleship Fortitude, there was a knock at Admiral Kaeser’s door. He took that as a good sign: if Captain Bauer were treating him as a prisoner, he would have just opened the door and come in. Knocking was a touch of civility, a sign of respect. It meant there was hope.


  Admiral Kaeser opened the door personally, rather than simply barking “Come!” as was the general practice. “Come in, Captain,” he told Bauer, then ushered him to a chair. Bauer sat down, looking nervous and distracted, more nervous than he would have been just because he was visiting his admiral under house arrest.


  “Perhaps you should tell me, Fritz,” Kaeser said.


  “It’s Admiral Mello, sir,” Bauer said in a rush. “He’s lost another cruiser to a Vicky raid. His attack force is down to the Vengeance and four cruisers. I think he’s got enough force to break through the rest of the minefield, but if the Vicky ships return from the worm hole, Admiral Mello’s force will be overwhelmed.”


  Kaeser nodded. Mello was bull-headed and unrelentingly aggressive, and a firm believer that every war culminated in a “decisive battle.” If Mello thought this was the decisive battle with the Victorians, he would risk everything for it. Kaeser sighed. How was it that fools like this always seemed to reach positions of power?


  “What is our status, Captain?” he asked.


  Bauer took a deep breath. “The Fortitude has been ordered forward to join the Vengeance. We are about to enter the passage they’ve blasted through the minefield.”


  “Reinforcements? Are any more ships coming from our force around the Vicky home world?”


  “Six cruisers, Admiral, but they are two to three hours behind us.”


  “Just so,” Kaeser sighed. He ran his hand through his hair, feverishly calculating the number of hulls available and the throw weights they represented. God damn Mello to hell for eternity and a day for squandering his forces to break through the minefield! Mello spent his entire career treating every problem like a nail and himself the hammer. And now this.


  Whine or lead, Admiral, Kaeser chided himself. Which will it be?


  “What are you going to do, Fritz?” he asked softly.


  “I don’t know!” Bauer blurted. “I-I think Admiral Mello is going to get us all killed, but if we don’t try, the space station Atlas will escape. But if we are all destroyed and it does escape, then who will be left to protect Timor and the rest of the Dominion? And if I do the wrong thing, DSD will arrest my family…” He stopped, breathing hard, his face fluid with mixed emotions of doubt, fear and shame. “I don’t know what to do, sir. I honestly don’t.”


  Kaeser stood and buttoned up his uniform tunic. “Fritz,” he said kindly. “I think it would be best if you and I went back to the bridge together.”


  Relief showed on Bauer’s face. “What are you going to do, sir?”


  Kaeser smiled ruefully. “I don’t know yet, Fritz, but when the time is right, I’ll do it.”


  • • • • •


  The H.M.S. New Zealand reached the inner edge of the minefield. Space Station Atlas was a mere sixty minutes away at a high speed run, visible now on passive sensors. In fact, it was as stealthy as a bonfire in a dark room.


  Worse, there was still no sign of Admiral Douthat and the rest of the Home Fleet.


  “Send a courier drone to the Atlas, Alex,” Emily said. “Let them know we’re here and we are preparing to attack the Dominion ships as they come through the minefield. Tell them if they have any ships available, we urgently need reinforcements.”


  The Kent and the Yorkshire called in that they were on station. Emily had Merlin project the point where the Dominions were most likely to break through the minefield, then ordered the other ships to use their tractor beams to move nearby missile mines to that area. For the fifth time, she obsessively reviewed their weapons inventory and came to the same conclusion: they might get lucky and take out one more Duck cruiser, but that was it. The rest of the cruisers and that gargantuan Dominion battleship were going to break through and reach the Atlas. Her battered ships just didn’t have the firepower to stop them.


  An idea struck her then, but it was so dark and repulsive she didn’t want to consider it. She certainly didn’t want to say it out loud in front of her Bridge crew.


  “Minefield breach imminent!” Merlin announced.


  “All ships, go to battle stations!” Emily ordered, working to keep her voice calm. “Merlin will identify the target. Fire all lasers and missiles on my order.”


  On the battle display, she watched as the last line of missile mines blinked rapidly and disappeared. Then there was the telltale red symbol of an enemy ship emerging into open space.


  “Mine field has been breached,” Merlin said solemnly. “Enemy missile cruiser is emerging.”


  Gods of Our Mothers, help us now, Emily thought. She thumbed the comm button. “All weapons, fire! Fire!”


  On the Dominion battleship Vengeance, Cookie peeked cautiously around one corner. Nothing. There was a large sign on the far wall with an arrow pointing to the left. She turned to her troops. “Anybody read Dominion?”


  A private held up his hand. “I do, Sergeant. Lived on Timor for a year with my grandparents and learned it pretty good, I guess.”


  “Get up here,” she hissed. He trotted up and she saw his name tag read “Albert Meyer.” “Can you read that sign, Meyer?” She pointed to the end of the corridor. He peeked around, then pulled back.


  “Says the Combat Command Center is down there to the left,” he reported.


  “That sound like the Bridge to you?”


  He nodded. “Actually, the Bridge on a Dominion ship is just used for docking and stuff like that. The CCC is where they control the ship when they’re in a battle. That’s what we want, Sarge.”


  Cookie looked back. She had about thirty men, all armed with either Tilleke air guns or captured blasters from the Ducks. Many of the Savak air guns had run out of ammo or air, and most of the captured blasters were getting low as well. Wisnioswski still carried a spear; his ‘lucky charm,’ he called it. She had lost about half of her force, but had just teamed up with the survivors from another. There was some pretty heavy fighting going on behind them, and the sounds of gunfire were steadily moving closer.


  Time to move.


  “The room we want is just up ahead,” she whispered to the others. “Once we get in, shoot everybody you see, got it? That’s why we’re here, to take out the people in that room.”


  Everybody nodded. Some looked scared, some excited, some like they just wanted to finish it one way or another. Another deep vibration ran through the deck; the Vengeance had just fired its main batteries again.


  “Let’s do it,” Cookie said.


  The lasers and missiles from the New Zealand, Yorkshire and Kent smashed into the first Dominion cruiser. For a long moment nothing happened, then it seemed to physically swell, its hull plates bubbling like the skin of a frying sausage. Then rents tore through its hull in a dozen places, venting air and flame into space. The ship leaned slowly to one side, as if it were slowly losing its balance, and began a slow head-over-tail tumble.


  Moments later, the second Dominion cruiser emerged, lasers and missiles firing as it came.


  Emily’s battered little task force sat naked and helpless. It would take a few minutes to reload their missile tubes – the ones that still worked – and their lasers had empty capacitors. “Chaff and decoys!” she ordered, then hit the comm button to connect her to Skiffington and Stein.


  “Get back into the minefield!” she said crisply, tucking her trembling hand back under her thigh and sitting on it. She paused, closing her eyes. Run or fight? If I run, the Ducks will be all over Atlas in minutes. But fight with what? Nothing left but three battered hulls. She wanted to weep, but forced herself to speak calmly.


  “The big Dominion battleship is going to come through any minute. I want you to evacuate all nonessential personnel. If a weapon is not functional, send that crew off as well. Put them in shuttles and send them to Atlas.”


