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    CHAPTER ONE


    


    December 12th 3986 AD


    Orbital Station Meerlat-01


    Command Room…


    


    Rear Admiral Vier Kleingelt sipped her coffee. She flinched when it burned her lips. “This is too hot!”


    “I’m sorry, admiral!” the ensign apologized profusely. “You said you wanted it immediately.”


    Vier sighed, then put the coffee cup on her armrest. It was disappointing, to say the least, not because of the burning coffee but because she had been demoted to this frontier world, instead of one of the human crown worlds. At one time, she’d been among the greats. She had personally advised the President on numerous issues, but now because of some flaw – a horrendous mistake in the vast military chain – she was the protector of KSID1107-B, otherwise called Meerlat by the human natives. It was a demotion in all respects. The only reason she remained a rear admiral was because of the President’s respect for her.


    She stared at the system’s red dwarf, which glowed a silent auburn in the orbital station’s main viewscreen. The star was still in its early evolution. One day, at the height of its power, it would be thirty percent brighter. That day, billions of years in the future, Meerlat would be scorched and uninhabitable to all except the most protected Exo research stations. Of course, that analysis did not take into account the technological development that would happen through the eons.


    For now, she liked the red dwarf just as it was. It gave life to the millions of humans on the planet, as well as powering the thousands of solar collector stations in orbit around Meerlat.


    “Here is the report you asked for, Admiral.”


    “Thank you, Ansel.” Vier opened up the data pad and scanned it. Thirteen megatons of food were being exported everyday on average to her star nation’s core systems. The main export destination was Serenal, a world orbiting a red supergiant named Betelgeuse, sixteen hundred light years away. The main import was still industrial equipment that would aid in all the construction that was taking place planetside. A shipment of sixteen megatons of hydroplasma had just arrived two hours ago. Its contents were being processed by the engineering corps to make sure all of it was safe. Two mega freighters were currently put on hold and told not to go in the direction they were going because of a minor fleet exercise involving thermonuclear weapons. Eighty starfighter pilot trainees had just arrived from one of the core worlds, as part of the student exchange program mandated by the Royal Star Academy. In return, she had lost an equal amount of native students.


    The population check today on Meerlat was still near six million, but an additional twenty thousand immigrants were expected to arrive later in the evening. Hospital equipment would arrive later today... for one of the main colonies on the southern continent...


    When she finished, she closed the pad and handed it back to her aide.


    She stood up, stretched her body, and sighed. Life couldn’t get any more boring. One day, she longed to return to the crown world, Trantor, where she’d be able to influence national politics once again. But for now, she had to settle with maintaining the well-being of a pebble within a much larger pond. What could she do? Maybe if she did her job well enough, she’d be taken back to where she belonged...


    Suddenly, one of the nearby stations beeped. The officer that manned that station suddenly looked puzzled.


    “What is it?” Vier twisted around to look at him.


    “Hyperspace openings, ma’am!”


    “We have no visitors scheduled for twelve hundred hours...”


    “No ma’am, you don’t understand! There’s fifty of them!”


    Vier ran to the officer’s computer display and saw it for herself. She stared, eyes aghast, at what terrible news lay before her. They were unlike anything she’d ever seen. Hyperspace openings so big that they carried things that were multitudes larger than any conventional freighter or, for that matter, a warship.


    “Call off the fleet exercise, now!” Vier yelled.


    “Yes, Admiral!”


    “Signal all hands, red alert!”


    “Yes, Admiral!”


    A sharp alarm vibrated throughout the command center of the orbital space station. Red lights flooded the room, basking it in auburn glow along with the siren.


    “All crews to battlestations,” the ensign’s voice broadcasted throughout the station. “This is not a drill. All crews to battlestations...”


    Vier stared at the monitor, and looked at the other readouts near the station. She saw four dozen ships emerging from just outside the system’s hyperlimit. Twelve—no, fourteen of them were—larger than two kilometers in length! She stared in complete bewilderment at such a readout. For a second, she wondered if the sensor suit had gone berserk, then she realized that even if one part had, there were so many secondary systems that were supposed to keep it in check that this couldn’t be some type of malfunction. Yes, these readouts were real.


    Her next thought was of pirates. But no pirates could create such a vast fleet. Then, there were always the Orions, but the Orions and humans were at peace . Plus, they didn’t have ships like this. No, not Orions then. If not, who the hell were they? And what the hell did they want? These couldn’t be human starships or even anything related to human starships. As far as she knew, no human starship, not even a hyperfreighter, was larger than two kilometers in length. No, this was something entirely new, entirely extraordinary. Like an act of god. “Com,” she called to the blond lieutenant. “Hail them on all tachyon bands. Ask them who they are and what they want.”


    “Yes, ma’am!”


    She returned her attention to the scan station and observed the fleet—it had to be called a fleet—of ships as they lost the electronic fuzz that came from hyperspace travel. When their fuzz disappeared, the station’s sensors could scan them deeper and clearer. These ships were shaped like...insects. Vast central structures with hundreds of outward legs that sprouted in every direction. Some of these legs moved. Most were black, like natural silicon, and as the sensors reached their insides, it was apparent that they were made of metal unknown to any human construction technology. What the hell were they?


    At this moment in time, one of the doors leading into the command center opened. A man slid through, half dressed and in complete bewilderment. “What’s going on, Admiral?”


    “Shenks, take a look at this. What the hell do you make of it?”


    The man walked briskly through the deck. His feet clinked across the metal floor. “It’s a goddamn invasion,” he replied when he reached her.


    Vier said nothing. She was as silent as prey hiding from a predator. Her heart rate was skyrocketing, however.


    “Look at the formation they’re using,” Shenks noted. “They’re adopting an Alpha Wave pattern. That’s the formation you use when you’re about to attack a planetary target. Like us.”


    “Lieutenant Browder, any response?” Vier asked.


    “No, ma’am,” said the com lieutenant. “Wait—they’re broadcasting! I’ll put it up on speakers.”


    Suddenly, an alien language could be heard throughout the command center. Vier had no clue what they were saying, but it was obvious they were speaking, that it was in a language. The pattern sounded neither male nor female, but very harsh, and at the same time, unemotional.


    “Is that any known language?” Vier asked. She knew it wasn’t Orion. The Orion language was much more musical, with softer consonants and tones. This—this was like listening to a broken record.


    “No, ma’am,” Lieutenant Browder answered. “That’s nothing I’ve ever heard of. It’s definitely not human nor Orion nor Vesuvian, nor anything.”


    The alien voice repeated, again and again…A harsh, military, like a demand for surrender.


    “Ma’am!” the sensor ensign exclaimed. “They’re moving! They’re heading towards us!”


    “Shira protect us,” Vier whispered, then, in a loud commanding voice she ordered, “CAG, launch all starfuries! Anything we got! Signal all military starships into Omega formation around the center. We’ll use ourselves as a point of defense. And fire the nadion disruptors once they get in range! Eject all missile pods and launch missiles as soon as they’re at a safe range.” The missile pods were designed to protect against pirate raids, but not this. She had no idea what the hell they’d do against this, but she had to try. “Comm, get emergency distress packet ships and send them towards Betelgeuse. Put all the data from our sensor suit on those packets. Let them know I’m prepared to fight to protect our colonists. God knows I won’t abandon them.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” came the replies.


    “Tell all civilian ships to get the hell out of here!”


    “Yes, ma’am!”


    “Hail Colonel Streit.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    A moment later, a man in a military buzzcut stared back through one of the monitors near her chair. “Yes, Admiral?”


    “You see what I’m seeing?”


    “Yes, ma’am.” By convention, the ground commander always reported to the leadership of the star commander, which was Vier.


    “Are the marines ready?” Vier asked, as she gazed at the incoming alien fleet.


    “They’re moving towards deployment around the population centers just like a normal pirate attack, ma’am. Anti-air cannons have been readied and are pointing upwards. It’s the only drill we know that barely resembles this event.”


    “Good,” Vier said. At least, she thought, the aliens or whoever they were hadn’t deployed kinetic kill slugs. If they wanted to destroy the planet and make it uninhabitable, that’s what they would do. There were no signs of hypervelocity missiles, either. Good. That meant they didn’t intend to kill the civilian population, but perhaps pacify them or make them surrender. But hell! She wasn’t surrendering without a fight, not even against that. “Browder, send a reply message. Here’s what I want it to say...”


    


    


    Orbital Station Meerlat-01


    Fighter Crew Quarters…


    


    Brigum Yung was playing beer pong when the alarm sounded. He had already drunk five cans when he heard the command to go to battlestations. At least, he thought, he wasn’t in worse shape than his copilot, an asteroid girl named Darcy Gibbons. Darcy, who’d been born and raised on board a mining facility located on an asteroid, had drunk nine 12 ounce cans of beer. She was as drunk as she could get, and he'd almost had her if it weren’t for the alarm. Now, he had to reconcile with the fact that she’d be the one piloting the starfighter while he did the aiming. It wasn’t at all how he’d expected to spend the evening.


    Darcy wasn’t the prettiest girl in the sector, but he had gotten to know her well, well enough to know her tendencies and all her minor habits. Essentially, within a period of a year of official assignment, he had fallen in love with his copilot. She wasn’t as beautiful as she was capable. She could do things in and out of the pilot seat that could surprise even the sternest commanders.


    Brigum, on the other hand, came from a farming complex near Alcubierre City. He told her on numerous occasions about how rich his parents were, or about all the marriage proposals he’d received and rejected during his early years in secondary education. He wasn’t joking, nor was he trying to seduce her. Well, he was…but he wasn’t trying to seduce by lying. Still, none of it had sealed the deal, and this roadblock puzzled him deeply. Usually, he could seal the deal within hours of meeting. Combined with his good looks and outright charm, he was a good bargain for most.


    Which made it even more puzzling...and interesting.


    He just couldn’t understand it. He even wondered if the woman of his heart was some sort of lesbian or, worse, a prude like no other. But, after nearly a year of trying, he’d almost done it. If it hadn't been for the alarm.


    “Ready, Darcy?” Brigum asked as he cross checked his fighter’s readouts.


    “Umm—Y-yes,” Darcy replied from the seat six feet in front of him. Cockpit equipment was all that blocked the way.


    “You all right?”


    “J-Just a little drunk, Brim. Nothing to worry about.”


    “Listen uh, I didn’t mean to hurt you or anything.”


    “I know. I knew what you were doing.”


    “You knew?” Brigum stopped scanning his readouts.


    “Yes.”


    A voice on loudspeaker commanded, “This is the CAG. All fighters launch immediately! Suspend all prep and launch!”


    Suddenly, the ceiling lights switched from red to green.


    Brigum secured the straps around his helmet and jammed off the autolock on the fighter’s maneuvering thrusters. Once that was done, the cockpit doors slammed shut automatically, securing both pilots inside their artificial gravity environment. The two of them were now isolated from the rest of the universe by sheer dimensional physics. His helmet HUDs came online at the same moment, and now he could see everything outside his fighter as if he had eyes on every side.


    The massive hangar bay doors opened and the gravity shield disappeared in an instant. Atmosphere jettisoned out into the void of space, and hundreds of starfighters streamed out as well.


    “Here goes,” Darcy said. “Yahoo.”


    Suddenly, everything around the fighter fell away and he could see the blackness of space surrounding him and intersecting the expanding distance between him and the orbital space station behind him. The round metallic object, enormous by all standards, suddenly dwindled as it became a small dot. The massive blue-green sphere that was Meerlat, on the other hand, remained the same size no matter how far he went. It would be hours before that object dwindled. He adjusted his communication channels and suddenly, he could hear voices all around him.


    “What are we fighting?” several asked.


    “Let’s get those pirates!” others shouted.


    Within seconds, his main cockpit display switched to a command channel. He saw the CAG’s round face which, in a very bleak military tone, let Brigum find out the hard way.


    


    [image: ]


    Ga Empire Emblem, Skull of the Great Ka


    


    Supreme Battlecruiser Usha'Tera…loosely translated: Conqueror's Might.


    Bridge of Light…


    


    Hal-Dorat Al-rim came from a desert world twenty thousand light years away. How he came to this Blurza-footed forsaken area of space was beyond him. But now he had a duty to uphold. He had been given orders by the Great Commander himself to lay waste to all the military defenses of this system and conquer its only inhabitable planet. And that, he would do with precision. He would show no mercy to these beings from a distant origin, just like they would show no mercy to him if their positions had been reversed.


    With effortless precision typical of a veteran commander of a hundred battles, he ordered his forces to accelerate even more inward towards the second planet where its defenders had made an apt but completely futile formation. He had seen these things a dozen times before...had witnessed the destruction of all life within a system...and had personally administered the fatal blow that sent a veteran star fleet from far-fetched hope into complete despair. So, this was nothing new. “Spear commanders De-bra and Ka-nal, deploy neutron missiles. Target the defenses only. The Great Commander wants the planet to be hospitable when he arrives. We will show him we are capable subjects.”


    “Yes, subjugator,” came the replies.


    “Lance commanders, take strike formation two. There are to be no survivors from these Pra who can tell their worlds what has happened here.” For a moment, he felt disdain for the little beings in tiny starships who projected their forward armor towards him. But then, that disdain changed to cool respect. They were dying for their world, just like he would do for his. All the other races had all died for their worlds. Just like he would die for his.


    If their positions had been reversed, he would be the one panting in furious thought, trying every possible means to prevent his end. If their positions were reversed, he would just be as feeble as a lunatic Harsha when cornered by Fel. He thought coolly, as he sat within his control tank. Then once he killed each of these beings, he would pray for their final journey to the Outer Realm. They were, after all, just as innocent in thought and perhaps just as innocent in experience as his newborns twenty thousand light years away. They had never seen true terror, at least, not the type he’d witnessed in his twelve megacycles of life. And once they were killed, they never would.


    


    Orbital Station Meerlat-01


    Command Room…


    


    “Ah, Admiral? They’re changing formation!” the ensign called out. “And they’re firing—something!”


    “What?” Vier’s tone was now exasperated. Her mood, on the other hand, had hit the floor. Five minutes ago, she’d just been informed that her stepsister hadn’t made it to an evacuation shuttle and would remain on the planet. What would happen when the aliens took over the planet, she would never know. What the hell did the aliens want with the planet? It was only a minor colony with a bare industrial base. There were thousands of these planets all across the frontier sphere of the United Federation. If they wanted a planet like this, they could have easily picked any number of frontier worlds, but they had chosen hers.


    “Ah,” the sensor lieutenant said. “I really don’t know what they are, Admiral. They look like long range kinetic kill slugs but they adjust course and accelerate. But there’s no known physical mechanism that is applying force to them. My sensors say absolutely squash about their inner workings. It’s like they’re made of things from a different universe.”


    “God damn it,” Vier whispered, then she spoke louder, “Well, what do you know about them?”


    “They can accelerate like a normal missile or torpedo, except at a faster rate. That’s all I know, Admiral.”


    “Let the targeting computer assign their designations as missiles, then,” Vier suggested. “And I want to hear everything you know as soon as you find out more about them.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    Vier turned towards her second in command. “Well, captain? Options?”


    “Because of their current speed and acceleration, it’s too late now to turn tail and run,” Shenks replied. “Very few of our ships will make it out alive. Still, it’s highly unlikely we’ll ever be able to defeat that force. Just the size comparison alone is enough to hammer us to pieces. Their total tonnage outweighs us by ninety to one, including this space station. I suggest we make the best out of the situation and take out as many of them as we can.”


    “I know.” Vier rested her elbows on her armrests. “It’s like we’re fighting monsters from another kardashev scale. We’ll need an absolute miracle if we’re going to win against that.” She shook her head. This wasn’t the right mentality to confront this thing. She had fought bad odds before, but never this bad. What were the chances that these aliens had a weakness she could exploit? If both societies were alien to each other, there was a slight chance, however dim, that these aliens could not overcome human technology. Yet, if they could make hyperspace emergence chasms this big, it was damn unlikely they could be beaten technologically.


    But as long as there was a chance, she was willing to fight. It was in her training and her upbringing to fight with all she had. Hell, she would fight even if there weren’t a chance.


    “Admiral, need I remind you that it was you who said ‘there is no greater test of a person’s courage than death?’ “


    “I was quoting Knopsky,” Vier whispered. “A crazy martyr who happened to fulfill a role in history.”