  Grant Skiffington and Lissa Stein exchanged a look. She knew what they were thinking: first she fired her Omega drones, now she was evacuating crew.


  “Emily, listen-” Grant Skiffington began.


  “When the big battleship starts to come through, we are going to ram it,” Emily said matter-of-factly, both of her shaking hands now tucked under her armpits. “All three of us. I’m pretty sure that the battleship is the one carrying the anti-matter missiles. If we can take that out, Atlas should be able to hold its own until Admiral Douthat arrives. Save as many of your crew as you can, but be ready in ten minutes. New Zealand out.” She punched the comm button.


  Her bridge crew stared at her, open mouthed.


  “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “But I need all of you to command the ship. Alex, designate the nonessential crew. If in doubt, send them to the shuttle bay. We can control most of the weapons from here.” The weapons didn’t really matter, she knew. They weren’t going to kill that big bastard ship with less than a dozen missiles; they were going to kill it by ramming it with three Victorian cruisers accelerating to full military speed.


  The crew continued to stare at her, and her eyes fell on Tobias Partridge. He is so young, she thought. And what’s more, Partridge was assisting Chief Friedman, not in charge of the sensors himself. Alex Rudd was watching her from behind Partridge. He sensed what she was thinking and nodded, pointing at the young man.


  Chief Gibson nodded as well. “He’s just a lad,” he said softly.


  “Mr. Partridge,” she said, “Go to the shuttle bay and evacuate to Atlas. Quickly, if you please.” Partridge looked stricken, glancing at the two Chiefs and back to Emily. She said nothing. He stood abruptly, jaw clenched, then left without a word. As he left, Emily felt herself loosen a little. At least I could save him.


  On the Atlas, Queen Anne and Sir Henry sat in a small room, watching a duplicate battle hologram that showed the second Dominion cruiser emerging from the minefield.


  “Why don’t they fire?” the Queen asked in frustration, referring to the three Victorian ships led by Emily Tuttle.


  “I rather suspect that they are out of missiles,” Sir Henry said harshly. They had been arguing on and off for hours, with Sir Henry urging her to take a fast ship and leave for Refuge, and the Queen stubbornly refusing.


  On the holo display, several small dots of light suddenly appeared, leaving the three Victorian cruisers and heading slowly towards Atlas. The Queen frowned, leaning forward to see more clearly.


  “Are those courier drones?” she asked.


  “No, Your Majesty,” said Hiram Brill from the doorway. “They’re shuttles. Captain Tuttle has ordered all nonessential crew to try to make it to the Atlas.”


  Queen Anne looked at him in confusion. Sir Henry blanched, then cursed under his breath. Hiram nodded grimly. Anne glanced at Sir Henry, then back to Hiram. “What?” she asked, half perturbed, half alarmed.


  “Emily has sent off the nonessential crew because she is preparing to ram the Dominion battleship, Majesty.”


  “Oh,” said Anne Radcliff Mendoza Churchill, queen of all Victoria, in a very small voice.


  Cookie peeked around the corner. There it was, the entrance to the Combat Control Center. With ten guards milling about in front of it. The actual entrance was probably thirty yards down the corridor. There were no side doors, no joining corridors. Once they rounded the corner and attacked, they would be exposed for the full thirty yards.


  Nothing for it. Do, or die trying. She smiled, despite herself. We’re havin’ fun now.


  Behind them, the sounds of fighting grew louder. The Duck armored troops were getting closer. Runners had told her that three of the five armored troops had been killed, but the butcher’s bill among the Victorian Marines had been gruesomely high.


  “Wisnioswski!” she whispered. In a moment, the big Marine was crouched beside her, pistol in one hand, spear in the other.


  Cookie looked him full in the face. “Havin’ a good time, Wisnioswski?”


  He smiled broadly and held up his spear. The shaft was red with blood almost its entire length. “Wouldn’t have missed this for the world, Sarge!”


  Cookie leaned closer to him. “We’ve picked up about ten grenades from the dead Duck soldiers. Gather them up from our guys and bring them to me. Be quick about it!”


  Wisnioswski grinned and nodded, then slid away, still brandishing his spear. It’s like having my own Polish Viking, she thought, bemused. And thank God for him.


  On the H.M.S. Lionheart, Admiral Douthat sat and fumed. “Can’t you go any faster?” she asked harshly. They were still an hour away from Atlas and even further from the minefield where the fighting was taking place.


  Captain Eder shook his head. “We are now at three gravities above full military acceleration. We have exceeded all of the safety limits. If we accelerate any harder the probability of failure goes to one hundred percent.”


  Douthat muttered a curse.


  A bridge officer handed Captain Eder a tablet. He glanced at it, then turned to Douthat. “The Ducks have broken through the minefield. Several cruisers and a very large battleship. The last three ships of the Coldstream Guard are preparing to attack.”


  The last three? Douthat winced. “And the Queen?” she asked.


  “She refuses to leave the Atlas,” Eder replied.


  “God dammit!” Douthat snarled. “Can’t this thing go any faster?”


  Emily commed the Kent and Yorkshire. “Merlin estimates the Duck battleship will come through in about ten minutes, maybe fifteen. From the time we see it to the time we hit it, we’ll have about one minute to pile on as much speed as we can. Full military acceleration all the way.”


  Stein looked at her sourly. “Who goes first?” she asked.


  Emily smiled thinly. “This is the Navy, remember? We all go together.”


  Grant Skiffington shook his head. “Emily, there has to be another way, something better than-”


  “What?” Emily demanded. “Tell me another way to stop that damn battleship from getting through! Give me a bloody alternative and I’ll take it!”


  Grant stared at her. He opened his mouth to say something, but then closed it. Emily turned to Stein. “Do you have a better option?”


  Stein glowered, but said nothing.


  Emily nodded. “Be ready in ten minutes. Switch your AI to ‘Max.’ And when I give the order, don’t do anything fancy. Straight in and ram the bastard. New Zealand out.”


  Cookie wiped the sweat from her hands and primed the first grenade, then the second. She stepped out from the corner and threw them. Beside her Wisnioswski threw four more that he had taped together. They had four left, but she was saving them in case the armored Dominion soldiers caught up to them.


  They jumped back.


  BaaWHAM!!! The explosion jolted Cookie to her knees. Metal fragments pinged and ricocheted off the bulkhead. Screams and shrieks sounded from the corridor. “Get ‘em!” Cookie screamed and all thirty four of her soldiers dashed down the corridor, screaming and shooting as they ran.


  But at least four of the Ducks were alive. Stunned and wounded, but still fighting. They sprayed the corridor with flechettes that cut a swath through the attackers. Two of the Royal Marines simply blew apart, chucks of flesh splattering wetly into the faces of the Marines behind them. Eight more screamed and fell, punctured by dozens of steel darts. Cookie’s troops opened fire in a raging fusillade, but their fire sputtered and died as one by one their air rifles ran out of ammunition or air.


  There was nowhere to hide.


  More Marines fell. Cookie brought up her captured pistol, fired five quick shots into one of the Ducks, stitching him across the chest and neck, but then her weapon clicked empty and she threw it at the last gunman in sheer frustration. The last Dominion killed two more of her Marines before his eyes bulged in horrified disbelief as a six foot spear shaft suddenly grew out of his chest. He fell to his knees, struggling once more to bring up his assault rifle.


  Wisnioswski shot him in the head, then kicked the corpse and spat. He grabbed his spear with one hand and yanked it out, then kicked the corpse a second time.


  Cookie snatched up one of the assault rifles, checked the load and did a fast scan of the corridor. Bodies lay everywhere. Pieces of flesh stuck to the walls and ceiling. A severed arm lay alone, its fingers still twitching. Blood puddled beneath bodies and ran in streams down the corridor. Of the thirty four men and women who charged the entrance, at least fifteen were dead. And just out of sight, she could hear increased firing as the Duck armored troops steadily worked closer.


  “Grab as much ammo as you can,” she told her soldiers. “Follow me.” Then they simply walked into the Command Control Center of the largest battleship in the Dominion Space Fleet.


  On her battle display, Emily could see all four of the Duck cruisers slowly circling the area near the breach in the minefield.


  “Active sensors, Captain,” Chief Friedman reported. “They know we’re here and they’re trying to find us.” But finding them would be hard. The New Zealand, Kent and Yorkshire were all powered down, hiding behind the innermost layer of the minefield. There was so much clutter that Emily was confident they were invisible… until they started up their drives. Then they would look like candles in a dark room.


  “Merlin! Time to arrival of the Dominion battleship?” she asked.


  “Approximately seven minutes,” the computer replied.


  Emily nodded. “Merlin, please switch to Max.”


  There was a pause, then: “Who shall I attack?” Max growled.


  “Chief Gibson, send a fast courier drone to Atlas telling them what we’re doing. Also, leave a reconnaissance drone behind so that it can report how things come out.” One corner of Emily’s mind marveled at the practical simplicity of that order. They’d all be dead, of course, but at least the recon drone could report.


  Chief Gibson took a deep breath. “Yes, Captain.”


  Emily fretted, unconsciously stroking the bump on her nose. Was there anything she was forgetting? She sighed inwardly. It wouldn’t matter soon.


  On the Vengeance, Admiral Mello watched the battle display coming in from the cruisers. The enemy ships were out there, but they couldn’t find them. No matter, there were only three of them and they had to be low on missiles, had to be beat up from the previous fighting. He would push through them and head for Atlas, no more than sixty minutes away.


  And the great Victorian empire would die by his hand.


  He looked up in consternation at the noise just outside the CCC, then the grenade concussion slapped him off his chair onto the floor. Smoke and debris filled the air for a long moment, but he was conscious of screaming and shouts, followed by the sewing machine sibilance of flechette guns on full automatic. With an effort, he struggled to his feet. Captain Pattin was sitting on the floor, feebly pressing her hand to a gash across her forehead and scalp, red blood spilling through her fingers to stain her tunic. Then he heard a voice in a language he recognized as English, but he didn’t know what it meant.


  “I want one alive to show us the controls! Keep one alive!”


  Admiral Mello frowned in anger. Where were the Dominion Security Directorate guards? They should have been here!


  On board the Dominion Ship Fortitude, Admiral Kaeser had been trying to hail the Vengeance, but no one replied. He turned to the Sensors Officer.


  “On my authority, override the Vengeance’s control room camera and set it to ‘Admiral’s Discretionary Monitor.’” The Sensors Officer nodded and rapidly typed in commands. The main communications screen went blank, flickered, then the CCC of the Vengeance was on the screen. Smoke filled the room and figures darted through the picture. A harsh voice rang out and Admiral Kaeser, a student of English since grammar school, felt a chill run through his spine.


  “I want one alive to show us the controls! Keep one alive!”


  Then the firing began, and the crew on the Fortitude watched in raw disbelief as the bridge crew of the Vengeance was massacred before their eyes.


  “Full military speed!” Admiral Kaeser ordered. “Tell the DSD to gear up and report to the shuttle bay. The Vengeance has been seized by enemy troops and we are going to take it back!”


  And then he watched in revulsion as a giant, blood-splattered Vicky Royal Marine walked up to Admiral Mello, the Grand Admiral of the Dominion Fleet, and thrust a spear all the way through his chest.


  Cookie stepped into the Command Control Center, her fellow Marines crowding beside her. A dozen astonished faces looked back her. She held up a hand.


  “I want one alive to show us the controls!” she ordered. “Keep one alive!” Then she lowered the assault rifle, picked her target - a woman with captain’s braids on her shoulders – and opened fire.


  When the firing stopped a few seconds later, only two Dominions were still alive: one was a trembling young man standing next to the sensors console, and the other was a hard-looking older man who had been shielded by a large console. He stood up, glaring, and Cookie saw for the first time that he was a very senior officer, probably the admiral. Good. She raised her rifle to shoot, but stopped at movement from the corner of her eye.


  Private Otto Wisnioswski swiftly stepped forward, snarled something under his breath and violently thrust his spear into the chest of the Dominion officer. The Admiral screamed, head thrown back, and Wisnioswski thrust harder, the point of the spear emerging bloodily from the man’s back. Then Wisnioswski kicked the body off the shaft of his spear and turned to Cookie.


  “Now what?” he rumbled.


  Cookie took a deep, exuberant breath. Gods of Our Mothers! She could hardly believe it; they had taken the bridge of an enemy battleship!


  Now they had to stop the ship.


  “Meyer! Albert Meyer!” she called out.


  “Right here, Sergeant,” Meyer said from just behind her.


  “Good.” She pointed to the young Dominion soldier standing near a console. “Who is this guy?”


  Meyer asked him, speaking with surprising gentleness. The young man hesitated, then blurted out two sentences. “His name is Karl Kappel. He is the junior officer in the sensors section.” Kappel muttered something, pointing to one of the bodies lying on the deck. “The First Sensors Officer is dead,” Meyer said blandly.


  “Ask him where the dark matter brake control is. Tell him that if he doesn’t tell us, I am going to give him to Wisnioswski.” Beside her, Wisnioswski grinned and hefted his spear. Blood dripped from the point. The young Dominion swallowed hard and went pale.


  Meyer asked him. Kappel pointed to one of the other consoles.


  “Show us,” Cookie ordered.


  Evidently no translation was needed, for Kappel walked over to a console near the Admiral’s chair and pointed to a large red button. He talked briefly, then cast his eyes down and fell silent.


  “That button will activate an emergency stop,” Meyer explained. He listened as Kappel said something else. “He says there is a control for slowing the ship more slowly, but he doesn’t know where it is. Apparently you hit the button and it brings the ship to an emergency stop.”


  Cookie nodded. “Everybody hang onto something!” she shouted. “Full DMB stop in ten seconds!”


  Men and women scurried to find something to hold. A few just sank to the deck and curled up, protecting their heads. Karl Kappel looked at them in alarm, then dropped to the deck and held onto a console.


  One of the Marines guarding the entrance to the bridge called: “Hey, Sarge! Better hurry it up, the armored Ducks are almost here!”


  Cookie punched the button.