    “We are fulfilling that role now, Admiral. We made first contact.”


    “Lucky us,” Vier grumbled. “Lieutenant Seetch, I want two volleys of missiles consisting of about six hundred each sent out on an intercept trajectory right now. They are to impact the enemy fleet the moment they enter range of our disruptors. I want to saturate their defenses with our missiles and disruptors. However, keep the vast majority of our missiles in reserve. The purpose of this is to test their defenses before I send out all our missiles.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” the weapons controller replied.


    “Browder, I want you to tell the warship squadron to stay in formation and wait for my order before moving. Our station’s disruptors outrange the cannons on those warships after all.”


    “And the Tachyon net, ma’am?”


    “Keep it shifting. I don’t want them to blast our sensors out of the blue.”


    Browder nodded, then turned back to his station.


    Vier pressed a button on her chair. “CAG, you hear me?”


    “I hear you, Admiral,” Captain Mike Michio’s voice answered. “Fighters are on the way.”


    “I want the fighters to enter combat range of the enemy fleet at the same time that missile group B intercepts it.”


    “Missile group B is the five thousand missiles you’re keeping in reserve?”


    “Yes.”


    “Okay. What about those weird looking enemy missiles?”


    “We’ll take them out when they come at us. Keep the fighters safe. I want those hypernukes on target.”


    “Yes, ma’am. Anything else I can do for you?”


    “Tell Lieutenant Akiko I’m sorry I got us into this mess.”


    “Yes, ma’am. She’ll hear it after the battle.”


    “Goodbye, Mike.”


    “Goodbye.” Mike closed the channel.


    For a moment, Vier stared in a stony silence at the main viewscreen. Then she let out a sigh and went back to work.


    


    Supreme Battlecruiser Usha'Tera


    Bridge of Light…


    


    Hal-Dorat Al-rim sat coldly in his control tank, eyeing the Pra who had just fired off several thousand primitive missiles at his fleet.


    It was nothing. Those missiles, apparently propelled by gravity drives, would probably do nothing against his shields, much less his armor.


    His missiles, on the other hand, would be entirely different. They would harm the Kavic out of those Pra.


    “Lance commanders, maintain formation. We will destroy the Pra and propel the Great Commander to new heights.”


    


    Battlespace…


    


    In the deadly coldness of space, two thousand multi-dimensional particle torpedoes of the Ga Empire dove relentlessly towards their targets. Armed with the human equivalent of 30 gigatons of TNT on each torpedo, they sped through space quicker than any human warship or missile. Their space-skipping drive kept the human tachyon sensor system completely befuddled. Numerous human sensor nets lost track of the torpedoes while others fixated on sensor ghosts. When the torpedoes entered range of the humans’ nadion disruptors, those same human disruptors fired at the torpedoes. The torpedoes began the alien equivalent of erratic maneuvers. Their space-skipping drive made them impossible to hit. The beams from those human disruptors missed entirely, taking out nothing. The alien torpedoes continued on course, heading towards the human warships making up the humans’ inner defense sphere. A large number of those torpedoes also aimed for the space station where Vier Kleingelt commanded the system’s defense.


    


    Orbital Station Meerlat-01


    Command Room…


    


    “Our disruptors are having no effect!” the sensor ensign called out in the station’s command center. “Those alien missiles are coming at us as if they’re sensor ghosts or something! Not a single one got taken out so far!”


    “Damn!” Vier smacked her armrest. She couldn’t understand it. What type of technology was this? Why hadn't they met this type of alien race so far? Where had the aliens come from? If they were this powerful... “ETA on those alien missiles?”


    “Twenty minutes! They’re fast, Admiral!”


    “Open up the point defense slots on all our ships. Get the point defense platforms out as well!”


    “Yes, ma’am!”


    She couldn’t believe that her disruptors were having no effect. Nadion disruptors were the fleet’s highest form of phased nanopulse disruption technology. It had been in use and perfected over the past century. In the Orion Wars, those disruptors won numerous battles. But if they didn’t work here—what did that say about human technology overall? Human weapon technology centered around phased nanopulses, so much that the human battle doctrine was built around it. The last century had seen a lot of new developments in weapons technology, but nothing compared to the innovations in nanopulses.


    Vier sighed and rested her head back on her headrest. She tried to tune out the busy voices all around her. There were dozens of officers and ratings within the command center. She tried not to think about all the data being displayed on each holographic monitor. She concentrated on what she knew already.


    Nadion disruptors had no effect on their missiles. The next step was to test how well her point defense gravitron layer and lasers would do against those same missiles. Gravitron technology was different from phased nanopulse in that they used gravity instead of dimensional physics to inflict damage. Gravitron technology had been in use for as long as humans could attain the speed of light. Gravity propulsion was the basic method of sublight propulsion.


    Vier bit her lips. It could be said that gravity propulsion was the first step in every space society’s development. So what did that say about how effective her gravity cannons would be against a society that had already made phased nanopulse weaponry obsolete?


    The thought made her cringe.


    There was no other choice but to test how well her gravitron cannons would do. As for lasers, she had no idea... Of course, if neither of these worked, there’d be nothing to stop those missiles from impacting her shields and armor. And God knew how effective those defenses would do against that...


    She gazed over at the central battlemap. The data showed that throughout the human fleet, all twenty-six human warships, including the orbital space station, were just now opening up their PD gravitron cannon layers. That meant that thousands of tiny gravity emitting slots angled towards the incoming alien torpedoes. Additionally, hundreds of PD laser platforms also spat out from the human warships. These platforms could move at fast sublight speeds all by themselves. They also targeted the incoming alien missiles.


    Then, she eyed those alien missiles on the battlemap. Undazzled by the new human weaponry, they continued shifting in erratic patterns, still causing chaos to her sensor systems. And their speed was increasing to 0.8c, as if they were aiming for the kill.


    “My God, those are kinetic kill speeds,” Captain Shenks mouthed as he hovered over a monitoring station.


    Vier glanced at her friend. It saddened Vier to see him in such a state of surprise. Usually, Shenks could get the best of anything. Vier felt the same type of emotion herself, complete bewilderment. If her disruptors couldn’t take out those missiles, what could? She hoped for the best. “ETA?”


    “Fifteen minutes, ma’am,” the sensor ensign replied.


    Shenks turned to face her. “Admiral, let’s start evasive patterns on our warships, maybe we can lose them to space if we move our ships fast enough. Those missiles can’t possibly have the acceleration to change their fast trajectory that agilely.”


    “Agreed.” Vier nodded. “But there’s no hope for us.”


    “Yes.” Shenks nodded with her. “We’ll have to take the blow on at full force.”


    Five minutes later, Vier stared at the battlemap as the two thousand alien missiles entered the laser range of the human PD laser platforms. The lasers had a longer range than the gravitron cannons, so the lasers would be the first to be tested.


    “Lasers firing, ma’am!”


    There was nothing to see on the battlemap. Light beams could not be displayed on the main map. She could only imagine and hope that they hit the alien missiles and took some out.


    Then minutes later, the command center of the orbital space station was in utter silence. Crewmen everywhere looked dazed. Confusion spread throughout the ranks. There was definitely something wrong. No doubt about that. A sickening feeling spread inside Vier’s guts. What had happened out there? “How many did we take out?”


    “Uh...” Sensor Officer Fredericks answered, “Sensors read...twelve less missiles... Ma’am.”


    “Our lasers only took out twelve?” Vier asked, exasperated. What the god-devil were these missiles? What type of technology did these aliens have?


    “Sensors confirmed twenty laser hits registered. But only twelve of them damaged the missiles enough to force them off course. The other eight are still on course, ma’am.”


    “They’re unlike anything we’ve seen before,” Shenks added.


    Vier gulped. She couldn’t believe it. That was it for the PD laser platforms. The PD laser platforms were useless now, they were out of range of the alien missiles. The next layer of defense were her warship’s PD gravity beams. She only hoped they’d take out more. “ETA to impact?”


    “Five minutes, ma’am.”


    All things considered, she couldn’t even fantasize what types of warheads those alien missiles actually had on them. But even if they didn’t have warheads, the kinetic speeds on those missiles were enough to severely damage her ships and her space station—if they could get a direct hit. There was a slight chance that her warships could evade those extremely fast missiles. Not so much for her space station, nor the one thousand crewmembers on it.


    The sickening feeling in her stomach now radiated throughout her body. Her palms were sweat coated as she gulped. Things didn’t look good. Not good at all.


    Two minutes passed. The alien missiles entered range of her warships’ gravity beams. She watched as her warships fired their gravity cannons. Unlike laser beams, these darts of gravity could be observed using tachyon sensors. As a result, she could see hundreds of thousands of gravity altering ‘particles’ speed towards the alien missiles on the main battlemap. She knew for a fact that anything within one hundred meters of any of these particles experienced gravity up to 100,000 Gs’. Against normal matter, they bent and distorted most objects until they were crushed by the sudden acceleration.


    However, they didn’t affect these alien missiles. For some reason, the alien missiles didn’t get hit. They didn’t waver. It was as if these gravity altering particles, despite being a deadly force against conventional warships, only passed through the alien torpedoes. Most of the alien missiles continued as if nothing had happened.


    “Damage?” Vier asked.


    “Six...Sixty, ma’am. We’re still firing.”


    Sixty enemy missiles gone? That was—Nothing. There were still 1900 alien missiles left. In a conventional battle, the PD gravity cannons could take out at least half of the enemy missiles, as long as the enemy missiles were human made. This was nothing like it. She couldn’t understand what type of technology could make these missiles porous enough to actually be able to speed through the gravity particles without taking damage. Any type of matter, whether it was energy or solid duranium, would be warped by passing through 100 meters of those particles. She couldn’t understand it. It bedazzled her. It sent her mind into a tailspin.


    She eyed the defense station. There was only one last layer of defense left...Well, two. The gravity shields of the warships and the space station she was on, and also the armor on her ships. And she didn’t have much hope for that...


    


    Battlespace…


    


    In the hazardous zone of battlespace, the remaining Ga torpedoes passed through the last effective human PD layer and headed on at full speed—nearly 0.9c —towards the warships and the space station. All human combatants powered on their gravity shields already, emitting a layer of defense around each vessel that warped time and space. Additionally, the human warships began jinking in every direction to shake off the alien targeting systems or at least prevent those torpedoes from making a direct hit. No one on board the human warships knew if their jinking was fast enough to evade the acceleration and aiming on those torpedoes.


    Probably not.


    The alien torpedoes smashed into the human warships at relativistic speeds.


    The shields on the warships splattered with gravity over one million Gs. Time and space bent around the warships in a cacophony of destruction. At the same time, the neutronic charges on those Ga torpedoes detonated, adding to their kinetic fury. The power of those torpedoes penetrated the layers of gravity shielding, down into the hull of the warships themselves. Warship hulls bent and shattered. Thousands of able bodied humans died in an instant.


    


    Orbital Station Meerlat-01


    Command Room…


    


    The shaking did not stop. The vibrations shattered her favorite teacup. But that was the least of her worries. A throbbing headache filled her brain, and the only salvation was the fact that she could still think, that her thoughts were of substance, meaning she was still alive. “S-Status?” Vier gripped her command chair. She didn’t know if her voice could be heard through the groaning in the command center of the space station.


    The screams didn’t stop.


    “Help me!” someone called from far away.


    Everywhere in the room, holographic displays flickered.


    “Status?” Vier yelled.


    “Hull integrity…” a barely conscious lieutenant called back. “Intact! Significant damage to outer hull. Grav shields gone! Nobody in the outer hull is alive—Ma’am.”


    Shit! Vier flinched. At least it made sense. At least the damage was real, even if the alien missiles were ghosts to her countermeasures. “Life signs?” she yelled. She was glad that every crewmember on board a human starship wore a life tracker system that sent signals about their body to a central computer.


    “About... five hundred alive and green with only minor injuries. Two hundred in critical condition. Three hundred... dead!”


    “Is the command and control computer still running?”


    “Just a second...Yes, ma’am. We can still read our units on the battlefield, ma’am.”


    “Good,” Vier whispered. About the only good news so far. “Tell the reserve five thousand missiles to head forward, now!”


    “Yes, Admiral!”


    “Ma’am! Admiral!” someone yelled from behind her.


    Vier turned around and then her face blanked. She stared.


    Laid before her were the body parts of Captain Shenks, bloodied and splattered across the ground. A gigantic piece of equipment was on his torso.


    “He’s still breathing, ma’am!” the ensign called out. “Help me get this off him!”


    “Will do!” Vier got up. Every part of her body hurt like hell. She limped to where Captain Shenks lay. Shenks... She stared down at her friend’s body. She couldn’t believe it. He’d always been there for her. When she’d been captured by Black Geary’s pirates, he had defied orders by the admiralty and rescued her. Shenks...he had done everything he could do to push her career further. Shenks...He had to get through this! Just like she’d gotten through all her troubles with his help!


    She tried to lift the equipment off his body—to no avail. “Help!” she cried.


    A third crewman came. Ensign Saeda. He was big...bigger than most. With his help, the trio lifted the gigantic heavy piece of metal off.


    Vier stared down at her friend.


    Shenks groaned. His torso had been shattered. Blood ran everywhere on his uniform. A pool of blood collected around him.


    “Help me carry him! Get the medics in here!” Vier yelled at the top of her lungs.


    “Admiral!” Sensor Lieutenant Fredericks said. “The enemy fleet has reached our disruptor platform’s range. We’re firing!”


    


    Supreme Battlecruiser Usha'Tera


    Bridge of Light…


    


    Hal-Dorat watched in amusement as the puny human defenses readied their primitive nadion pulse technology at his warships. Useless! He eyed his sensor displays as all fifty of his Ga ships entered the human’s nadion disruptor range. The disruptor beams sped towards his big feline warships. They crashed into his shields, and...nothing! They splattered against matter that was light-years above anything these species had ever encountered. His warships’ shields, for the most part, held.


    Hal-Dorat Al-rim laughed, his big toothy grin curling his feline-lips. He had seen it all before, and it amused him that once again, another species struggled against death and yet, they would join so many others perished.


    Then, he thought better about it. There was no humor in laughing as thousands of beings died...only a sense of duty. Duty to his sovereign. He felt...satisfaction, instead.


    Maybe one day, the Great Commander would see him befit for a different type of battle, against a different type of Pra? One that could fight back?


    This...was like fighting newborn kittens.


    He watched as the first of these kittens’ missile waves came closer and closer to his ships’ shields.


    There were thousands of these missiles from these Pra, but he worried little. With the technology that this primitive race had shown so far, he very much doubted these missiles could do anything against his shields, let alone his armor. They might prickle him, but his fleet was a mighty beast, the best that the Great Commander had. And him? He was the Great Commander’s most trusted lieutenant.


    This entire engagement was a show of force, demonstrating that nothing these Pra had could withstand the Great Commander. If any of these Pra could escape this battle, he was sure they’d report what had happened here to their specie’s leaders. Surely, when such news reached those ears, the entire species would surrender rather than be obliterated?


    Still, Hal-Dorat had met several species in his experience—species that never surrendered—despite the devastating odds. Hal-Dorat had been forced to wipe out those species. He certainly hoped that wasn’t the same here. He hoped these Pra would soon understand reason and bow to the Great Commander’s will.


    Then, suddenly another part of him actually wanted this Pra to be stubborn and stupid. It would mean he could garner more battlefield victories and become more respected in the eyes of the Great Commander.


    No, thought Hal-Dorat. That was a senseless desire. No amount of battlefield victories against bare kittens could garner respect. It would be full-scale slaughter, none of which would amount to anything but routine dirty work for him. It would be a mere test of his operating procedure, not his intellect, or his ability to persevere.


    Hal-Dorat sighed, one paw twisting his whiskers. He hoped that this battle would be finished soon. He wanted it to be done with. One day, he hoped he would face a real enemy. An enemy that could withstand the blows of the mighty fleets of the Great Commander. That would be the day.


    That enemy may only be the Ga Empire itself. Maybe the Great Commander would one day fight another rival clan, one worthy of his skills and abilities. It had happened before, but that was before Hal-Dorat had reached his post as the Great Commander’s leading lieutenant.