  On the command deck of the H.M.S. New Zealand, Emily Tuttle closed her eyes and let out a long breath. Soon now, soon it would be over. There would be no more time for doubt, for fretting, for self-recrimination. She would be shed of the responsibility that hunched her shoulders and plagued her dreams.


  She felt…not happy, but relieved. Free.


  What was that old phrase? “Iacta alea est.” The die is cast. She chuckled ruefully; those old Romans certainly understood war…and the people who fight them. Well, she had one more order to give, then it would be done.


  “Estimate one minute to emergence of Dominion battleship,” Max rasped.


  The bridge crew waited, casting strained, exhausted glances at the battle display. The four enemy cruisers were clearly visible, but there was no sign of the battleship. Chief Gibson solemnly leaned over and shook Chief Friedman’s hand. Betty McCann murmured a prayer under her breath. Alex Rudd wiped shaking hands across his sweating face. “Let this be over,” he muttered. “Let this be over.”


  The minute ended.


  Emily stared at the battle display, willing the battleship to come.


  Nothing happened.


  Grant Skiffington commed from the Yorkshire. “What’s happening?”


  Emily shrugged. They couldn’t send a recon drone in because it might give away their position and the Duck cruisers would attack.


  “We wait,” she told Skiffington. There wasn’t anything else they could do.


  They waited.


  Another minute. Then two. Five minutes dragged by.


  They waited.


  Emily drummed her fingers on the arm of the chair, her earlier feeling of relief draining sourly away. “Come on, you big bastard,” she muttered. “Come out and play.”


  “Coffee, Captain?”


  She looked up. Seaman Tobias Partridge stood there with a tray and five mugs. She stared at him for along moment, her eyes pricking with tears, a surge of anger, sadness and pride sweeping through her. Beside her Alex Rudd grinned while Chief Gibson scowled, muttering, “You bloody idiot.”


  Emily considered what to say, but decided to keep it simple. “Thank you, Mr. Partridge,” she said, helping herself to a mug and a packet of sweetener. She sniffed the coffee and raised her eyebrows.


  “It’s hazelnut, Captain,” Partridge explained earnestly, as if it were a matter of great importance. “It was all they had ready and I didn’t want to take the time to find anything else.”


  Emily’s lips twitched. “Yes, well, Mr. Partridge, next time we are in this type of situation, I expect nothing less than French Vanilla.”


  “Suffering Christ! Will you two stop playing silly buggers and give me some of that coffee?” Alex Rudd demanded. Partridge handed him a cup. Rudd took it carefully in both hands. Emily could see they were shaking. She held up her two hands. They were steady.


  “Well, now that you’re back, young Mr. Partridge,” Alex Rudd told him, “give the chiefs and Betty some coffee and resume your station. Maybe we can get on with this thing.”


  But Betty McCann was standing rigidly at her console, one hand on her ear bug. “Captain, I am getting a call on the Guard channel. A woman says she is calling you from the Dominion battleship Vengeance.”


  Emily unceremoniously spat her coffee onto her lap. “Who?” she choked out.


  “She says she is Sergeant Maria Sanchez from the Yorkshire and that-”


  “Put her on, Betty! Put her on!”


  The comm screen blossomed to life, showing a combat bridge that looked like a charnel house. In the center of the screen Cookie smiled grimly, a long cut on her cheek dripping blood, and eyes that looked weary beyond exhaustion.


  “We did it, Em,” she said, waving a hand behind her. “We’ve got the bridge of the battleship. I’ve activated the DMB and we’re almost stopped.”


  For the first time in hours, Emily felt a surge of hope. “Cookie-”


  But Cookie interrupted her. “They’re bringing up armored troops, so I don’t know how long we can hold out. If there’s something you need me to do, tell me now.”


  And with that, Emily felt the heavy iron collar of command lock back around her neck. She looked at clock, calculating when Admiral Douthat’s squadron should reach Atlas, and when Atlas should reach the worm hole to Refuge. “Cookie, can you give us an hour?” If the Dominion could not attack Atlas within the hour, they wouldn’t be able to stop Atlas before it went through the worm hole.


  Cookie’s shoulders visibly sagged and the smile ran away from her face. But she nodded and said, “Maybe. We’ll do our best, Em.” They stared at each other in silence for a moment, and it suddenly struck on Emily that this was it.


  She would never see Cookie again.


  Never laugh with her, never tease her about the teddy bear she had smuggled into Camp Gettysburg.


  Never see her marry Hiram Brill.


  It felt grotesquely obscene that she could talk so clearly with her friend, like they were standing in the same room together, but could not hope to rescue her.


  “Oh, Cookie, I’m sorry,” she said, her voice thick with unshed tears.


  Cookie shrugged. “Yeah, well, this is what we do, Em.” Her smile held a hint of devilish mischief. “Remember that first week at Camp Gettysburg, when Sergeant Kaelin had us line up and shoot each other?” She laughed. “I shot you in the leg and you fell over, screamin’ like the end of the world.”


  Emily nodded, not trusting her voice.


  “Long time ago,” Cookie mused. She wiped a hand across her face, leaving a smear of blood behind. The tattooed blood tears stood out in stark relief against her skin.


  “Cookie, how many troops do you have? Can you fight your way out?” Emily asked, hating herself for breaking Cookie’s reverie.


  “Nineteen, including the wounded. Most are out of ammo.” She sighed, the leaned in toward the camera, her voice softening. “Take care of Hiram, Em. Tell him he’s the best thing that ever happened to me. Tell him-”


  In the background, there was suddenly the sound of men shouting and shots being fired. Someone called out: “Sarge, they’re comin’!”


  Cookie looked over her shoulder, then back to the camera, her face set and hard.


  “Time to go,” she said simply.


  The screen went dark.


  For a long heartbeat, Emily just sat there staring at the blank image. She didn’t want to think about what she had just done, so she willed herself to stop thinking. About the war, about the damn Dominions, about Cookie and Hiram and their never-to-be-born children. She would think of none of it.


  She wanted to weep.


  Alex Rudd squatted down beside her chair. He spoke very softly. “Emily,” he said, “we don’t have to stay here and die. Your Marine friend has disabled the Duck battleship, at least for now. They don’t have anything else that big.”


  She stared at him for a moment, uncomprehendingly.


  “Emily,” he said more urgently. “Dammit, don’t go kamikaze on me! We do not have to die here. We should run for the worm hole as soon as Atlas clears the fail safe point.”


  Emily took a deep breath. Haltingly, reluctantly, she allowed herself a glimmer of hope. Slowly, she nodded to Rudd. “Okay,” she whispered. “Okay.” Then she took hold of herself.


  “Max!” she called. Her voice sounded far away.


  “Who shall I attack?” the AI asked again.


  Sweet Gods of Our Mothers, she was sick and tired of Max. “Switch back to Merlin.” There was a momentary pause, then:


  “Your orders, Captain Tuttle?”


  “Display two clocks. The first showing how long before Atlas enters the worm hole to Refuge. The second showing how soon the Dominion ships on your sensors will have Atlas in missile range. Do not take into consideration Dominion ability to shoot lasers.”


  The screen flickered and words appeared:


  Time to Refuge worm hole: 36:14.


  Earliest Dominion missile launch window: 32:28.