    He shook his head and groaned. He wished he’d been there for that, to command great navies against worthy opponents, but he had only been a mere Skra then...not a Subjugator as he was now.


    He returned his attention towards the battle taking place before him. He hissed and licked his cat-lips.


    Routine dirty work, indeed...


    


    Battlespace…


    


    Twelve hundred human fusion-warheaded missiles sped through space towards the invading fleet. The alien warships fired off their own version of anti-missile countermeasures, taking down a third of the missiles before those same missiles smashed into the shields of the invasion force warships at half the speed of light.


    Alien shields flashed as white-hot detonations splashed against them. For the most part, they held. The shields took in the full blow of the nuclear detonations.


    Out of fifty warships, only one of the alien ships had its shields fully wiped out, and only because it took on a relatively large number of nuclear missiles compared to the rest. This lone Ga warship had its outer hull cratered with explosions, but its armor was truly light-years ahead of humanity’s ability to inflict damage. Its crew, for the most part, remained safe.


    When it was all over, the alien fleet continued heading inward with bloodlust.


    


    Orbital Station Meerlat-01


    Command Room…


    


    “Help me stop the bleeding,” Doctor Hayes yelled.


    Shenks’s body lay on a stretcher, and medical crews were all around him.


    There was crying and moaning everywhere in the room.


    Chaos.


    There weren't enough medical crews to go around, Vier thought. But luckily, the captain of the space station had priority over the others.


    Vier gazed momentarily at the work being done on her friend, then realized she couldn’t do anything to make the situation better for him. For now, everything was up to the medics and God. She headed back to her command chair. “What’s the status on our first missile wave, lieutenant? Did we get them?”


    “No, ma’am,” Fredericks replied. “No...”


    Vier stared at the main battlemap and sighed. The situation looked impossible now. It looked like she would need more than miracle against these new aliens. “What’s the damage? Tell me.”


    “Our missiles broke the shields on one of their warships and scratched its outer hull. The rest are undamaged. They are heading towards us with no change in acceleration, ma’am.”


    Vier brought her hands to her face. Desperation. Lack of hope. She had never faced these odds before. Judging from everything she knew, her remaining warships would be utterly destroyed when they entered weapons range of those alien vessels and whatever god-forsaken weapons those had.


    She stood like a lone pebble within a sea of disaster. In this moment, she was caught in the process of decision making. She worried that she might make a mistake and that future generations would forever remember her for it. But then, she weighed the facts together and knew she’d be judged correctly because she was acting on what she knew, not what God knew. Who was she kidding? She had no choice. Any sane person would do what she was about to do. “Lieutenant Browder?”


    “Yes, ma’am?” the communications officer said.


    “Order a general withdrawal. All ships. All fighters are to head to the outer system and try to dock inside any hyperspace capable ships they can find.”


    “Ma’am?” one of the officers asked.


    “I know what you’re going to say, Lieutenant. Our warships do not have the acceleration anymore to outrun those alien warships. But we have to salvage as many of our warships as we can. The best case is a general withdrawal. We can’t fight them, can we? Hopefully, several of our ships will make it back to Betelgeuse.”


    “Yes, ma’am. But—”


    “No buts, Lieutenant. I know we’re supposed to defend the system and the civilian population against any hostile attack, but God knows we can’t defend against that. Central command will understand my decision and if not, I’ll take the blame. There’s no point in sacrificing innocent lives and crew in a battle we cannot win.”


    The lieutenant nodded.


    Vier turned towards her com officer. “Browder, order a general evacuation of the space station. We’re all gonna try to make a run towards the hyper limit.” She turned her attention to the room and shouted, “Everyone! Get out of here! That’s an order! Any evacuation shuttles that make it to the hyper limit is to head towards Betelgeuse at maximum speed. Lieutenant Seetch?”


    “Yes, ma’am?” he answered as his dust and soot covered face turned her way.


    “Take the remaining five thousand missiles and attack the alien warships. However, do not use the preexisting priority targeting orders. Try to ram as many of those missiles onto a single enemy warship...as many as possible. We know for a fact that fifty missiles per enemy ship won’t do any damage past their shields, so try two hundred or three hundred per alien ship. Let’s try to take out as many of their ships as possible, however few that might be.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Admiral, what do I tell CAG to say to the fighters that are heading towards them, right now?” Browder asked.


    “Tell them—good luck, may God be with you. Full withdrawal. Any fighter that can make it to a hyper capable ship should do so. “


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Out! Everyone, out! Get to the evacuation shuttles!” Vier yelled.


    The evacuation alarms suddenly sounded. Lieutenant Browder’s overworked voice filled the entire space station. “Priority A Evacuation procedures! Priority A Evacuation procedures!”


    The entire room thundered with sound as officers and ratings abandoned their posts and headed towards the exits. The commotion brought a mixture of bittersweet feeling to Vier. She had learned to love this command center, for she had been the sole controller of it for the past year. Now, she would probably never see it again. She eyed the 3D displays all across the room, the fires, and the crewmen helping injured crewmen get out.


    Goodbye...


    Despite all the commotion, the ash-faced Vier limped over to where her friend Shenks lay on a stretcher.


    The medical staff still surrounded him, but one of the nurses respectfully gave way to her presence.


    “Well, Anton,” Vier said, looking down at her barely conscious friend. “Looks like it’s just you and me and the rest of the universe, again. We’re gonna make a run for it. We’ll make it out of this alive and in one piece, we will, like always...”


    


    Human Drop Fighter 22, Wing A


    Cockpit…


    


    “Good luck, everyone. Make it out alive. The admiral wishes you all the best of luck and may God be on your side. Michio out.”


    “You hear that, D?” Brigum tried to cheer up his copilot. The cockpit’s flashing instruments and displays were all that separated him and his love interest. “CAG has called off the attack. We’re not going to die after all. We’re going to make a run for it.”


    “I’m too—drunk to see the good either way,” Darcy’s slurred voice replied back in his helmet. “Should I be relieved?”


    Brigum laughed. “Well, if there’s any way to die, it’s best to be drunk.”


    “You drunk five beers, too. I got you to do that. I’m quite proud of it. Changing course, 327 mark 215. Happy?”


    “Gorgeous,” Brigum mouthed.


    “What?”


    “Let’s see... Those aliens are firing some type of anti-fighter countermeasure at us. It’s like a miniature ship-killer missile but it’s not. Sensors can’t make heads or tails of it. There you go! One of those alien warships fired another one. Another.”


    “Who they aiming for?”


    “I can’t tell for sure. Distances between our fighters are too small. It could be any of us...or all of us. I don’t know what these missiles can do.”


    “We’ve got the state-of-the-art ECM suite.”


    “Nothing’s state of art when facing aliens with God-like technology, babe.”


    Darcy was silent for a while. The silence in the cockpit made it nauseating. “Who’s coming with us, Brim?”


    “About twenty other fighters are also heading in our direction. That slow moving freighter you picked that’s about to hyperlight transit seems to be an attractive target.”


    Darcy went silent, again.


    Both of them knew the odds of them making it out of the system was small. The enemy could just fire a missile at the human freighter and boom, the freighter would be gone, and all the fighters heading towards it would be stranded inside the system. Fighters were not equipped with hyperlight technology. That type of bulky equipment couldn’t be carried on small crafts. Usually, a carrier conveyed fighters in between systems. But there was no carrier in this system. They had launched from an orbital space station, a place they couldn’t return to.


    This time, Brigum broke the silence, “Well D, if there’s anyone I’d want to be with, it’s you. I couldn’t think of a better person to spend my last moments with.”


    “D-don’t get sentimental, Brim. We’re not dead yet. You and I have much more time together. I’m the best flyer in the parsec, remember? Alcohol might dim my feelings, but not my skills.”


    Several minutes later, Brigum observed that one of the missiles was definitely heading towards his group of fighters. The com chatter in between the fighters sounded noisily in his head. One voice was saying all the fighters should split further apart. Another voice said that if the fighters closed themselves together, they would stand a better chance at knocking the missile out with their combined countermeasures.


    A third voice said one of their fighters should go attack the missile before it touched the group. But nobody volunteered.


    In the end, the voices were split. As a result, some of the fighters tried to distance themselves as far as possible from the rest. Other fighters huddled close together to attack the missile when it came.


    Brigum opted to be as far away as possible.


    As the missile came closer and closer, it veered towards the densest group of fighters. Before even reaching the range of the countermeasures on board the mark nine fighters, the missile detonated.


    For one moment, everything was fine. The next moment, all electronics everywhere in the cockpit turned off. Suddenly, his helmet display blackened. He couldn’t see through his nanoscreen anymore, and he couldn’t hear the electronic chatter from the other pilots. He was in complete darkness. He took of his helmet.


    The cockpit was in pitch blackness. None of the cockpit displays were on.


    “D?” He could hear the sound of Darcy’s helmet unlocking as well. “D?”


    “Brim?”


    “Good, you’re okay.”


    “That was some sort of EMP. All my controls are gone. I can’t see a thing. Switching on emergency lights.”


    Suddenly, the cockpit glowed blue.


    “Can you reset the cockpit controls?” Darcy asked.


    “Trying.”


    Several minutes later and no avail. They were dead in the water.


    “We’re running on the remaining oxygen,” Darcy said. “As far as I can tell, the oxygen recycler isn’t working. Nothing is. We’re drifting in the direction of the freighter but it’s only our momentum.”


    Silence.


    “I’ll keep trying,” Brigum said. For the next few minutes, he tried everything he knew about the mark nine fighter to reboot the cockpit controls, but nothing worked. “How much oxygen we got, D?”


    “I don’t know. Whatever is left in the spare oxygen packs.”


    Silence.


    More time passed. Eventually, Brigum said, “I can’t do it, D. I can’t get the cockpit controls working. They’re all dead. Everything is dead. I can’t get us out of here.”


    Darcy was silent.


    Brigum sighed. He couldn’t believe it. So this was how he would perish, not in a flare of light against pirates but in suffocation. He wondered how the other fighters were doing. What was Gerry doing, now? And Slim? And Pack? Were they all in the same situation as he—isolated from the universe in a pit of death with time slowly trickling away?


    The seconds ticked. It was only a matter of time...


    All was silent in the cockpit as Brigum tried the same thing over and over again, to reboot the electronic systems. Nothing. But he kept trying and trying...


    


    Supreme Battlecruiser Usha'Tera


    Bridge of Light…


    


    “They run, subjugator.”


    “As expected,” Hal-Dorat replied. “We will soon chase and kill each of the fleeing units. However, all lance commanders, follow shield wall procedures for now. Wait until the Pra’s main missile arsenal has been depleted before chasing their warships down. Proceed.”


    “Yes, subjugator!”


    Hal-Dorat grinned inside his interface tank. As expected, the Pra ran instead of meeting their deaths head on. But no matter, they would all die. They did not have the acceleration to evade his warships. However, by some sheer luck, one or two of those warships might escape. His battle doctrine wasn’t perfect by any means, but he intended to kill as many of them as possible.


    He eyed the battle display with precision. Something did disturb him. He saw the five thousand missiles aiming at his warships. Something about those missiles gave him pause. They were clustered in a very odd formation, and if he wasn’t careful, he felt he could actually suffer some minor damage. “All lance commanders, deploy phase nets. Shoot those missiles down.”


    He remembered how much minor damage one of his warships had suffered as a result of being overwhelmed with missiles. He hadn’t lost a single crewman in that encounter. But against a missile wave that was four times as large as the previous one? If the Pra were smart, they could very well target only a few of his warships with a much larger number of missiles.


    It was a simple fact that even technologically inferior species could inflict damage on his armada. It had happened before and from appearances, it looked like it could happen, again. Hal-Dorat reminded himself that it was impossible not to suffer some losses in battle. He would, of course, have to take full responsibility when he reported the outcome to the Great Commander.


    The Great Commander would understand, Hal-Dorat thought...He always did. Despite all appearances of might and ambition, the Great Commander never inflicted his wrath on him personally, although he couldn’t say the same about the other subjugators. The Great Commander had always taken a liking to Hal-Dorat, much like a father would to a favorite son.


    He shook his head. It was too early to think about the consequences of suffering damage to a few of his warships. The missiles had not even impacted, yet.


    He focused on the incoming missiles carefully...


    Time passed. He eyed the five thousand Pra missiles as they now accelerated to half the speed of light towards his warships. Soon, they closed to within one hundred C’lats of his warships and he witnessed his anti-missile countermeasure net fire. The net was made of thousands of drones that could fire multi-dimensional flak warheads. They detonated, and the region all around the Pra missiles shattered with millions of explosions that warped space itself. By the time the Pra missiles had penetrated through his defensive flak layer, less than four out of ten still functioned. Still, it was about two thousand Pra missiles. These remaining missiles veered towards only a few of his leading warships and slammed into the shields.


    Immediately, damage alarms rang throughout his fleet, centered around his forward ships. A hundred or so casualties blinked out of existence. One hundred Cats had been killed. His readouts reported that the forward armor on those ships had suffered severe damage, almost enough to penetrate the inner layers on those same ships.


    “Lance commanders, report!” Hal-Dorat demanded.


    “Forty-seven dead on the Krashlah! Krashlah’s forward nano hull has suffered extensive damage! Forward weapon bay has been dematerialized!”


    “Eighty-two dead on Putah!”


    And so the reports came in...


    Hal-Dorat hissed. This was something new. The Pra had indeed wounded him. However, the damage was minor. None of his ships had lost engines or structural integrity. The singularity cores on his ships had suffered no damage. His fleet remained strong. It was just the frontal armor and a minor part of the frontal inner hull on board those ships that had been damaged.


    With the worst over, Hal-Dorat immediately gave the order, “Lance commanders, decentralize the fleet. The Pra’s main threat to us have been depleted. We can now spread out and chase the Pra’s fleeing warships individually. Let the hunt begin!”


    “With pleasure, Subjugator!”


    Hal-Dorat licked his lips at the idea that the greatest part of the killing was about to begin.


    


    Shuttlecraft A1-01a


    Cockpit…


    


    Vier Kleingelt’s body buckled against her seat straps as the evacuation shuttle pulled its highest G’s. The inertial compensators on the shuttle were working at maximum, but she had told the pilot next to her to accelerate as fast as the shuttle’s hull integrity could withstand. Unlike the standard typical space fighter, the evacuation shuttle had four gravitic emitters instead of one. Normally, these emitters could bask the shuttle in an even layer of gravity, thus giving the crews a sense that nothing was accelerating even if the shuttle was pulling over one thousand G’s. In this instance, all four gravitic emitters were operating in overdrive, which caused gravitic inequalities throughout the hull of the shuttle. The shuttle was pulling one thousand two hundred G’s of acceleration, as fast as possible without flattening the human crews into pulp.


    The evac shuttle had one extraordinary thing that a mark nine fighter did not. It had a hyperspace translator device. This device, operating by creating a shear in space-time, could open the portal to another smaller universe called hyperspace. However, it could only be used outside a star’s gravity well.


    Vier eyed the 3D minimap on her cockpit display. It told her that the distance between her shuttle and the hyper limit was approximately two astronomical units. At 1200 G’s, it would take approximately thirty minutes before her shuttle could enter hyperspace. The other dots on the minimap represented other escape shuttles as well as enemy warships. She had told her escape shuttles to follow different routes, because banding together would allow them to be more easily killed. As a result, the friendly escape craft veered in every direction.


    Already, the alien warships had altered course to intercept all the friendly targets trying to make it to the system’s gravity well.


    “Uh, admiral? We have a problem,” the pilot noted.


    “Tell me about it,” Vier sighed.


    “One of the alien warships have launched a missile at us.”


    “What type of missile?”


    “I don’t know, ma’am. Sensors couldn’t read the missile nor have the system ever encountered it before. It is simply a very fast moving small object similar to the ones that had silenced all the fighters.”


    Vier gulped. Was the same fate about to happen to her and Shenks as it had happened to the fighter pilots? “What is its exact trajectory, chief?”


    “It’s heading straight for us, ma’am. It’s adjusting course to whatever I adjust.”


    “Time to intercept?”


    “Sixteen minutes, ma’am.”


    Vier felt a clump in her throat. She knew that the VA-89 evacuation shuttle had some countermeasures for just this type of situation, but she didn’t know effective they would be against a missile with unknown technology. Her shuttle did not have any more advantages in terms of countermeasures compared to the mark nine fighters. “Fire countermeasures at optimum range, chief.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    She began unbuckling her seat straps. She wanted to talk to Shenks.


    “Admiral? I’m not sure if that’s wise,” the pilot remarked.


    Vier nodded, but ignored the warning. When she was free, she climbed to the back door. Despite the sudden G’s, she found she could navigate through the cockpit.


    She entered the passenger compartment. She saw dozens of wounded crewmen all tied to seats. She nodded to them before reaching a particular stretcher.


    In front of her, her friend Anton Shenks lay strapped against a medical stretcher. The stretcher itself was tied against the seats surrounding it. The medical crews had ceased to work on him, as the environment was impossible. All everyone could do was think about getting out of the system alive.


    He had bandages all around his body. His blue-black captain’s uniform was covered in blood.


    “Anton,” Vier whispered. “We’re still alive. Can you hear me?”


    Shenks grunted.


    “We’re going to make it out of here. We’re pulling as many G’s as we can.”


    A moment’s pause. “You’re lying,” he groaned. “I always know when you’re lying.”


    Vier smiled. “You’re right, Anton. It doesn’t look good at all. In fifteen minutes, we’re going to be hit by some type of missile. I don’t know what’s going to happen to us after that.”


    Shenks grinned, too. His smile flexed his bandages. “Just meet it and find out. It can’t be worse than what I’m in.”


    Vier fell into the seat behind him. She fastened herself to the seat straps. “This might be the last time we’ll have an honest talk. You would think I’ve said everything I wanted to say...” Vier suddenly felt a funny feeling in her eyes. When she touched them, she surprisingly found tears. It was odd. The last time she cried was when she had been a kid, when her mother had died. She sat there, beside Shenks, for five minutes, which was a near eternity to her. It was the type of silence that only true friends could share, the type of silence that only occurred between two bonded souls.


    When it was over, she said, “I’ll see you later, Anton.”


    When she returned to the cockpit, the shuttle chief was busy talking to someone on the tachyon channels. “Yes, sir. The admiral is on board.”


    Vier buckled herself in the seat beside the pilot and eyed the minimap, again. The cockpit was filled with electronic chatter. “What’s happening, chief?”


    The pilot looked at Vier with a glimpse of hope. “The captain of the cruiser Dartmouth has decided to alter course to intercept the missile. He’ll use his entire missile countermeasure suit to take down that one missile!”


    “Why is he doing this?”


    “Because he wants to save you, ma’am!”


    Vier nodded. What could she say? No, don’t? She wanted to live damn it, and if that meant accepting the help of another officer, she was glad to accept it. “Tell him ‘thank you’.”


    “I will, ma’am.”


    As the alien missile slowly crept up to her shuttle, she watched on the minimap display as the much bigger fast-attack human cruiser Dartmouth accelerated into position in between the missile and herself.


    “The Dartmouth is firing its ECMs and counter missile gravitrons.”


    Vier nodded. Gravitron darts had little effect against a wave of alien missiles but against one alien missile, who knew? If all the gravitron darts from a human warship concentrated onto an alien missile, just by luck the missile could be taken out.


    Just then, the missile on the minimap blinked away. It was gone.


    Suddenly, the com chatter in the cockpit rose to a new level. Despite the shuttle chief’s exaltation, Vier couldn’t help but feel something was not entirely right. Then, she heard it.


    The captain of the cruiser Dartmouth, which was 40,000 kilometers away, was shouting in the com channels, “God, throw me a bike! That EMP blast, or whatever it was, just smacked our main computer. It’s—it is doing something weird! But thank god for fail safes! Someone reboot the damn thing, reboot it and get us out of here! All our electronics are fuzzing in and out.”


    “Total damage?” Vier asked.


    “Damage to our systems was minor, admiral,” the captain responded. “We have to thank our cruiser-level grav shields for that.”


    “Thank you for everything, Captain.”


    “No problem, Admiral.” Then she heard someone speak far away from the captain’s mic. The captain responded with unkind words, then spoke directly to Vier through the net, “Admiral, you better get the hell out. One of the alien warships is heading straight for us.”


    “Confirmed,” the shuttle chief said from next to her. “One of the alien warships is altering course to intercept both of us.”


    Vier blinked for a second, then understood. The aliens, whatever they were called, must have analyzed the situation and responded appropriately. They must have seen an entire human warship diverting its course to intercept a missile heading for an anonymous shuttle. Therefore, the aliens must have believed this particular shuttle held something important. Therefore, the aliens were now diverting even more resources to take down this shuttle. “Understood.”


    “The alien warship is firing more missiles at us,” the shuttle pilot announced.


    Vier eyed the minimap. Indeed, dozens more missiles were heading her way.


    “Admiral,” the captain said on the tachyon net. “We’ll take down as many of those missiles as we can, but you should get the hell out. We’ll stay behind you.”


    No, you won’t, thought Vier. That’s what she should have said. Instead, she was silent. All she could think about was getting herself and Shenks out.


    The captain must have picked up on her silence because he said, “It’s not a matter for you to decide, Admiral. I’m the one making the decisions and I’m doing it. Just make sure everyone remembers me. Compton out!”


    The net with the Dartmouth closed.


    Vier bit her lip. All four hundred crewmembers were on the Dartmouth. The captain is sacrificing them all in a split decision to save my life.


    Her next thoughts weren’t even about gratitude, they were about making sure he succeeded. Otherwise, Captain Compton’s decision to stick behind her to ward off the missiles would be in vain. She thought about it. Even if the Dartmouth tried with all its best ability, it probably wouldn’t take out all of the missiles heading for her. It might take out some. But as human and alien technological interaction has demonstrated so far, those missiles had some type of drive that was mostly impervious to gravitron countermeasures. She calculated the trajectories and accelerations then concluded that the Dartmouth would not succeed before some of those missiles hit her shuttle. “Chief, can you accelerate faster?”


    “We’re already beyond maximum tolerance, admiral. 1200 G’s is more than the shuttle’s structural integrity and inertial compensators can hold.”


    “Push it further.”


    “Admiral, that is not recommended. The shuttle will break apart at those accelerations.”


    “That’s fine, chief. We’ll die otherwise, anyway.”


    The shuttle chief paused. Underneath that brown helmet, he seemed to pause. “Alright, jerking to 1300 G’s. Hold on.”


    Suddenly, Vier was pushed back into her seat even more. A metal groan sounded throughout the shuttle. People shouted in the passenger compartment.


    “Structural limits far exceeded, admiral. I don’t know how long we’ll be able to hold this acceleration!”


    Vier nodded. She kept her eyes on the minimap. The missiles came closer.


    The human cruiser Dartmouth continued its acceleration behind her shuttle, staying behind her at a certain distance. Vier knew the Dartmouth had an acceleration tolerance that was significantly greater than her shuttle. It could, by itself, accelerate past her shuttle and translate into hyperspace before her, but Compton chose not to. It stayed behind to protect her.


    The man himself—she hardly knew him. He was just another captain within the food chain who’d been assigned to her system because of some higher up in the military bureaucracy.


    “Ma’am,” the shuttle chief said. “Even with this acceleration, we will not be able to escape the accelerations of the incoming alien missiles.”


    Vier nodded. “I know.”


    The minutes ticked by. Hull stresses created loud jarring noises throughout the shuttle. People within the compartment voiced trembling concerns. “Are we going to be okay?” they asked.


    Vier did not answer them. She kept watching the monitor. The missiles came closer and closer.


    Then, when they entered the counterbattery range of the Dartmouth, the bigger ship fired all its gravitron beams. One missile was taken out. Then another. But there were dozens of them.


    The Dartmouth isn’t taking out the missiles fast enough. They’re going to surpass the Dartmouth and hit us.


    She watched in a stunned silence. Then something happened that utterly surprised her. Just as the leading missile was about to pass the Dartmouth and speed toward her shuttle, that missile detonated on the Dartmouth instead. Then another, and another. Every missile within the enemy missile salvo smashed into the Dartmouth.


    Then she gasped. A sudden realization dawned upon her. The reason those missiles appeared to be targeting her shuttle was to get the Dartmouth to slow its speed to protect her—the real target of those missiles hadn’t been her at all, it was the Dartmouth!


    Our shuttle is just not that important. I am not that important.


    The enemy believed that a human warship was far more important than whatever passenger her shuttle carried, so much that it used the shuttle’s apparent importance to the warship to prevent the warship from escaping into hyperspace.


    “Open a channel to the Dartmouth,” Vier ordered.


    “Yes, ma’am…Channel open.”


    “Dartmouth, do you read? What is the status of your ship? Damage?”


    There was screaming in the other end. People cried for help. The captain yelled amidst a flurry of activity. After a long pause, Captain Compton’s voice returned, “This is Compton. We’ve suffered severe damage to our primary propulsion systems. Our hyperspace translator is about to lose containment in its antimatter stores. We’re jettisoning it.”


    “But you won’t be able to translate into hyperspace,” Vier stated.


    “It doesn’t matter. Our gravitic drive is offline. We won’t make it to the edge of the gravity well before the enemy warship overtakes us.”


    Vier paused. “Do you have shields and weapons?”


    “Gravshield generators are all operational. The main graviton shield has been broken, but we’re regenerating it with new gravitons. Primary power is still online. The main lances are fully powered.” He paused. “Think of it this way, admiral. You’ll get to witness how well our warships do against the enemy warships in a knife fight.” Compton then yelled at someone far away. “Sorry, I must go. The ship needs me. There’s little time before that thing gets here. Look, Admiral. You and I are pragmatists. We have to be to get this far in the chain of command. View the situation this way: you get a free ticket out of here. It’s obvious by now that they aren’t focused on taking you out or they could have easily done so already. I’ll transmit all our data logs to you until we’re unable. Admiral, make sure high command makes full use of it. Make sure they pay for what they did here. Closing channel. Compton out.”


    “Goodbye, Compton.”


    “Goodbye, Admiral.” Compton yelled again to someone far away, then the transmission went quiet.


    There was silence in the cockpit as she stared at the minimap on the monitor. “Time to hyper transit?”


    “Twelve minutes, Admiral.”


    More minutes passed. Idly, she watched as the two dots came close to each other. Then, the enemy warship entered weapons range of the Dartmouth. The Dartmouth fired its main Polaron beam lance, lashing out at the alien ship like an injured dog baring its teeth. The alien ship countered using some unknown weapon that the shuttle’s sensors couldn’t analyze. A sudden bright flash of light appeared right on top the Dartmouth and it careened in a random direction. Vier knew its gravitic drive was down, so its sudden movement couldn’t be because of an evasive maneuver the captain performed.


    Maybe he got it back running just in time.


    It didn’t matter. Because less than a minute later, the Dartmouth’s signal disappeared. Its dot on the minimap blinked out of existence.


    “Do we still have the Dartmouth’s signal?” Vier yelled.


    “No, ma’am…They’re gone. Sensors read debris and antimatter detonations.”


    Four hundred crewmen. All dead. “How much data did we get?”


    “All their sensor and ship logs until that point, ma’am. It’s safe with us.”


    Vier clenched her fist. The smell of pale recycled oxygen in the cockpit lent a bitter feeling in comparison to the burnt smell of dead bodies and scorched machinery typical on board a heavily damaged warship during battle. Why? Why was she here and they there? Why did so many good men die today? Why was humanity attacked so ruthlessly, and so many star men murdered?


    Minutes later as she gazed at the sudden bright lights that exploded outside the cockpit’s forward viewscreen—typical of hyperspace transition—all she could think about was the dead crewmen on board the Dartmouth and the vain sacrifice of its captain. We’ll avenge your death, Compton. I’ll make sure they pay for what they did here.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    CHAPTER TWO


    


    4 hours later.


    December 13rd 3986 AD


    Planetary Defense Command, Meerlat


    Operation Room…


    


    Colonel Arthur Streit did not like the fact that every human warship had been destroyed before they reached the hyper limit. He gazed at the holodisplay coolly as the last human cruiser disappeared in a massive antimatter explosion. So many trails of debris. The enemy was very intent on not letting any of humanity’s largest assets get away. At least, he thought, hundreds of smaller shuttles managed to escape. He couldn’t say the same about the fighters nor the slower moving civilian freighters. At least, the admiral got away.


    Now, it was just him and his soldiers.


    The operation room that controlled the ground forces for an entire planet looked like a giant theater. Rows and columns of workstations layered the giant room. A vast series of holographic projections littered the front wall. Embedded within twenty kilometers of rock, the room was safe as it could be from orbital and kinetic bombardment.


    But that wasn’t what the aliens were after.


    Or they would have done that hours ago. No, the aliens were after something else. Something that mattered more to them. The lives of the civilians on the planet were spared. But for what?


    The giant hologram in front of the room showed that the aliens were just now positioning their largest vessels around the planet, in what was typically a pattern that provided orbital air cover to take out meaty ground targets. While their main ground forces—as seen by the troop transports that had hypered into the system hours ago—would land. As seen by the position of their orbital warships, their attack would center around the main population areas on the colonized planet, mainly the nine major cities on Meerlat, each filled with more than four hundred thousand people.


    But what did they want with the planet’s civilian population? Interrogation? Experimentation? Slavery?


    In any case, Streit was as prepared as he could be with his measly forty thousand marines, not including the planet’s police force. He was willing to defend the planet’s population from whatever the aliens planned to do with them. Or at least try. He doubted he had enough. There were too many unknowns. What type of technology did the alien ground troops have? What did they even look like? What type of tactics would they use?


    Nevertheless, he’d ordered his marines to take camouflage in the cities hours ago, because he knew for a fact that they would be sitting ducks outside the cities where the enemy’s orbital fleet could bombard them to bits. The surface-to-orbital cannons and missile batteries outside the cities, on the other hand, would be safe because they were already camouflaged. Or at least he hoped. He would fire them at the alien landers when they came. Only then would he reveal their positions.


    Why didn’t he have more marines? Because high command had never planned against a conventional ground army invading Meerlat, since its colonization fifty years ago. The only contingency was a simple pirate raid, and forty thousand marines was more than enough to take care of that. The Orion border wasn’t anywhere near Meerlat, so an Orion invasion of Meerlat was next to impossible. Besides, during the Orion War, the Orions didn’t have any use for civilians. They simply ignored them or bombarded them when they felt the civilians got in the way.


    These aliens were different. They had use for them.


    Streit wracked his brain trying to think of past situations but came up empty.


    All he knew was that he had to protect the civilians with any means necessary. He was well aware that if the aliens had no problems destroying thousands of people up there, they would have no problems killing people down here.


    “Alien troop transports are ejecting landing vessels,” the tactical officer announced.


    He gazed at the hologram of the planet. He could see the smaller landing pods separating from the larger hyperspace capable troop ships. No doubt, the aliens had the same type of technology and tactics when it came to sending troops down to the ground. At least in this respect, he felt relieved. Technically, large kilometer long ships could descend down to a planet’s surface, but they would be exposed to anti-air fire. If the large ship went down, everything within it would be annihilated. It was much better to separate the cargo into smaller ships. Besides, there was the issue of logistics. It was much easier to deploy stuff onto the ground from hundreds of smaller transports once they reached the soil than it was to deploy everything from one big ship.


    Streit stood aghast at the figures. The seven big troop transports were a dozen kilometers wide. But the thousands of smaller landing pods were only a hundred meters wide. If alien technology was anything like human technology, each of these smaller ships could contain up to thousands of ground soldiers. He was facing an invasion force of a million enemy ground troops. There was no way he could fight off this many even if the enemy had infantry technology—which they certainly did not. But perhaps he could prevent some of these ground troops from landing.


    As the minutes passed, he watched intently as these landing pods descended through the planet’s uppermost exosphere by the thousands. 3275, to be correct. Their descent was slow, by human standards. They looked like gigantic roaches, with hundreds of small black feet scattered all across the bottoms of their hulls. Before long, he knew it was time.


    “Open up the anti-air turrets, now,” Streit ordered. “Remove the camouflage.”


    “Yes, sir,” the weapons officer replied.