  Emily nodded. If the Dominions did not start their pursuit within four minutes, they couldn’t get close enough to hit Atlas with missiles before Atlas dove into the worm hole.


  “Message to the Kent and Yorkshire: If the big battleship has still not emerged in exactly four minutes, we are going to do a speed run to the Refuge worm hole! Get ready!”


  Grant Skiffington’s face appeared on the comm. “But the Dominion battleship, where is it? Why hasn’t it come through?”


  “Cookie took the bridge,” Emily explained. “The battleship has stopped, at least for now. She’s going to buy us a little more time, and we only need a little. Admiral Douthat’s force should be back soon.” She fervently hoped she was right about that.


  Skiffington’s face lit up. “We can go in and get her, Emily,” he said excitedly. “If the battleship is stopped dead, we can go in and find Cookie’s team and bring them out.” He looked at her imploringly.


  Emily closed her eyes. He didn’t understand, or he didn’t want to understand. He could not knowingly sacrifice his people.


  “No.”


  The word hung there. She could hear it reverberate in her mind.


  Now Skiffington sounded frantic. “I can get her, Emily. I-”


  “No, Grant. We need to rearm. We need to be ready in case the cruisers take a shot at Atlas while they still have time.”


  “But-”


  “You have your orders, Captain Skiffington,” she said flatly. “New Zealand out.” She closed the comm screen. She watched the clock count off the seconds. Four minutes later, they started their speed run to the Atlas.


  Leaving Cookie and her soldiers stranded on the Dominion battleship.


  Emily tucked her shaking hands under her thighs and sat on them.


  Fifteen minutes later, Chief Freidman called out: “New contact! A battleship has just come though the minefield behind us and is joining the four Dominion cruisers. Merlin identifies it as the Dominion battleship Fortitude. Last known commander, Admiral Kaeser. They are accelerating in pursuit!”


  But the Ducks had waited too late. There was no way for them


  to catch the Atlas. Now the question was if the New Zealand, Kent and Yorkshire could escape before they were blown to atoms.


  “Chief, you’re sure it’s not the big bastard?” Emily asked, anxious to confirm that this was only a terrible tactical situation and not an utter nightmare.


  For the first time since his return from Sick Bay, Chief Friedman’s weathered face cracked into a smile. “It’s only a regular Dominion battleship, Captain Tuttle.”


  “Barely anything to worry about then,” Rudd added dryly. “Four undamaged cruisers and a battleship against three yard-jobs with barely any ammunition left.”


  Emily called to Merlin: “Set new clocks. First, time for us to reach the worm hole. Second, time to missile launch window for the Dominions to fire on us.” Instantly the clocks hovering over the battle display changed.


  Time to worm hole: 31:15


  Dominion missile window: 20:12


  Emily winced. They’d be in range for eleven minutes. She thumbed her comm. “It is going to get very hot around here in twenty minutes. Prepare chaff, decoys and anti-missile mines. Set anti-missile system to full automatic, but make sure the ammunition pods are fully loaded. We need to buy ourselves eleven minutes, then we’ll be through the worm hole and covered by the Refuge defenses.” Unless the Refuge defenses mistook them for Ducks and blew them apart, she thought. Then she sat back and let her crew do their jobs, and prayed there was enough crew left to get it all done.


  Fifteen minutes later there was a piece of good news. “Captain,” reported Chief Gibson, “the Atlas just passed into the Refuge worm hole. In two minutes she’ll enter Refuge space.”


  “Where are Admiral Douthat’s ships?”


  Gibson adjusted his display. “They’ve formed a rear guard behind Atlas and are following it through the worm hole,” he said. Emily noticed for the first time that his face was covered with sweat.


  We are on our own, again, she thought. But the Atlas was safe. And Queen Anne. Maybe something good would come out of this. The Atlas could start building warships almost immediately. Rebuild the Fleet, go after the Ducks-


  “Why aren’t they firing?” Rudd mused. Emily looked up, startled. He was right; they were in missile range of the Dominion war ships, so why weren’t they firing?


  It was Toby Partridge who figured it out. “They’re herding us through the worm hole,” he suggested. “The Fortitude must have anti-matter missiles. They’ll follow closely behind us and try to hide behind our FOF transponders, just like we did with those Duck supply ships. Once in, they’ll take a shot at the Atlas.”


  “That’s nuts-” Emily began, but then fell silent, considering. She turned and raised an eyebrow at Alex Rudd. “Alex, what if they don’t intend to come through behind us, but want to get close enough to the wormhole entrance to shoot a missile carrying an anti-matter warhead, programmed to go through to Refuge and identify Atlas? If the missile sees Atlas, it pursues it. If it doesn’t, then it picks a secondary target, like maybe the Lionheart or some other nearby Victorian ship. The missile would actually be protected by our ships’ FOF transponders for the first minute or so.”


  Chief Gibson had been listening in, and now he turned to them with a frown. “Be a long shot to expect just one missile to reach the Atlas,” he said gruffly.


  Rudd shrugged. “Who says they only have one? Maybe this new battleship of theirs has several, and it and all four cruisers fire everything they’ve got. All those missiles would come flying out of the wormhole two minutes later, maybe a hundred or more. Heck more like one hundred and fifty, plus the usual EMC drones and decoys. Yeah, it’s a long shot, but what have the Ducks to lose by taking it? One anti-matter missile gets through and Atlas is crippled. If a couple get through, she’s ruined, maybe even destroyed.”


  Emily shook her head. “Are they that smart? I mean, they have been coming at us like a sledgehammer all this time. This, this has finesse, this is a rapier thrust instead of a battle axe.”


  Rudd and Gibson looked at one another. “Well,” Rudd temporized-


  “Begging your pardon, sirs,” Partridge interrupted, “but you’re forgetting that this is a different admiral you’re fighting now.


  Emily cursed under her breath. She raised her head. “Merlin, display time when the Dominion ships will be within missile range of the wormhole!”


  Almost before she stopped speaking, the display changed:


  Time to missile range to wormhole: 07:33


  “Merlin, prepare a courier drone with the following message!” She spoke rapidly for thirty seconds. “Launch drone!”


  • • • • •


  On the Dominion battleship, Fortitude, Admiral Kaeser stood with his hands behind his back. The three Vicky ships would reach the worm hole soon. He marveled that the Atlas had managed to escape. Mello was a fool, he thought bitterly, an arrogant, self-centered fool.


  “About fifteen minutes to the worm hole, Admiral, but we can launch in about seven minutes. That will leave the birds with enough fuel to maneuver on the other side.” Captain Bauer told him. Bauer looked at the battle display. “They must have figured out what we’re doing by now,” he said.


  Kaeser pursed his lips. “Knowing what we are about is the easy part. Stopping us from doing it, that is the hard part.” On his order, his ships would launch every missile they could, and launch a second volley as soon as they were able. The Fortitude would fire its three precious anti-matter missiles, each programmed to recognize the Atlas and home in on it. “Still,” he said wryly, “we’ll need more than a little luck to make this work.”


  “It is a very bold plan, Admiral,” Bauer said.


  Admiral Kaeser made a rude noise. “Not bold, Captain, just desperate. I will not risk any more of our ships to kill the Atlas; we have few enough as it is, thanks to Admiral Mello. But I am happy to spend the rest of our anti-matter missiles on a long shot.” He turned to face Bauer. “Status of the three Vicky ships?”


  “Still running for the wormhole, Admiral.”


  Admiral Kaeser pursed his lips thoughtfully. He would use the Vicky ships to cover his missiles for the first critical moments they entered Refuge space. Or, if that plan didn’t work out, he would turn the missiles on the Victorian ships and simply return to Cornwall.


  “Just so,” he murmured, and turned back to the battle display.


  • • • • •


  Emily told her plan to Skiffington and Stein. “Timing is the key here. If they figure out what we’re doing, they might just decide to kill us and call it a day,” she explained.


  “How much time do we have?” Skiffington asked.


  Emily glanced at the time display. “Five minutes. Turn your fire controls over to my Merlin. And remember; don’t brake for more than five seconds. We just need a good sensor flare.”


  “You know this is pretty goddamned chancy, don’t you?” Stein grumbled.


  Emily stared at her coldly. “I think it’s called ‘war,’” she replied.


  • • • • •


  On the Victorian battleship Lionheart, Admiral Douthat gave a quiet prayer of thanks as the space station Atlas moved slowly away from the worm hole, deeper into the Refuge sector. A single ship appeared on her sensors, its transponder displaying that it was a Victorian warship. The Lionheart’s comm display had opened to show a young woman scowling at her.


  “This is Captain Elizabeth Neuwirth of the H.M.S. Frigate Matterhorn of the Third Fleet. To whom am I speaking?”


  Douthat blinked in surprise. She knew some Third Fleet ships had been left behind when Second and Third Fleets went to Tilleke, but what the hell was a Third Fleet frigate doing here in Refuge? “I am Admiral Douthat, commanding officer of the Home Fleet. What can I do for you, Captain?” She tried, almost successfully, to keep the sarcasm from her voice.


  Neuwirth didn’t back down. “I was sent here by Lieutenant Brill to prepare Refuge for Atlas’s arrival. Where’s Brill?”


  Before Douthat could reply, someone on the screen whispered to Captain Neuwirth and she nodded. “Admiral, I just received word that Lieutenant Commander Brill is calling me from the Atlas. Tell your ships not to enter further into Refuge space until Brill has confirmed your identity. I will get back to you shortly.”


  Admiral Douthat bristled. “Matterhorn, I intend to stay with the Atlas. I have thirty warships with me. If you think your little frigate is going to stop us, you are sadly mistaken.”


  Neuwirth smiled wolfishly. “Admiral, before you do anything you might regret, may I suggest that you first make a sensors sweep of the area?”


  The comm screen blinked off. Douthat scowled. Who the hell was this frigate captain? And just what did she mean, ‘Until Brill confirmed her identity?’


  “I’m the damn admiral here,” she muttered. Then her attention was caught by a harsh trilling sound. It was the alert that warned they were being painted by targeting sensors. She turned to Captain Eder. “What?” she asked.


  Eder pointed wordlessly to the battle display.


  Douthat stared for a moment, then unexpectedly smiled. The battle display showed not one, but two large forts on either side of the worm hole entrance, studded with missiles, lasers and even some of the rail guns that were too bulky to put on anything but battleships. Even Lionheart didn’t have one.


  And emerging from behind the forts were dozens upon dozens of Refugian gunboats, nimble little warships that carried three missiles and a bow laser, but had no armor at all.


  “Well, well,” she said happily. “A little surprise for the Ducks if they come through.” She nodded briskly. “Message to all ships, activate Dark Matter Brake and hold in place pending further instructions from our hosts.”


  And so they sat, until a sensors officer called: “Courier drone coming through the worm hole from Victorian space. Signal indicates an emergency message!”


  Douthat looked up in alarm. Dammit, it could only be one thing: the surviving Coldstream Guards were in trouble.


  On the Victorian side of the worm hole, Chief Gibson called: “They’re starting to come through!”


  Emily’s relief was almost palpable. On the battle display, five ships had emerged, oriented themselves and began moving towards the Dominions. Behind them another came, then another, then two more. These, she knew, were decoy drones, not real ships, but the Dominions wouldn’t know that.


  “Are the recon drones in place?” she asked Alex Rudd.


  “In place and ready,” he assured her.


  “Merlin, fire the chaff. Be sure to leave the line of sight to Recon Drone Number One.” They would communicate with the recon drone by needle laser and she didn’t want the chaff to block the connection.


  In twenty seconds, two hundred chaff rockets launched and spread out on a predesignated matrix. When they exploded, chaff spread out to form a sensor wall between the advancing Dominion warships and the ‘ships’ that were arriving from Refuge. It wouldn’t completely block the Dominion’s sensors, but it would create a lot of doubt and second guessing.


  “We have an open channel to the recon drone!” Gibson confirmed.


  Emily nodded. Soon now. “Order the Kent to eject its missile mines. Anti-missile system on full automatic.”


  • • • • •


  On the Dominion ship, Fortitude, Captain Bauer turned to Admiral Kaeser. “We are in missile range of the wormhole, plus three minutes time under power.”


  Kaeser nodded. “You may fire, Captain.”


  “Fire all missiles!” Bauer commanded.


  • • • • •


  “Fire the stingers!” Emily ordered. “Merlin, advance the ECM drones! Chief Gibson, put one nuke into the chaff cloud and trigger an electromagnetic pulse. Let’s see if they’ve hardened their missile guidance systems.”


  Sixty drones each fired their stinger missile. The fast missiles leapt from their launchers and sped through the chaff cloud.


  “Activate Dark matter Brake for five seconds only!” Emily commanded the Yorkshire and Kent.


  • • • • •


  The Chief Sensors Officer on the Fortitude blanched. “DMB flash! DMB! The Victorian ships are braking and turning!” Then his sensors display caught the first signs of the stingers through the chaff. “Incoming missiles! Can’t determine how many due to chaff interference, but sensors showing many missiles.”


  “Sensors, any evidence of new ships, more than the three we’ve been following?” Admiral Kaeser asked.


  The Sensors Officer adjusted his instruments. “Sir, we are picking up signs of multiple ships. Readings are weak and distorted because of the chaff, but there are at least thirty distinct emissions sources!”


  Frowning, Kaeser asked Captain Bauer: “Decoy drones? Or have some of the Vicky warships actually turned around in Refuge and come back?”


  Captain Bauer shrugged.


  “Some of the drive emissions are consistent with Refuge warships, sir,” the Sensors Officer said. “Additional missile launch! This one’s from the Victorian ships!”


  Kaeser sighed. If they were bringing Refugian and Vicky ships back through the wormhole, he and his little flotilla could find themselves mobbed. He needed more ships, and thanks to Admiral Mello’s recklessness, he didn’t have them. If they were just decoys, well…he had no real choice. Honor the threat, he reminded himself. He couldn’t risk losing any more ships until more reinforcements came from Dominion. Someone on the Victorian side had played his cards very cleverly.


  “Just so,” he murmured to himself. “Message to all ships,” he ordered crisply. “Break off attack and return to the planet Cornwall at full military speed.” He swallowed his disappointment. Maybe, with luck, his anti-matter missiles would get through.