    “Set the targeting systems on each gun to fire at the nearest target. Missile targeting should be spread throughout their landing force, but still target those closest to them.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Let’s see how their atmospheric shields hold up. “Fire!” Streit didn’t know what to expect, but he was glad of one thing. Because they had split up their ground troops into thousands of smaller landing vessels instead of one gigantic troop ship, it at least gave a glimmer of hope that they feared that human anti-air technology could destroy or incapacitate a massive troop ship. If that was possible, then it was just as possible that his anti-air fire could destroy their landing pods.


    ...Or perhaps that’s the way they always did things. For instance, against races with equivalent technology as their own, they were forced into deploying landing pods to minimize casualties against those races.


    Either way, he was about to find out.


    


    First Escarot Tranport Sheras-Cree, in orbit around Meerlat


    Dictator Room…


    


    “Yes, Subjugator. I am gracious for you granting me control of our orbital guns. Our warriors are descending now!” Terrestrial Commander Sha-Vas lifted his paws from his black plated chest and bowed his gigantic armored body to the image of Fleet Commander Hal-Dorat.


    When Hal-Dorat’s holoimage vanished, Sha-Vas returned his concentration to his interface globe and stared at the hologram of the planet beneath. To his temporary surprise, the ground Pra had launched missiles and other projectiles at his descending ground forces.


    Immediately, he analyzed the sensor data about the Pra’s counter-fire...and laughed.


    The missiles weren’t even gravity propelled! He knew for a fact that the Pra still used gravity as the primitive propulsion method to move their space vessels and space-born missiles, but apparently they haven’t even solved the atmospheric problem that prevented gravitic propulsion—primitive as it was—from being used within a gaseous environment. Thus, the Pra’s missiles, all 15,000 of them, were still chemically propelled. Chemically.


    Really, what type of barbaric civilization was he facing?


    These missiles were small, too. Much smaller than their space-born missiles, and Sha-Vas wondered what types of warheads they contained. He probed deeper and saw that they were armed with standard fusion warheads. Good, at least this civilization hadn’t solved the size-constraint problem that prevented tiny vessels from being able to carry antimatter.


    “All landing craft, fire M-D flak as soon as possible,” Sha-Vas ordered. “Take out those missiles.”


    “Yes, Sturka!” replies came from his seven leading subordinates.


    Eyeing the hologlobe, he watched as the Pra’s missiles rose through the planet’s atmosphere. At the same time, the first beams from the planet’s primitive laser cannons smashed into the shields of his landing craft. He saw the shields on his ships take the blow at full force, bending the beams of electromagnetism so that their impact on their hulls was much less damaging. Sha-Vas nodded with approval. His landing craft took the blow of the diffracted lasers, which only corroded their armor, but nothing else. Then he ordered, “All orbital vessels, fire kinetic rounds at the origin of their lasers and missiles.”


    The acknowledgments came eagerly.


    All fifty of the orbital ships of his superior’s fleet opened fire with their kinetic slugs on the ground below.


    


    Planetary Defense Command, Meerlat


    Operation Room…


    


    “They’re firing on our missile and turret platforms!” the young lieutenant announced.


    Streit nodded, fully expecting such an event. What he had not expected was that the enemy, those aliens, could deploy grav-shielding technology within a gaseous atmosphere. Human technology so far could not find a way to create stable gravitons within an atmosphere, but somehow the aliens circumvented this blockage. As a result, his laser beams did minor damage to the enemy’s landing pods. Then after the enemy’s kinetic orbital rounds slammed into his ground based laser turrets, those laser beams never will.


    Now, it was up to his missiles to hit the enemy’s landing craft and perhaps take a few of them out.


    As the minutes passed, Streit watched calmly as two things happened: one, the enemy’s kinetic-kill slugs slammed into every surface gun and missile position, destroying all of the human-made equipment into gigantic fireballs. And two, many of his missiles were neutralized by what appeared to be alien flak that seemed to disrupt space-time in dazzling cascades of god-knows-what.


    At least those laser turrets were automated, Streit sighed. As for his ground based missile pods, he was glad at least that all his missiles had already been fired.


    He eyed his subordinates as they cried frantically in the theater like command center. Humans were losing, of course. They were losing even before the battle happened. The tense situation within the command room had been like that, the moment everyone saw the seven massive troop transports hypering into the system.


    “What is going to happen to us?” people around him asked.


    He only told them that he did not know. But, he reminded them, they had to do their duty to their utmost. It was their responsibility to protect the population.


    The civilian news channels were frantic, of course, talking about alien invasion even worse than the time the Orions had invaded. The civilians were truly in a panic. There was nothing he could do about that.


    Soon, his remaining ground-based missile wave reached their targets. Streit watched as those remnants connected with the nearest alien landing pods, detonating in a brilliant flash of nuclear inferno. He eyed the monitors with hope.


    A feeling of joy perused his body when he realized some of the alien landing craft seemed to lose control. He could see the armor on those landing craft smashed to bits. Good, Streit felt slightly relieved. At least some of missiles had done some damage through their gravity shields. The ones that had been overwhelmed by a large amount of missiles seemed to have taken heavy damage. Still, it was only a very minor portion of their overall landing force.


    When his final missile had detonated, fifty of those land craft had disappeared in nuclear fire, now falling over the planet as debris. About twenty of them seemed to have suffered lesser damage and lost navigation drive, free-falling out of control.


    Yet—out of all those missiles, so few of them had actually made it through the enemy’s counter missile fire, and even fewer had penetrated the enemy’s superior gravity shielding before actually damaging their craft...


    Streit sighed, again. What could he do?


    He eyed the hologram as the thousands of landing craft continued descending, a bit fewer in number. That was it. It was over. The entire anti-air assault was finished.


    He knew what would happen now. Those aliens would no doubt land, and he would finally get to see what they looked like and how they fought on the ground. He feared what they intended to do to the people he had to protect. “Lieutenant Holmes, contact the head of civilian police. Ask them about the condition of their preparations.”


    It had been less than ten hours since the first alien ships had entered the system. At times like this, protocol dictated that civilian police relinquish authority of their units to him, the military commander of the planet, and he was to answer to Rear Admiral Kleingelt, the fleet commander of the system. But since the rear admiral was gone, that left him in charge.


    “Chief of police is online, sir,” the grim faced lieutenant said. “He reports that all police squads have been assigned defensive positions according to your orders. He thanks you for adding the marines to his cities.”


    Streit nodded. “Are there any problems with the integrated datanet?”


    “No, sir. Command and communication with their units and ours are all nominal.”


    “Good. Update the main display by wiping the unnecessary projections concerning our destroyed missile and laser turrets. Update the main display with all infantry, armor, and artillery pieces including the civilian police.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Streit stared at the main holoscreen at the center of the room. He wondered how the aliens would fare against conventional ground tactics. It was time to find out.


    


    Bajor City, Southern Continent, Meerlat


    Main Hospital Complex


    Rooftop, Building 2D…


    


    “What do you think they look like, sarge?”


    “Big, green, ugly,” Sergeant Will Kubersly grumbled as he rubbed his chin using his oxygen filter. The XG-29 Spartanian Armor Exoskeleton Suit was big green and ugly in itself. It weighed two hundred pounds and wrapped the skin with a thick layer of nanocarbon armor similar to those used on starships. He gazed at his platoon through his in-head display, most of them raw recruits trained during the last recruitment drive less than a year ago. Meerlat was a new system, whose marine detachment came from one of the core worlds as well as from the native colonists.


    Everyone positioned around him wore the same exoskeleton armor. They looked like mean killing machines.


    His position on top of a hospital wasn’t much for cover, but it allowed him to see everything within a mile. Not that he needed the direct line of sight, however. His datafeed allowed him to see through all the cameras from every aerial recon probe around the city.


    From the probe data, his computer would naturally update the position of enemy units on the map that displayed inside his helmet. And when the time came, his recon probes would fight the enemy’s recon probes if they had them. He didn’t know if the enemy used recon probes like humans did or had sensor technology that circumvented them altogether.


    “Do you think Bajor City will survive this, sarge?” Private Dawson asked.


    “We survived everything so far, Dawson. It doesn’t look like the enemy wants our civilians dead or they would have nuked us hours ago.” Kubersly returned his attention toward one of his helmet’s displays. At this very moment, he could see those giant hundred meter long alien dropships falling from the sky outside the city.


    When they reached the ground, they slowed until they were hovering. Then, they smoothly landed onto the soil using their abundant black insect legs. They didn’t waste a second before opening up their hatches and deploying their ground units out of those black buglike drop ships. Soon, he saw them...their vehicles, their infantry, their aerial fighters, everything.


    His platoon members started chattering. “Wow, those are big.”


    “So they’re humanoid, like us.”


    “They’re huge! I wonder what they look like inside that armor.”


    Kubersly gazed at their basic infantryman who had just deployed outside their dropship. It—they wore armor much like his. Black, a bit bigger than his own. Their armor covered its entire body. He gazed at what it was holding. Hmm...Its weapons didn’t look so much advanced that his platoon couldn’t put up a fight when the time came.


    Their infantrymen deployed readily outside their dropships in the plain grass as if on lookout for enemy units. Little did they know that all the human units had been deployed inside the city.


    Then the rounds rained down on the enemy. Human artillery pieces started firing the moment those enemy ground units exited the drop ships. Kuberly wondered why the artillery rounds hadn’t been fired on the dropships themselves but then realized they had. The dropships’ gravity shields had protected them against tactical nukes. But what type of protection did the enemy ground units have?


    Immediately, his view of the enemy ground units flashed brilliantly as the tactical nukes hit their mark outside the city. Giant mushroom clouds appeared in his helmet view. It took a while but once those mushroom clouds disappeared, Kubersly gasped. The enemy wasn’t invincible! Their ground units had been decimated. Everything outside the dropships had been turned to black debris. Only the dropships survived.


    It certainly looked as if the humans finally scored one.


    Then, the dropships opened their top hatches. Suddenly, aircraft exited out of the massive dropships and began moving in the direction of the city. Miniature troop deployment vehicles, much like helicopters from ages past. Probably carrying assault troopers.


    Suddenly, Kubersly could hear enemy artillery shells landing throughout the city. The big dropships countered with their own version of artillery and small missiles, but thank god, they weren’t nuclear armed.


    “We’re being hit!” came the cries. “Our positions are being bombarded!”


    So, the enemy had recon probes after all—or something similar.


    Kubersly wondered what was inside those aircraft and concluded that they were no doubt carrying alien infantrymen of their own.


    “Hold on, guys,” Captain Bewcock stated over the command net. “Their assault fliers are coming! Prepare to fire! Fire!”


    “Fire at will!” Kubersly relayed the order to his platoon.


    Immediately, the battlefield in and around the city thundered with rounds of missiles and shells going in every direction. The alien dropships threw their artillery and missile fire at human positions in the city. The alien aircraft did the same. Alien ground vehicles no doubt carrying troops headed inward towards the city, surrounded by alien tanks roaring with their massive guns. Human artillery, tanks, and aircraft outside and inside the city countered with their own version of hell.


    It seemed, to Kubersly in that moment of intense excitement, that alien ground-based technology was not much superior than humans. He was glad. At least in this regard, they were equal. The alien’s small scale ground units did not have any of the superior gravity-enhanced technology that made their atmospheric dropships and the much larger kilometer wide troop transports invulnerable. But what the enemy did have was quantity. The enemy outnumbered the city defenders ten to one.


    Kubersly gazed as alien aircraft passed by overhead. Things dropped away from the alien aircraft.


    Alien foot soldiers!


    Kubersly, still standing on top of the hospital complex, aimed his magnetic rifle at one of the free-falling enemy soldiers and—suddenly, everything around him exploded as enemy shells rained down on his position. Debris flew everywhere. His vision became clouded. Things ricocheted onto his armor and thankfully, none of it penetrated. He quickly activated his rockets and leapt using his chemical-propelled thrusters and now he was skyborn, away from the mess. Now he was an easy target just like the enemy soldiers falling from above!


    He fired directional thrusters while he was in the sky, allowing him to fall onto another building. He continued firing his magnetic rifle at the targets. A hit! One of the aliens above exploded in a dazzling fireball.


    “I’m hit!” someone’s voice cried out over the platoon’s channel. It was Private Falk.


    Kubersly attention suddenly came back to his own platoon. His platoon display section inside his helmet was blinking. His platoon members died off one by one. Their unit statuses changed color when they were hit. Three gone. Now four. “Keep firing!” Kubersly ordered all his platoon members positioned several hundred meters around him. “Don’t let up!”


    “There’s JUST too many of them!” another one blinked away. Private Rogers.


    “Keep firing!”


    Now, the alien infantrymen landed all around him. It was no longer an up versus down battle. His helmet map display read over eight hundred new enemy dots in every direction within a kilometer radius. On top of rooftops, on the city streets, around buildings.


    “Oh shit,” Kubersly muttered. He dove for cover just as an armor-piercing hypervelocity round swooshed past his shoulder. He brought his rifle onto the nearest target that he could see—he could see them everywhere. He fired…And fired….And fired.


    


    Planetary Defense Command, Meerlat


    Operation Room…


    


    There were just too many of them.


    Colonel Streit eyed all the enemy positions on the planetary holomap and knew they outnumbered human numbers by as much as twenty to one. Fighting enemy positions outside the cities was easy. Since all human forces had withdrawn to the cities, all he had to do was nuke enemy positions outside the cities. But once those alien troopers got inside, it was impossible to take them out except through street fighting, and there, his numbers disadvantage truly manifested itself.


    It was a good thing that enemy ground-based technology wasn’t much superior than humans. Their infantry armor was just as vulnerable to armor penetration rounds. Their tanks and aircraft were just as limited in speed and durability due to technological restraints as the human variants. But their numbers made all the difference.


    It became obvious the aliens could distinguish between military and civilian targets. They left the civilians alone. But what did they want with the civilians? Until he knew what they intended to do with them, he had to do everything in his power to protect them. Even then, Streit sighed, there was only so much he could do to accomplish that. His ground forces were being whittled down by the onslaught. He estimated that within days, he’d be down to the last man, both in terms of military units and civilian police forces.


    All around the planet, battles waged on city streets, around street corners, and inside buildings.


    The truth was his men were dying.


    The mood inside the command room was desperate. All around him, regional leaders sitting in front of computer interfaces were shouting orders to those who were actually in the battlefield. In the past hour, over 6000 military and policemen died. That was over 1/12th of his entire planetary force in the first hour alone.


    The worst part was—there was nothing Streit could do except—surrender. As things were, he estimated that his losses were actually low compared to what they could have been. With so much unknown about the enemy initially, his losses could have been far more devastating. In a way, his subordinates down the chain of command were doing a good job, given what they knew about the enemy. Now, everything was up to the lieutenant colonels and majors who commanded entire battalions. They would be the ones in charge of how the battles were fought in the streets.


    


    Bajor City, Southern Continent, Meerlat


    Main Hospital Complex


    Inside Building 4A…


    


    Sargent Kubersly was mad. Downright crazy mad. So many good men had died one by one, as the street battles roared through the night. As a soldier, he’d been taught to accept losses and to concentrate, despite the constant roar of explosions and gun blasts around him, but this wasn’t acceptable casualties—it was decimation. Over the past four hours alone, he had lost five platoon members.


    His platoon...his platoon was now down to three men...from eighteen.


    Kuberly lay cowering inside a hospital building. Rubble and debris scattered everywhere. The building burned from the thermal impact of explosions that had blown holes throughout the premises. The corridor he was in smelled of death. Dead alien bodies littered the neoplastic floor.


    Worse, they were still in here.


    He didn’t know how many of them had entered the building because he couldn’t see them in his helmet display as the all the human recon probes inside the building had been taken out. The aliens had recon probes of their own and theirs had won. Those little flying mites, so crucial to telling where the opponent was, were now working in their favor.


    For all he knew, the enemy could be encircling him and about to attack from both sides of the corridor.


    He had messaged the lieutenant to send more recon probes into his building, but the answer he had received had been to wait. Who knew those tiny nanomachines would be so pivotal in a battle like this.


    He breathed deeply and stood upright. His feet moved past the dead alien corpses with their bulky black armor that had been pierced by his hypervelocity magnetic rounds. Their friends were still here. He could sense it. At times like this, he relied on intuition.


    He neared the end of the passageway. He took out a tiny camera that operated on his fingertips and fingered it around the corner.


    His helmet display saw through the camera. There was nothing around the bend.


    He turned the corner and kept walking through the new narrow corridor.


    A clicking sound echoed, very faint and very alien compared to the cracking sound of neoplastic burning.


    Kuberly stopped moving and aimed his rifle at the end of the corridor. His helmet display scanned through the dust and could see everything within a hundred meters clearly in all spectrums, including infrared. He saw the sudden movement of a bipedal as it ran into opening of his corridor from the opposite end. He saw it limp with its hands clutching its elbow. He saw the fear in its eyes, as it looked straight at the black armored monster that was Kubersly. It was about to turn and run, when Kubersly waved in a friendly gesture.


    The woman stopped cowering and her blood soaked face brightened. She waved back, looking relieved. “Oh, thank god for marines!” She looked about thirty, obviously a member of the hospital staff. She smiled, a weak ash-filled smile when a hypervelocity slammed into the back of her head, which exploded like a firecracker. A sudden red mist of blood and gore expanded where her neck was. Before her body could fall to the ground, another hypervelocity round penetrated her torso. Pieces of skin, organ, blood, and clothing exploded in a well-blended fleshy fireball.


    Explosive rounds. The enemy had a variant of the human incendiary armor-piercing round.


    Kubersly’s first reaction was to be silent, but he knew the enemy probably saw the woman wave at him. Thus, the enemy that was out of sight had to know he was right there in the same corridor as the woman. As soon as the enemy entered that corridor, it would have angle of fire on him as well. His first idea was to wait, since he knew they were coming and could see them the moment they entered the corridor whereas, it would take a slight moment for them to see where he was. Then, he realized that the enemy probably had around-the-corner cams or worse—bite sized recon probes which could tell them where he was before they entered line of sight.


    Suddenly, Kubersly found himself back peddling, so that he entered another T into the first corridor prior to this one. He was now out of line of sight from the enemy if they chose to enter the corridor where the woman was. Then, he positioned his finger around the turn, so that he could see the woman’s scattered carcass and anything that entered her corridor.


    He waited and waited, then he saw movement. A large piece of metal, a foot, entered the corridor from the opposite T and then the entire body of a large exoskeleton came into view. It had its gun aimed right at where Kubersly’s finger was, but it didn’t shoot.


    The alien knew he was there.


    It waited and waited. For the longest moment, there was a cold silence, only interrupted by the burning of plasticrete. What was the alien waiting for? Then, Kubersly realized it. The alien was waiting for him to dive around the corner and start shooting at it. Both opponents, him and the alien, knew the whereabouts of the other, but were just waiting for either to make move.


    Too bad, his chassis wasn’t equipped with a XG-103 Doorman rifle, which could bend around a corner and use a camera as sight. Then again, those types of rifles didn’t have the acceleration chamber that could push a round fast enough to pierce armor.


    He was left with only two choices. Wait for the alien to come to him, or come to the alien by diving around the corner.


    Well, this is it. I’m not a person to wait. I’m gonna make the first move.


    He retracted his finger that held the camera so both hands held his magno-gun. He readied himself for the charge by taking deep breaths. This was it. The moment of action was about to come. 1…2...3. Here I come!


    He intended to leap around the corner, then his helmet sensor alarm triggered like a siren. Then, before he could turn around the bend to fire at the first alien, a second alien approached in the same corridor behind him. The sensors at the back of his helmet had detected the intrusion. Kubersly swiveled around and aimed his magnetic rifle at the new intruder from behind. He saw the sudden emergence of a black alien exoskeleton and fired. The round sped through open air at 2000 meters per second, penetrating the second alien’s body, which exploded in a gigantic armored fireball. The wall behind Kubersly also exploded as alien incendiary rounds smacked into it.


    Hard neoplastic debris flew everywhere, much of it bouncing off his carbon armor, throwing Kubersly forward. He almost lost his footing but then managed to stay upright. His helmet sensors could hear things besides the crackling of burning plasticrete or the bouncing of alien flesh and gore on the walls. He heard the loud footsteps of the first alien who was running through the corridor behind him towards the T, probably way past the dead woman. It was about to charge around the bend to fire at Kubersly at the earliest opportunity the moment it gained line of sight, now that the surprise ambush from its friend had failed.


    Kubersly rushed towards the T and dove out into the open. He fired his rifle the moment he saw the alien, still running towards him.


    The alien wasn’t more than ten meters away, its body massive in Kubersly’s scopes. He could not miss, nor could the alien, but it was Kubersly who fired first—his bullet traveling at a speed faster than the alien could press the trigger on its rifle. The armor piercing bullet entered the alien’s armored head and Kubersly saw everything that happened afterwards in slow motion, even before he fell onto the floor from his dive.


    The alien’s head bubbled as shockwaves expanded from inside from the penetration of the round, not its incendiary explosion. These shockwaves broke every tissue in the alien’s torso before the miniature deuterium chamber inside the armor piercing round detonated. The plasmaball blew the alien’s head into a thousand pieces, as well as opened up the neck and upper torso. Fire, armor, yellow blood and flesh expanded in every direction, some of it hitting the walls and others bouncing off Kubersly’s armor.


    How had he seen all of that in slow motion?


    By the time he finally hit the floor due to his corner bending dive, he realized that he must have once again experienced what most war veterans and sportsmen called the Zone, where all the senses become extremely alert and everything is experienced in miliseconds.


    Was it a purely a human ability? Or did the aliens have it as well?


    He knew one thing. As long as he had it, it would take an army to stop him.


    He got up, his breathing hard, and knew he would live to fight another hour. The hospital was crackling with fired-up aftereffects of explosive rounds, but he was still alive— and as long as he was, the aliens had one more member of the human race to resist whatever they intended to do.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    CHAPTER THREE


    


    Fourteen hours later


    December 14th 3986 AD


    Planetary Defense Command, Meerlat


    Operation Room…


    


    It had been fourteen hours since the ground invasion began. The sun had fallen on one hemisphere of Meerlat and had risen on the other half. Over forty thousand military, paramilitary, and civilian police members had died resisting the alien ground forces. Most of them had perished in the cities. God knew how many civilians had perished. The alien footsoldiers were numerous, in the millions, while their tanks and air assault vehicles dominated the streets and the skies.


    Every building that Streit’s battalions had put a resistance in had been contended by the aliens. Many were still in contention.


    By the tens of thousands, they had died, but by the tens of thousands, they had also destroyed the enemy. Streit estimated that his infantry troops had killed over 50,000 alien troops through the streets and building battles. Was it all for nothing if the eventual result was the same? He estimated that in less than a day, Streit’s remaining 20,000 or so troops would be dead, their bodies having found forever martyrdom in the buildings and streets of Meerlat’s colonial cities.


    The moment he saw the exoskeleton armor and infantry technology of the aliens, he had known this was one battle he could not win. Had thousands really perished for a lost cause? What would the aliens have done to his troops had he chose not to fight? What did they intend to do with the planet after they had conquered the population?


    Streit sat at his interface console, thousands of images pouring through the holographic displays that surrounded him. The clear odor of well-ventilated oxygen kept the theater-like command room smelling fresh despite the anxiety and adrenaline that poured through the bodies of the men and women who occupied it. Men and women who were ranked too high to be in the street fights, or had administrative and technical skills that were more suited for the task of maintaining the command center. What would happen to these men and women when those outside dying in the streets were all dead?


    The articles of war that existed between human nations prior to the unification of humanity had always ensured that captured enemy personnel be treated in humane manner. Prisoner of war camps, reintegration, labor extraction. These were the humane ways to treat enemy soldiers. However, theses aliens were a complete mystery. Did they have a policy towards treating enemy soldiers? It seemed they must have had a policy towards treating enemy civilians, or they would have bombed the living hell out of the cities long ago. These new aliens were not like the old aliens—the flat-headed Orions nor the chlorophyll-skinned Draconians. There had been no agreement or past precedence that Streit could draw upon to determine the fate of his army if he chose not to fight.


    By surrendering, he could very well be ordering the execution of his remaining troops.


    But they would die anyway.


    They would just take out more enemy soldiers in the process. But did it matter? There were millions of them on the planet.


    What possible alternatives could he be left with?


    The enemy did not have a way to communicate in any known language, therefore he couldn’t even negotiate a deal. Nor did they even appear as if they would accept any deal.


    For more minutes, he thought about it. Finally, he came to the conclusion that his only choice would be unconditional surrender. He had to hope that the aliens wouldn’t kill their enemies if they gave up. If they didn’t, his troops were dying out there needlessly.


    Damn though—they could very well die just as quick after they surrendered.


    He eyed the planetary hologram, portions of it flashing red where combat was still occurring in the cities. The minds of a hundred people in the room were still channeling their energies towards fighting the aliens. Streit knew they would until he ordered them not to. The question was…when would he do that? If the alien did treat enemy soldiers in a humane manner—or at least, not execute them outright—how would he live with himself knowing that he could have ordered the surrender hours earlier and prevented more deaths?


    Colonel Streit stood up. He picked up a mic and pressed a button that would transmit his voice across the room. He cleared his throat.


    For a moment, the room quieted in eerie silence as everyone turned their attention towards him.


    “All personnel, we are going to surrender. Commence F8 procedures immediately. Purge the central datacore of all information. Relay the orders down the chain of command. All combat units are to follow F8 procedures and terminate offensive activities.”


    Then the room rushed into a new flurry of sounds as the orders were sent down the chain.


    He hoped he had done the right thing.


    


    Bajor City, Southern Continent, Meerlat


    Main Hospital Complex


    Outside Building 8D…


    


    “Everyone, lay down your weapons.” Kubersly’s voice came as a shock even to himself. After all that gruesome fighting, all that killing, he still couldn’t imagine himself giving up. The Black Cats—that’s the name he’d given them secretly after seeing inside their armored exoskeletons—had given him hell. Hell and back. They had killed off ninety percent of his platoon, and now he was giving up to them? He wanted to kill as many of them as possible, even if it meant dying, but he couldn’t disobey orders. If surrendering actually saved the lives of his two remaining troopers, then he had to relay that order.


    “But, sir,” Private Shelby said on the com line. “We have no way to tell them that we’re surrendering.”


    “When everyone stops firing, they’ll know.”


    “Then what?”


    “Then we wait for their judgment.” Kubersly shuddered. He had personally witnessed them blow off the torsos of three civilian bystanders. He had watched the victims, two teenagers and an elderly man, run in fear before they disappeared in a blast of flesh and blood. How would the Black Cats treat him, who had actually killed two dozen of their soldiers?


    Let’s hope none of them get rash or hold a grudge.


    Throughout the city’s battlezone, the sound of magnetic whirring, gunfire, and explosions suddenly decreased, although not completely extinguished. For several minutes, he paid close attention to the officer level com chatter. Soldiers who had formerly been tough enough to weather hell and kill without hesitation were now frightened since they had no control over their fates. He heard one officer verbally narrate his encounter. From the fear and anxiety he felt, knowing the enemy could come closer and he could do nothing—to his final realization that this particular alien did, in fact hold a grudge—to his screams as he was killed outright.


    The night basked in smoke and the sky held a golden glow from numerous city fires.


    Then, Kubersly heard it himself. The pounding of heavy armored boots on blasted plasticrete.


    Crunch. Clunk. Crunch.


    The Sergeant sat behind a mound of rubble from a collapsed building. He knew they could see him, just as he could see them through the overhead nanosensors. The battle that had raged in the air between enemy and friendly recon probes had caused occasional blackouts in sensor information, but nanomachines were cheap and they were constantly being released into the air. Kubersly was not an expert at nanomachine warfare, but it seemed his side had fought the air war well.


    Kubersly saw it through his sensors on the other side of the rubble. The Cat, black and menacing. With a two meters high armorsuit, holding a massive rifle, walking towards the position where Kubersly lay.


    It walked slowly, like a victor.


    Within seconds, it finished walking around the rubble and gained line of sight on Kubersly. It aimed its rifle at him and shouted in some brutish alien tongue.


    “For the Federation!” Private Mizzi shouted over the com channel.


    The Cat, ten meters in front of Kubersly, suddenly exploded in a fireball. Black armor blew in every direction. Bits and pieces of flesh and yellow blood scattered on the charred plasticrete. The alien’s armored legs flew apart and landed meters away with a clang.


    “Idiot!” Kubersly yelled. Gun blasts exploded all around him. He instantaneously reached for his magrifle near his feet and knew this time, he wouldn’t get out of it alive—when suddenly a human-sized hovercraft levitated down from above and hovered two meters above his head. He didn’t recognize this type of drone but he didn’t need to. It pointed its barrel towards him in an obvious sign, ‘Move and Die’. In his in-helmet display, he saw Private Mizzi’s life signal blink from blue to gray to black.


    Kubersly raised his hands in the air in a universal gesture of surrender.


    


    On the outskirts of Meerlat’s (star) hyperlimit


    Imperial Mothership Ro’Zur’Gur


    Command Nexus…


    


    A massive one hundred kilometer wide doomstar emerged through a flickering white hyperspace window—limitless cascades of photons blasted in every direction. Sizzling electrons scattered around the gigantic portal, a tribute to the raw energy required for a hyperlight transit, let alone one of this magnitude. After the enormous window fizzled and died, the ship hovered in real space momentarily before accelerating inward towards Meerlat.


    The Cat who controlled this flagship, and the entire Ga invasion, was the Great Warlord Gor-Eben. He stood in the center of a massive chamber surrounded by hundreds of uniformed Cats dressed in various rank-designating colors. These Cats occupied the control interfaces that maintained the ship. Gor-Eben himself wore the ceremonious white coat and cloak that designated the highest echelons in the Ga hierarchy. His black fur was neatly trimmed and his blue, searing eyes revealed his concentration and ambition. As he gazed around the cavern, he saw dozens of holoprojections appear and disappear as workers manipulated their interfaces.


    It was safe to say that Gor-Eben was not a being to be trifled with. He had commanded trillions of lives and taken killed trillions of lives to satisfy his objectives. As long as his ambitions fell in line with the Great Prince, no being in the entire half-galaxy spanning empire could object to his wishes. Only if the Great Prince did not suspect, of course.


    The Great Prince, the most powerful being in the entire universe, one day Gor-Eben would dethrone that obstacle. Gor-Eben was the greatest warlord to have ever amassed power in the empire, and it would be only a few more decades before this power was enough to surpass all the fleets the Great Prince commanded.


    However, to do so, Gor-Eben required more servants and loyal territory, particularly territory with large manufacturing bases and trainable populations. Another race of beings that could be conquered and then put to use into making warships and becoming footsoldiers for Gor-Eben’s future armies… this aim was like precious platinum in his burning, blue eyes.


    All in the name of the Great Prince…Gor-Eben schemed.


    “Your magnificence,” one of the comm operators in standard Gar said. “Subjugator Hal-Dorat wishes to report his progress.”


    Gor-Eben nodded. “Bring him to me.”


    A hologram of the fleet commander fizzled into existence in front of Gor-Eben. The bright-red uniformed figure wore golden shoulder sleeves and stood in a translucent gray background. It bowed. “Your eminence.”


    “Rise, Hal-Dorat.” Gor-Eben gleamed at his subordinate’s space black fur, a true warrior. “Tell me that which you wish to speak.”


    “All surface resistance has ended. The beings of bare-skinned bipedals have capitulated the system. We gained information on all their weapons and defenses. Primitive but courageous. Their surface population is six million sophonts. In addition, we have captured seven hundred survivors from their space battle. We have lost sixty thousand ground Ka. Our space fleet losses are negligible. Do I proceed with usual assimilation procedures?”


    “You have done well, Hal-Dorat. Start assimilation protocols immediately. Do not give any information away but learn much from them. As usual, destroy all tachyon transmitters and receptors and all vessels capable of hyper transit. I will loan you my linguistic Lar, so we may learn how to communicate with them.”


    “What do I do with their warriors, your eminence?”


    Gor-Eben paused, stroking his golden whiskers. What to do with the enemy’s fighters was always tricky, especially during the beginning of the invasion before the entire race realizes that victory is impossible. The aggressive warriors may try to sabotage the assimilation process or, worse, attempt to kill fellow Ka. “Kill the most difficult dissidents, but leave the rest alive until our linguistic and social scientists have studied their psychology.”