  By the time the Victorian missiles reached that space, the Dominion warships were gone.


  Meanwhile, the stinger missiles and Dominion missiles entered the chaff cloud at the same time. The stingers sensed the oncoming missiles and exploded, but they barely put a dent in the numbers the Dominions had fired. One hundred and twenty enemy missiles, including the three deadly anti-matter missiles, burst from the chaff cloud, made a course correction toward the worm hole and pressed ahead. The Kent’s anti-missile mines killed fifteen more, and laser fire took out another six.


  Ninety nine Dominion missiles, including the anti-matter missiles, reached the worm hole intact and plunged into it. Two minutes later they emerged in Refugian space and the three anti-matter missiles began to scan for the Atlas.


  Sitting in his command room in the larger of the two Refugian forts, Uri Ben-Ari saw the missiles come through on his high magnification screen. “Fire” he said softly. Golda, the fort’s AI, released the missiles.


  One thousand anti-missiles launched from the fort and met the oncoming Dominion missiles. Twelve of the Dominion missiles somehow survived. The other Refugian fort fired its volley of anti-missile missiles. Only one Dominion missile emerged from the roiling cloud of explosions, wobbling as it did so. A laser beam from the waiting gunboats killed it.


  • • • • •


  On the New Zealand, Chief Friedman wearily lifted his head from his sensor display. “The Dominion warships have gone, Captain. No sign of anything between us and the worm hole.”


  Emily nodded. “Thank you, Chief.” She felt drained, incapable of emotion. She just wanted to lie down and sleep. And forget, if she could.


  “Message to the Yorkshire and Kent, activate transponders and follow us through the worm hole. And Chief Gibson, please send a courier drone though ahead of us. Let them know we’re coming through.” Wouldn’t do to get shot after all this effort, she thought, without any humor at all.


  Five minutes later, the last three ships of the Coldstream Guards disappeared into the wormhole that would take them to Refuge and safety.


  

  
Chapter 71


  Atlas Space Station


  Three hours after entering into Refuge, tractor beams from the Atlas space station’s pulled them into one of the large service bays, designed to hold up to six battleships. The Yorkshire, New Zealand and Kent looked like toys as they hovered side by side in the cavernous space.


  Emily just wanted to crawl into bed and escape into sleep, but before she could even leave the bridge, Queen Anne, Sir Henry, Peter Murphy and Hiram crowded into it. To Emily’s astonishment, the Queen threw her arms around her.


  “You did it! You did it!” Anne cried, eyes alight. Behind her, Sir Henry leaned over and solemnly shook her hand. “Very nicely done, Captain. First rate.”


  Emily blinked. “So, we’re safe?”


  Queen Anne beamed. “Atlas came through intact, without a scratch. All of our hopes for the future are intact. All honor to you, Captain, you’ve done a magnificent job.”


  Emily shook her head, fighting the angry rush that flushed through her face. “Make sure you earn it, Majesty,” she said bitterly, watching as the smile ran from the Queen’s face. “Ten thousand people just gave their lives so that you would make it to Refuge. By the Gods of Our Mothers, do something to earn those lives.”


  “Captain!” snapped Sir Henry. “Remember to whom you speak!”


  Queen Anne held up a hand to silence him, never taking her eyes from Emily. “You want promises, Captain?” she asked sternly. “Very well. I can promise you nothing but blood, toil and tears. But I also promise you that I will not stop until I have made the Dominions cringe in terror whenever they hear the name Victoria. And I promise that one day, by my hand, the language of the Dominion will be spoken only in hell.”


  Emily stared at her for a long moment, then nodded. For now, it would have to be enough.


  

  
Chapter 72


  Emily’s Personal Journal


  Today I killed my best friend.


  

  
Chapter 73


  On the Dominion Vengeance


  In the end, they simply ran out of ammunition.


  They had used their four grenades to fend off the armored troops, killing one and driving the second back. There had been a blessed lull for about half an hour, then the corridor filled with Dominion troops. The Dominions shot gas canisters into the bridge, and then walked in behind ballistic shields.


  One by one the Marines ran out of ammunition. Some resorted to throwing their empty rifles at the Dominion soldiers, some swung them like clubs. The Dominions shot them down and turned on the rest. “Surrender!” their officer ordered, “Or we’ll kill you.”


  Cookie looked at the eleven surviving members of her one hundred and twenty man attack force. They were huddled together behind the last bank of consoles, pressed against the far wall of the bridge. Then she looked at her watch: two hours and seven minutes since she had spoken with Emily. Two hours and seven minutes paid for in blood.


  There was nothing more to do. There was nothing more she could do. She looked at the blood-stained, exhausted faces of her Marines.


  “We can surrender,” she told them, giving them permission to save themselves. They looked at her, faces grimed with dirt and blood, teeth bared, eyes glaring.


  “Bugger that!” Wisnioswski snarled.


  Meyer somehow cracked a smile. “There’s only thirty of them, Sarge, we should ask them to surrender.”


  Cookie nodded. “Okay then,” she said, her heart bursting with the pride she had for these men. “Always together.”


  “Never alone,” they replied.


  A voice called them from the corridor. “This is Major Bruno Farber of the Dominion Security Directorate! Your battle is over and you have lost. Lay down your weapons and come out!”


  “I am Sergeant Maria Sanchez of Her Majesty’s Royal Marines,” Cookie hollered back. “Go to hell!”


  Not very original, she thought ruefully, but short and to the point.


  A moment later the flash-bang grenades came flying in and Cookie’s world blossomed with light and pain.


  The Ducks swarmed over them, butt-stroking them with rifle butts, then tying their hands behind their backs and putting black hoods over their heads. Cookie had to concentrate just to breath. Then they were dragged into a line and forced them to kneel on the floor. The hoods were ripped off. In front of them stood a husky, bald-headed man with the insignia ‘DSD’ on his black uniform. In one hand he carried a sonic pistol.


  “My name is Major Bruno Farber of the Dominion Security Directorate. You have been tried for war crimes against the Dominion of Unified Citizenry and found guilty. I sentence you to death.” He turned and walked to the end of the line of prisoners. Meyer looked at him without comprehension.


  “Always together, Albert!” Cookie called out. “May the Gods of Our Mothers embrace you and lift you up.” One of the Dominion guards roughly clubbed her to the ground.


  Major Farber stuck his pistol against Meyer’s forehead and pulled the trigger. Meyer’s head snapped back in a spray of blood.


  Farber stepped to the next Marine.


  “Always together!” Wisnioswski shouted. A rifle butt knocked him backwards.


  Farber pulled the trigger. He stepped to the next Marine.


  “You filthy bastard!” Cookie screamed. “We’re POWs. They’ll hang you for this!”


  He pulled the trigger and stepped to the next Marine. Four more died in quick succession. Next in line was Otto Wisnioswski. He put the gun to Wisnioswski’s head.


  “Enough,” said a voice.


  Emily looked up from the floor. A tall, thin man in the uniform of a Dominion admiral stood there, flanked by four security guards holding short, stubby sonic pistols.


  “These people murdered Admiral Mello!” Major Farber snarled.