    “As you wish, your eminence.”


    “Is that all, Hal-Dorat?”


    “Yes, your eminence.”


    “Then I salute you on your success, subjugator.”


    Hal-Dorat grinned, a small grin typical of someone with tact and wisdom. “It was an easy task, your eminence. The technology of the aliens was trivial. I estimate the conquest of their empire will not be as hard compared to other empires. Certainly not as difficult as the Diars. However, theirs is a larger area. This will give them more time to adapt, and perhaps find new technologies and tactics. But from surface observations, theirs is not an unreasonable species. It will not be difficult to convert them into the empire. Of course, there will always be the overly zealous among them. We will probably suffer casualties from acts of sabotage and dissent.”


    Gor-Eben nodded. “Such optimistic conclusions delights me, Hal-Dorat. I hope the reality is true as you say. Naturally, every conquest requires risks, but they will be overcome. You will be rewarded for your services, again. Once you have put the final orders in, I will assign a planetary governor in your place. You will then have another star system to conquer. Go.”


    The Cat bowed, his black fur glistening. “In honor of the Great Prince.” The hologram faded away.


    In honor of the Great Prince, Gor-Eben thought shrewdly.


    


    Outside Bajor City, Southern Continent, Meerlat


    Unknown Alien Ship…


    


    Sargent Will Kubersly walked through a large cavernous ship. He didn’t know where they would eventually take him, but currently he was in what appeared to be the hangar bay of one of their black troop transports. The transport itself was two hundred meters wide.


    So much black, Kubersly observed. This race was obsessed with black, as if it were a divine color. From what he’d seen, every member of their species had shades of black fur from gray to solid oily black.


    Kubersly saw a couple of feline technicians working on one of their tanks. The smell of an unknown gas made him choke. The technicians barely noticed him, as if they had seen it all before.


    Kubersly fell forward when one of the armored Cats shoved him from behind. The metal ground of the hangar bay felt cold in his alien sandals.


    He continued walking. Stripped of his exoskeleton hours ago, he had nothing but trousers and a combat shirt. During his trip here through one of their black transports, he had seen other humans being herded in lines. Whatever the aliens wanted, they wanted to do it quick.


    It took minutes to traverse the hangar bay. When he reached the other end, he was led through a door and into an elevator.


    Surrounded by Cats in black armor, Kubersly felt small. When the elevator stopped climbing, it opened to another hangar bay. This time, the ceiling was open to the sky. He saw a dozen shuttlecraft occupying the pads. They led him into one of the shuttle’s doors. A passenger compartment filled with seats.


    Three humans sat inside, all of whom were barefoot. Kubersly recognized marines anywhere. These war torn marines had been stripped of their armor just like him.


    The Cats forced him to sit beside his fellow humans. The door closed.


    Within minutes, the shuttle began to move. Artificial gravity kicked in, and Kubersly felt the stomach churning grouch that came with it. For the longest minute, all was quiet inside the shuttle. The alien guards silently watched in their black armor.


    A woman gazed at the group. “Does anyone know where they’re taking us?”


    A man spoke, “We’re not dead. That’s a good sign. I really doubt these Cats would waste all these resources to kill us in space.”


    “Names?” the woman asked.


    “Second Lieutenant Victorio Bertini.”


    “Private Arthur Lynch.”


    “Sargent Will Kubersly.”


    “I’m First Sargent Cornelia Windsor,” the woman stated. “It seems we’re all similar in that we’re all military survivors of the invasion.”


    “That have seen combat,” Kubersly remarked. His gaze tried to search for a window but he realized it was futile. There were no windows in military transports, and certainly the Cats followed convention. Whatever antigrav technology the aliens had, he felt not a bump. He didn’t know if the transport had landed or was accelerating out of the system.


    “So why us?” Cornelia asked. “Why not civilians?”


    “And why only us, instead of all the other captured military personnel?” Arthur asked.


    Kubersly shrugged. “Perhaps we’re guinea pigs for an alien experiment. Perhaps they need fit men.”


    “Then why not also chose from the civilian pool?” Cornelia wondered. “And if being in the military is must, why just us four? There are plenty of other fit military men and women.”


    Silence.


    “Maybe it’s something good,” Victorio stated. “A reward.”


    “For what?” Cornelia spoke again.


    “For fighting well. Maybe their culture values those who are good at combat.”


    “But how do they measure that?” Cornelia asked.


    “I don’t know.”


    Kubersly spent the next thirty minutes listening to everyone’s combat stories including which units they were assigned, where they fought, and most of all—how they survived. By the time it was over, everyone was reasonably certain that they’d been handpicked because of their experience as soldiers. Everyone’s story in the fourteen hours of ground combat were so extraordinary that it was obvious they had been chosen for because they had fought better than ninety-nine percent of the other marines. What the aliens intended to do with such a handpicked lot remained a mystery. Ideas ranging from brain scans, combat medals, sacrificial goats, interrogation schemes to medical probes circulated.


    Finally, he heard a clunk. The shuttle’s antigrav turned off and instead of feeling 1.1 G’s similar to the gravity on Meerlat, he felt about 1.3 G’s. They were on board another spaceship. They couldn’t be on another planet. No planets in the system had 1.3 G’s. They could be in orbit of another planet, however, like one of the system’s gas giants.


    The door opened. The alien guards signaled them to stand up.


    They were led out of the shuttle into a much more massive hangar. This one was a mile across. What ship were they in? What types of armaments did this ship have? What type of technology built it? The distant bluish walls glowed. Large vessels the size of Federation frigates docked inside the hangar. Thousands of alien personnel worked inside it, going about their business.


    The four waited in an odd group, shuddering because of the cold and surrounded by alien guards until a smaller transport pulled up.


    They were forced to climb into it. The guards followed.


    The grav bus flew through a kilometer until it reached a landing pad high up in the hangar. When Kubersly exited the bus, he tried not to look down. They were more than eight hundred meters from ground level.


    He and his compatriots exited the hangar through a door into the rest of the ship. They walked through kilometers of metal corridors. Each wall comprised of bluish metal with ambient light that glowed directly from the wall itself.


    Numerous Cats with black fur barely noticed them as they passed through the tunnels. The Cats seemed to ignore them completely. Each wore uniforms like a conventional navy.


    Kubersly saw a variety of uniforms, but mostly yellow. Yellow must designate standard shipboard personnel. Occasionally, he saw blue. He had no idea what rank or branch or order or specialty that signified. One time, he saw light red. The light red one paid a bit more attention to them as they passed.


    Finally, they stopped outside a large gray metal door. The alien guards spoke in a guttural language to a device on the walls. Finally, the hatch opened.


    When the marines stepped inside, the first thing Kubersly recognized were all the control interfaces and the Cats who worked on them. This looked like the inside of a control room. Holodisplays in front of every worker, hundreds of workers. This was a command center.


    The next thing he realized was that there much fewer Cats in yellow uniforms. There were more oranges and light reds. Officers?


    The guards walked them to the center of this chamber. One of the Cats turned to face them. This Cat wore dark red, and had golden shoulder pads, obviously some sort of rank signifying insignia.


    The armored guards bowed, as did several of the nearby light reds. Kubersly looked at his marines. He wondered if he should follow suit. It was obvious the aliens did not want to harm them. That this was some type of honor.


    The one in dark red raised a black paw, at which point the guards stood upright.


    A Cat with a light red uniform brought four long boxes. The boxes were thin as if each contained a stick. The dark red spoke to the guards who pointed at each of the four marines.


    The marines were nudged into a horizontal line facing the dark red.


    The dark red opened a box.


    The insides if the boxes—to Kubersly’s amazement—were cushioned.


    The dark red reached in and took out a long black blade made of a strange shimmering substance. It shined like obsidian. He held the sword and walked to Sargent Windsor, presenting it to her. She paused for a moment. She bowed before taking the sword with two hands.


    An elaborate ritualistic gift, then.


    The same thing happened to Lieutenant Bertini and Private Lynch.


    Kubersly was last. When the dark red gave Kubersly his sword, he bowed as well.


    The dark red stared at him with its green eyes.


    Kubersly didn’t know what to make of its expression.


    The blade felt warm in his hands like it radiated energy. The surface texture felt rough but refined. For a slight moment, Kubersly had a fleeting thought. He thought about using the blade to kill. Obviously, the Cat before him was one of high rank and importance. The dark red’s loss would profoundly affect the enemy.


    But what did that teach the aliens about humans?


    Kubersly shook off the idea. He gazed at the other marines. They, too, must have come to the same conclusion. Then he realized the implications of his decision, and to a certain extent, the reason for the gift. The blade was an act of truce and camaraderie between one accomplished warrior and another. A symbol. Kubersly would shatter this symbol by using it as a weapon upon the one who gave it to him. He bowed, again.


    The dark red uttered a short brutish speech and their ceremony came to an end.


    Later, in the shuttlecraft down to the planet, Kubersly, upon further scanning the blade, saw something on the handle. There were vertical lines, like markings. He counted them. There were twenty-six markings on the handle...


    Twenty-six...why?


    Then he realized. Twenty-six for each of the alien troops he killed.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    


    Fifteen days later


    December 29th 3986 AD


    Betelgeuse System, above Betelgeuse V …Nickname: Serenal


    Courier Ship


    Passenger Compartment…


    


    It had taken two weeks on the fastest hyperlight courier ship to traverse the distance between the frontier world called Meerlat and the sector’s capital, Betelgeuse. For Vier Kleingelt, the journey of 1600 light years had been entirely uneventful and dreadfully boring compared to the twelve hours of vibrant albeit horrible activity she had ever witnessed as the commander of Meerlat. After her escape, she hadn’t heard about Meerlat since Colonel Streit’s surrender. None of the FTL capable recon probes sent to scout its status had managed to escape the system without being blasted out of neighboring hyperspace. It seemed the aliens also had a method of detecting ships moving in hyperlight as well as an even more sophisticated—and successful—method of preventing even the fastest human vessels from escaping once that system was established.


    What she did know was that the alien fleets were still on the move. A gradual pace compared to the speed in which she went, but it was apparent they were conquering neighboring systems closest to Meerlat in systematic order, driving deeper into human territory.


    The good thing was that the most populated and most heavily fortified human star system in the sector knew everything she knew, although it would take more weeks before the crown world, Trantor, heard about the invasion. Her ship was the fastest courier ship in human history, but it was still nothing compared to the fastest human drone ship. Message-carrying machine-controlled drones could achieve a speed of .003 light years per second, or just under 100,000 times the speed of light, whereas the fastest manned ship could only achieve 38,000 times the speed of light.


    As Vier’s shuttle descended through the upper atmospheric layers of Betelgeuse V, otherwise called Serenal, she gazed out the window and noticed the green vegetation spread across the vast continent below. As she could recall, Betelgeuse V was colonized eight hundred years ago by nascent explorers from that ancient cradle called Earth. Being only 1.2 times as large as humanity’s homeworld, it was easily terraformed by adding Earth’s native plant and animal species. The fact that it orbited a star 120,000 times as bright as Sol meant little concern because the orbit of Betelgeuse V was over 400 times as far as Earth was to Earth’s sun.


    Gazing out the transparent aluminum window, she saw the vast cities spread all across the continent below. Their gleaming metallic luminosity reminded Vier a little bit of Trantor, humanity’s Crown World.


    Suddenly, Vier put her palm on her chin and sighed.


    Oh, how much she missed Trantor.


    Trantor. A gigantic planet-wide megalopolis city and civilization as far as the eye could see, even from orbit. She missed Trantor’s red glow during night and the low hum of its atmospheric recyclers working to clean the constant air pollution; the busy sounds of rushing aircars and the churning of blue-white antimatter generators. She often liked peeking out of a gravcar during the morning commute, to see a metal world made by humanity from the ground up. Most of all, she missed Trantor’s center of government, the administrative region called Tranpolis, where she could actually have a say and influence the politics of an entire star nation.


    Vier sighed, again. That mistake had cost her dearly. When she’d been demoted to Meerlat, her first reaction was that her new frontier command was barren. Barren of life, of activity, of effort and immersion. The people there seemed friendly enough, but they lacked a certain urgency that endowed the people in the core worlds. Sure, freedom was everywhere. The rules were lax and the human desire to explore and colonize was easily satisfied, but it still lacked the importance that came from being in the heart of humanity. Vier realized that if she had been born another person, perhaps carefree like her sister, she may have very well been content with Meerlat, but that was not who she was. She wanted to be in there, in the thick of the action, or as her savant mentor called aggressive control of one’s destiny.


    Lara was another matter entirely; someone who was simply satisfied with marrying a doctor and retreating into the unknown. Vier didn’t even want to think about that.


    The light of an entire world didn’t matter if I can’t influence the greater web of worlds.


    Looking down, Betelgeuse V reminded Vier of Trantor, but not by much. It did not have the entire planet-covering cityscapes of Trantor, but it had some. Its population was only 18 billion, whereas Trantor’s population was 85 billion. Whereas Trantor controlled the entire 12,000 light years-wide star nation, Betelgeuse V was the military nexus of a star zone 2500 light years across. In the event of alien aggression, its commandant controlled the entire region of warships and could operate independently as a fast response measure since it took far longer for news to travel to Trantor.


    So far, nothing had happened. And Vier thought the commandant’s actions were wise. There had been no lightning reprisal since the alien invasion began. That was because Senior Vice Admiral Wolfgang Mittermeyer had chosen instead to retreat all hyperlight capable forces away from the regions being invaded. Some might say that it appeared cowardly, but not Vier. She’d seen the aliens’ capabilities. Human warships stood no chance against that technology.


    So what options did that leave humanity?


    Well, for now, the only option seemed to be full scale retreat until a known method of successful resistance could be found.


    The good news was the aliens seemed to be slightly vulnerable to human missiles. Vier knew Human warships had no chance against alien warships, but human space missiles could inflict some damage in sublight combat. As a result, Vier had recommended to Mittermeyer that war production should be focused on creating gravity propelled missiles. She had told Mittermeyer in the video-mail that production of energy weapons should be halted entirely. Phased multi-dimensional nanopulses and its antecedent, gravitron darts, had no effect on the alien’s space-born warships’ shields. Perhaps if the enemy’s shields were taken out by nuclear tipped missiles, energy weapons might have an effect, but she didn’t know having never seen it happen. She did not know how their armor could withstand against that. As for laser weaponry, they were completely innocuous.


    This was the state of affairs for sublight battles. Hyperlight conflict was a different untested matter, and Vier surmised that the reason for her summoning had something to do with that. Perhaps in hyperlight battle, humanity would have a more even edge.


    In the end, Vier surmised that humanity could always surrender. The aliens did not kill civilians outright, and seemed to have a purpose for leaving civilians alive, but she didn’t know what that purpose was. If only, there was a way to communicate with the aliens. She knew surrender was not an option for Vice Admiral Mittermeyer. Trantor would have the ultimate say in that. She hoped that didn’t happen before all other options were exhausted.


    


    Betelgeuse System


    Betelgeuse V, Northern Continent


    Sector Military Command Headquarters


    Chief Commander’s Office, Suite 1, floor 2408…


    


    “...I have convened this meeting primarily to discuss your new orders personally.” Senior Vice Admiral Mittermeyer expressionless face couldn’t hide his kind eyes and warm cheeks no matter how hard he tried to appear serious.


    Vier sat within her senior commander’s office with a skyscraper view of 35th century Betel City. Lines of aircars rushed in the distance, their exteriors reflecting the bright red rays from the system’s supergiant. A cloudless sky allowed that same supergiant to bask the city in its auburn glow. The starzone’s military command headquarters was a massive twenty kilometer high skyscraper that knew few equals on the planet. It certainly fit with the human propensity that the buildings with the most authority should also be the largest and tallest. To Vier, she felt rather defenseless. The building did not have shields nor layers of earth to protect it from orbital or long-range kinetic bombardment. But she couldn’t help but admire the human fascination with megastructures.


    Mittermeyer continued, “I realize this may be inefficient, but I believe there’s no substitute for communicating in person. Tachyon communication has its drawbacks, of which some can’t be replaced even with holographic technology.” He shifted in his seat and laid his hands flatly on his desk. He wore the same black and blue uniform of a flag officer. “Besides, it gives me the opportunity to see you in person. Are you prepared to receive your new orders, rear admiral?”