  “Which makes them my prisoners as the ranking admiral of the Dominion Fleet,” the man said mildly.


  “No! I have jurisdiction here. I am in charge of security for the Vengeance.”


  The man’s eyes narrowed. “You will stand at attention and address me by my rank, Major, or I will see to it that you go out the airlock with these bodies,” he said, a touch of steel in his voice.


  Farber reluctantly stood straight, glaring first at the prisoners, then at the admiral. “Admiral Kaeser, these people are spies and saboteurs. Under the rules of war, they are to be summarily executed.”


  Admiral Kaeser eyed him disdainfully. “I see that the DSD now requires their officers to be stupid as well as bloodthirsty, Major. In your haste to shoot the prisoners, did it occur to you to ask how they managed to get aboard the Vengeance?”


  Farber looked bewildered.


  “Ah, I thought not. You see, Major, since there are no shuttle craft moored to your hull, and since they did not blow a hole in your hull to enter, I thought that you might be mildly curious as to how THEY MANAGED TO GET BY YOUR SECURITY AND BOARD THIS VESSEL!”


  Major Farber stepped back, ashen faced. “I assure you, Admiral-”


  “You have been killing valuable witnesses, Major, and that makes me wonder why. You are either a fool and an imbecile, or you are trying to cover for your own pathetic negligence. Which is it, Major, are you an imbecile or have you been negligent in your duties?”


  “Admiral-”


  “Shut up, Major Farber. I leave these prisoners in your care. I will question them myself. They are not to be harmed, do you understand me? If they are harmed, it will go badly for you. Do you understand, Major?”


  Farber nodded. His face was purple with suppressed rage.


  “Good,” said Admiral Kaeser. “I have a war to fight.” He looked around the CIC of the Vengeance. The command consoles were shattered, the sensor controls burning; the weapons console ripped off its legs and overturned. “The Vengeance will be of no use to us in the immediate future. I will arrange to have you towed back to Timor. You will hold the prisoners until I am ready for them.”


  The admiral and his security team turned and left. Major Farber reached down and grabbed Cookie by the hair, jerking her to him.


  “Oh,” he whispered hatefully. “You have much to answer for, and it’s a long way to Timor.”


  

  Epilogue


  Queen Anne sat with her chief advisors on the patio of a resort on Refuge. Across the table sat the Prime Minister and Foreign Minister of Refuge. The patio overlooked an emerald green lake framed by towering mountains. It was, the resort host assured her, one of the most beautiful vistas in all of Refuge.


  She barely noticed it.


  In the five days since they had arrived in Refuge, the Dominions had launched two attacks through the worm hole. Neither had succeeded in reaching the Atlas, now tucked away in an asteroid belt on the far side of Refuge, but they had destroyed one of the two forts guarding the worm hole entrance. Both sides had taken losses, but while Refuge could quickly build more of its gunboats, reconnaissance drones reported that no additional reinforcements seemed to be coming to bolster the Dominion forces. At least not yet. But while there were no further attacks, it was also clear that the Victorian forces were too small to go on the offensive any time soon.


  “Refuge pays its debts,” said Aamir Fareed Khan, Refuge’s Foreign Minister. “We will do whatever we can to help you, but our industrial base is small and we have little experience in designing and building large war ships. As for our naval fleet-” he shrugged eloquently – “it is comprised of seven hundred gunboats. Until this week, they had never fired a shot in anger.”


  “You have already repaid any debt you might have owed us,” Queen Anne said earnestly, ignoring Sir Henry’s wince. “You have protected us since the minute we arrived in your sector, and for that we are eternally grateful. We know how to build large warships, although I must tell you, Minister, that our admirals have been very impressed with your gunboats. What we need now more than anything is your protection and time, time to rebuild our Fleet so that we can take the attack to the Dominions, time to retake our home world back from them.” If they could retake Cornwall, they would have the population they needed to man the ships they intended to build.


  “Majesty, we will support you as best we can, within the limits of our industrial base and resources,” said the Refuge Prime Minister, Yisrael Tal. “We are ever mindful of the fact that without the support from your grandfather, there would be no Refuge.” He looked at her through shrewd eyes, seeing a very young woman with very little experience trying to save her world from the brink of disaster. He wondered if she really understood how the odds were stacked against her.


  “But, Your Majesty, you began this war with ten battle groups and now you have little more than one. We do not know how many ships the Dominion has, nor the Tilleke, for that matter. Nor do we know how the other nations will align themselves in this war. From what you have told us, we must assume that Cape Breton is in league with the Dominions. But what will Sybil Head and the Sultenic Empire do? What of Darwin? And is there any hope that Arcadia is now anything more than a vassal state of the Tilleke?” He leaned back, his face troubled. “We pledge you our support, Majesty. Our history demands nothing less. But Your Majesty, as I look at your situation and the forces at your disposal, I fail to see any reasonable hope. Is there anything that you know that we do not?”


  Queen Anne glanced at her chief counselors, then back across the table to the Prime Minister. She smiled a chill predatory smile that reminded him of nothing less than a sivit, just before it tore its prey to pieces. The Prime Minister had not hunted sivit since he was a foolhardy young man, when he learned the hard way that often when you hunted sivit, the sivit hunted you.


  His estimation of the young Queen underwent a rapid recalculation.


  “There are many things I do not yet know, Prime Minister,” Queen Anne said evenly. “But I do know that the Dominions have already made one crucial mistake, one that will inevitably lead to their utter defeat.”


  Puzzlement registered on the Prime Minister’s weathered face. “And that is?”


  Queen Anne leaned forward, her eyes locked on his. “They tried to kill me, Prime Minister, and failed.”


  • • • • •


  Hiram finally found her in a small tavern on the outskirts of Meknes, the capital city of Refuge. She was sitting alone at a corner table, a bottle of Darwinian brandy before her. From the looks of it, she had been at it a long time. Without speaking, he slid into the chair opposite her and signaled the waitress for a drink of his own. The waitress brought him a tall glass of dark ale. Hiram reached across and clinked his glass against hers.


  “To a victorious battle,” he said, sipping his ale.


  Emily shook her head with the exaggerated slowness of someone who has been drinking hard. “No, no, to absent companions,” she said. She took a long pull on her glass, then shakily refilled it. Brandy splashed on the table, but she ignored it. “I’ve been here all afternoon, but I can’t get drunk.” She would not look at him. “I don’t think I’ve ever needed to be drunk so much in my life.”


  Hiram did not say anything. Emily stared down into her glass, avoiding him. The moment dragged on.


  “Emily,” he said gently. “I saw the tapes. I understand. I’m not blaming you, Em, I mean it.”


  In a sudden frenzy, Emily swept the bottle of brandy against the wall. It fell to the floor with a hollow ‘clunk!’ and rolled crazily in a circle.


  “No, you don’t understand!” she half shouted, half sobbed. The bar tender looked up in alarm.


  “I sent her,” Emily said harshly. “I sent her with no chance of getting her back.” Tears streamed freely down her cheeks. “I sent her…I lost her.”


  Hiram reached across the table and covered her shaking hands with both of his. “Then we’ll just have to find her, Emily. We’ll just have to find her and get her back.”


  End of Book One
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