    “Yes, sir.” Vier nodded. She thought about her friend Anton Shenks—how he wouldn’t be able to follow her wherever she went, how he was always there for her and how the first time—he wouldn’t be.


    “Good. There are two parts to your orders. Your first order is to take a fleet comprised of approximately twenty percent of the region’s hyperlight combat force and test the enemy’s hyperlight combat capability. Once you have attained insight on their abilities, you are to transfer all information to Lower Vice Admiral Mu Pei, who will then decide whether to counterattack with the remaining eighty percent of our hyperlight combat force. If Mu Pei decides to engage, this is where the second part of your orders are to come into play. Your second orders are to attempt to capture any piece of their technology, particularly their weapons and propulsion technology at the same time Mu Pei engages with his larger combat force. If and when Mu Pei engages, you must use everything in your power to achieve the second latter objective as long as it does not contravene with Mu Pei’s orders. Your fleet will consist of 800 dreadnoughts, carriers, cruisers, and destroyers and 100 marine transports made for hyperlight ship-to-ship assault. Your marine transports will be armed with hyperdrive nullifiers and suspenders.”


    Vier blinked in shock. She had never been in command of such a large force before…although, while sitting on the board of advisers to the President, she had influenced such a large force before. The 100 marine transport alone was more than she had ever directly commanded. A typical marine transport carried 50 assault flyers, each one manned by twenty marines. About 100,000 marines total.


    Mittermeyer opened his palm outward to calm her. “Since we don’t know our enemy’s hyperlight combat capabilities, but since we do know their sublight capabilities, we need to be safe and initially estimate that you will suffer heavy losses unless proved otherwise. We will work our strategy based on that belief. Although the unknowns have demonstrated a very high range of technologies—for instance, their sublight space combat technology is much more advanced than us, but their planetary infantry level technology is on our level—whereas their hyperlight combat abilities are concerned, it is very likely they outmatch us. Still, we need to test this.” Mittermeyer paused. “So once you have accomplished the first objective, and if the information we obtain is positive, Lower Vice Admiral Mu Pei’s fleet will come out of extreme detection range and engage the enemy hyperlight forces in the most tactically advantageous means with our remaining eighty percent. You will become part of his fleet and follow his orders in that scenario. I estimate we will receive reinforcements from the surrounding starzones in the coming weeks, so his numbers may be higher than what we have as of right now. If the information you obtain is not positive and in fact, we are indeed heavily disadvantaged in terms of hyperlight combat capabilities as well as sublight, you will withdraw your remaining units out of hyperlight detection range and follow Mu Pei’s orders, again.” He put his hands together on the ferroglass desk. “As for your second orders, depending on what technologies you obtain, or none at all, we will proceed accordingly. Any questions?”


    Vier took a moment to think. “Sir, what if I successfully acquire all their technologies?”


    Mittermeyer smiled. “That’s wishful thinking, but I like your optimism. In the best case scenario, we will take that information and send it to every star’s construction facilities, so that we may manufacture new weapons and equipment using that technology. So far, it seems the enemy’s invasion pace isn’t so fast that we won’t have time to create new starships and defenses. In the instance that we don’t even have the tools to create such new starships, we will manufacture them. Trantor has the ultimate say in what types of weapons and equipment we will concentrate on producing, regardless of what new technologies we-you obtain. I have forwarded Trantor a list of recommendations, including yours, as to what types of weapons we focus on creating using technology we have right now, from the information you’ve obtained in the battle of Meerlat.”


    “What if I acquire none, sir?”


    “If we are significantly outmatched in hyperlight combat and you are unable to acquire any technologies, we will be in a hole. We will be at the mercy of our enemies. If we can combat their ships in hyperlight on a near equal footing but your marine assault fails, we will still have some tactical room to maneuver. We will continue to find other ways to obtain their technology.”


    Something odd made Vier curious. “Why a frontal marine assault on their hyperlight war fleet? Surely, they have auxiliary vessels or isolated warships which can be more vulnerable targets to capture technology from? And what about targets within gravity wells?”


    “Rest assured, other officers are also being forwarded orders to do just that. Yours will be part of a larger effort to access their hyperlight war technology and to obtain technologies. As for marine assaults inside a gravity well, my staff has come to the conclusion that the enemy is for the most part invulnerable in sublight combat.”


    Vier thought about the force she would command, including the transports. It would be a lot of ships. At least two million men. “Sir, how much am I allowed to lose in order to accomplish the first and second objectives? How much am I allowed to sacrifice in order to find out their hyperlight edge or to obtain their technology?”


    “If need be, all of it.” Mittermeyer stared at her solemnly. His ordinarily kind face looked grim and dark.


    “All of it?”


    “Yes…” He cleared his throat. “…However, although 900 warships seems plenty, I doubt you’ll be using all of it to access their capabilities. In the event that the other three commodores fail—either because of some type of hyperlight sensor technology or an extreme counterweapon that prevents any of their ships from leaving—you are authorized to use all 900 expendable warships in your command to find out just why we can’t leave with the information we obtain. In the case of assaulting their ships to acquire their technology, use everything in your power to accomplish that as long as you also follow Mu Pei’s orders.” Mittermeyer leaned forward. “It is crucial we know how their weapon, armor, power generation, and propulsion work. My general staff is very intrigued on how their sublight missiles propel themselves and how their antimissile countermeasures operate. At the moment, it is magic. Their shield and sublight ship-to-ship energy weapons are also tantamount. Find out everything as long as it’s not suicide.”


    Vier took a moment to take it all in. 900 plus ships. Two million spacers. Approximately twenty percent of the region’s faster than light combat fleet. “Why me, sir?”


    “Unlike your opponents in the Galactic Senate, I am one of your benefactors. Your ‘exile’ was unfair. In fact, your aggressiveness is perfectly suited for this task—although, I admit, it probably caused your demotion in the first place. It is bad luck that your place of exile is one of the first systems to be attacked. But it is also good luck. You are fortunate to be in the area where the events are most crucial. Use the opportunity.”


    “Thank you, sir.” Vier smiled. “When I was demoted—”


    Mittermeyer raised his hand, signaling that he wasn’t finished. “I am not, by nature, a gambler, but I believe you are. In this war, we’ll need a lot of gamble if we are to win. Fighting a conventional battle with conventional tactics will only result in us playing in their hands. Since it’s obvious that the methodical way in which they invade is a sign that they’ve done it all before, that is why we’ll need people who can surprise them, even at such a disadvantage. Your official orders will be forwarded to your new flagship.”


    “I will do my best, sir. I won’t let you down.”


    “Also, if you can capture some of the aliens, do so. Since every attempt at communicating with them has failed, if you succeed in boarding their ships, take as many prisoners as you can. We need to be able to figure out their society and psychology. It will enlighten us about the motivations of their sudden war. Now, I would say good luck and Godspeed on that but there are several operational issues I need to explain...”


    


    In orbit around Meerlat


    Imperial Mothership Ro’Zur’Gur


    Cultural Monitoring Room…


    


    Chief Collector El-Sur zoomed the monitor in on the trio of humans in the city streets of Meerlat and casually observed them engage in verbal and nonverbal communication. Humans, they called themselves, with the same reverence El-Sur’s race spoke of themselves. Humans, a very simple word that had been added into the Chief Collector’s lexicon.


    El-Sur saw and heard everything in their exchange. The facial expressions, body movement and postures, eye movements, the way the female touched the male. The space they gave each other; the timing, pace, tone of their voices and of course, the sounds themselves.


    As a linguistic and sociological expert, she could relatively quickly piece together another specie’s language and social mores. Her mind was different from most of her species, which is a reason the Great Commander valued her so much. She was quick to learn and easy to understand.


    It had taken her less than two planetary rotations of Meerlat to become simply proficient in the main human language, the one they called Galactic English, and she didn’t even need to interact with them. She was, so much as she knew, the fastest linguist in the empire. Of course, she had the help of five thousand image and sound probes spread throughout this world, mostly in the cities to monitor its population.


    That was weeks ago. Now, she pushed herself to become an expert in knowing all aspects of the main human language. Who knew all nuances, intricacies, and subtleties were so difficult to master?


    Sitting inside the monitor room with a dozen other linguists, she casually gazed at the visual cues on her display. The first female was in ‘love’ with the male, but the male preferred the other female. Interesting, thought El-Sur. A reproductive trio. Will these three humans engage in sexual activities? Throughout all bipedal species in the galaxy, the male-female dichotomy almost always resulted in a few selective males monopolizing multiple females. It was a natural and logical outcome of most specie’s evolution.


    Gazing at the display, El-Sur saw more touches by the first female. A bit of frustration, but also excitement.


    The male was, of course, conscious of all this. He was playing the first female, using her to catch the interest of the second. The second began succumbing to the trap, starting to show interest—when suddenly all three sophonts stopped. They gazed upwards...


    El-Sur sighed and watched in disappointment as the trio scurried away into a building as if their privacy had been invaded. Didn’t they know? There was no such thing as long as the monitors exist. Tapping the interface, she changed the view to another interaction.


    “You digress from the objective, Chief Collector,” a Cat sitting next to her spoke.


    “And what objective is that, Sela?” El-Sur asked, eyes still gazing at the displays.


    “To learn but not to involve.”


    El-Sur purred. “Then you do yet understand, Sela. To become involved is necessary to learn.”


    The Cat yawned. “Your interest in this species is too apparent. You forget that they are Pra. We are the conquerors.”


    “And you forget that I am your Kael,” El-Sur turned toward him indignantly.


    The Cat stretched her arms. “If the Great Commander did not fancy you, you would not have attained your rank.”


    El-Sur steamed.


    The Cat sitting beside El-Sur smirked, returning her attention to her display.


    As much as El-Sur tried not to think of it, she couldn’t. She gazed at her own display, pretending to be observing human social customs. It was true the Great Commander gave too much attention to her to make her believe otherwise, but she had greatly contributed greatly to his well-being. Over the years, she had single-handedly deciphered several languages whereas others had failed and acted as first intermediary during interspecies exchanges for him. She had done her work to attain the position she had now.


    Then she sighed. The opposite was also true. Everything she acquired right now was because of the Great Commander. Ever since the Great Commander had pledged to vanquish her enemies, the same enemies that had irradiated her home planet as well as her entire clan, she had been a loyal follower of the Great Commander. She owed everything she now had to him ever since the fall, so naturally she lent him all her raw abilities and talents. And if the Great Commander was overly grateful or overly attentive because of other reasons, then why should she complain? Her desire for vengeance had been fulfilled because of him.


    She shook her head. She still had memories of being a kitten—playing with her litter brothers and sisters while being nurtured by her mother and father. Those memories had suddenly stopped with the Suras clan—her clan! When they had been ruthlessly exterminated by that cowardly preemptive attack by her enemies, the Meluks. When the Great Commander—that was before he had attained that rank given to him by the Divine Prince—had declared war on the Meluks clan. Then El-Sur had pledged her blood allegiance to him so that he may succeed.


    Her clan, all six thousand Ka, had once ruled an entire planet. It had been a dynasty in its own right; an economic powerhouse in the empire, capable of manipulating royal court intricacies. Now, it was nothing. Billions of Ka had been eradicated in the nuking of her planet. The clan itself, including her mother and father, had ceased to exist. Instead of inheriting a planet, El-Sur came home to find out that everything and everyone she knew and cared about had become irradiated carbon.


    So naturally, she desired that hole to be filled. So, the one who could fill it could be none other than the Gor-Eben himself. If her clan was still alive, she’d be fortunate to mate with such a being as him—ruthless, decisive, ambitious, filled with clarity, and more powerful than anyone else in the universe, second only to the Divine Prince himself. Her mother and father, the head of the clan, would not have objected.


    Now, she’d be glad to find any mate with a decent rank in a powerful clan—let alone the Great Commander. She surmised, she was both the most fortunate and unfortunate Cat in the empire. To have lost everything aside from death itself and to be in a position to gain everything if one day, the Great Commander finally chose her as his mate.


    Still, what if the Great Commander didn’t choose her as his queen? What if all he wanted was for her to be his plaything, a feral toy? Well, it was just the same. She would not object, since she already owed everything she had to him. The Great Commander, after all, had to think about the well-being of his clan and had to play the political game. For instance, if the Divine Prince offered his sister to the Great Commander, an outcome which was very likely…the Great Commander would have no choice but to mate with her. Or another female from another powerful clan.


    As for El-Sur, she had no political leverage, economic leverage, nor power of any kind. All she had was her intelligence, her skills, her body, mind, and her love. That was it, but if she truly wanted something, what was there truly to stop her from getting it?


    Things that were out of her control. The right thing to do—the wise thing to do—was to only concern herself with things in her control. She would continue to prove herself to him, just like she had already. And the savory, tongue-licking reality was that her trap was working. It was only a matter of time before Gor-Eben’s lust, if not his love, would fall for her...


    


    In orbit around Meerlat


    Imperial Mothership Ro’Zur’Gur


    Holographic Map Room…


    


    The holoimaging chamber was massive. It could display any location or setting he wanted in every direction.


    Gor-Eben stood in the center, alone, gazing at the mesmerizing universe of stars surrounding him.


    His universe.


    At the center of his universe was a single star called Kaella, a dim red star, one of the smallest in the galaxy, but one of the longest living. A planet called Ka orbited this eternal star. Ka was the Ga homeworld, a lush blue ocean world filled with many island chains. Before the Ga had set sail for the outer reaches of the local star cluster, and long before the Ga had becoming a galaxy spanning empire, the Ga had first learned to sail Ka’s seas and oceans. The black furred Cats loved water and throughout the empire, planets with oceans were idolized and those without were terraformed.


    The homeworld of today had millions of underwater cities, which although protected by layers of liquid, was still vulnerable to conventional planetary bombardment weapons. But that wasn’t what interested Gor-Eben.


    No, what he focused on was a different type of city that didn’t need a planet to survive.


    Lakfakalle. Situated inside the home system, it was the imperial city. The gem among gems. Home of the Great Prince. The city that would rule the empire for a billion years. The city that could not be destroyed, constantly protected by the best fleet with the most up-to-date weapons and crewed by the most loyal soldiers in the galaxy. This city and its all-important cargo could only be compromised when the vast fleet and the vast system of fortifications surrounding the star had perished.


    For years, Gor-Eben had tried with no success and significant risk of betraying his intentions, to infiltrate this city, to find a way to destroy it and the Great Prince from inside. There was none. The city was crewed by the most loyal guardians of the Ga throne. Using brainscan technology, these guardians were constantly memory tested to detect any sign of betrayal. Their personalities were accessed, and even if there was no evidence of direct hostile intent, the fact that the individual was susceptible to bribes, threats, and all manners of persuasion was enough to dismiss the guard. The Great Prince was invulnerable from covert assassination.


    Lakfakalle. Protected by the most advanced shield generators in the galaxy and armored by layers of dense multidimensional phase material, it could also move as fast as a warship. Three hundred So’longs long, it was the size of a small moon. Its weapons were minimal, as its primary purpose was to protect the monarch from attack while relying on the Royal Fleet and the home system’s arsenals to destroy the enemy.


    Gor-Eben wanted to attack it with its shields down and its armor unpowered, but was hindered by the fact that no warship could enter the home system unless it belonged to the Royal Fleet. There was only one way, the direct frontal way that would kill trillions in the greatest war the galaxy had ever seen.


    It will be destroyed. Gor-Eben gazed at it. One day, Gor-Eben would do the impossible task himself. When the Great Prince’s vast fleets were in flames, when the blood clans sworn to the Great Prince had perished, Gor-Eben would kill the Great Prince and the royal litter then make himself the de facto most powerful being in the galaxy.


    Gor-Eben grinned. Every day you live, you make a mistake. You become dulled and complacent with your power. You place too much trust in ambitious felines like myself. You don’t take precautions. You give trust, expecting fealty back. Granting me an honor of not having to undergo the brainscans is your deadliest mistake —one that will cost you your dynasty!


    Ssss. The door to the hologram chamber slid open, breaking his sensationally pleasurable reverie. Gor-Eben knew only one Cat that could enter his chamber without his permission.


    “Spending too much time in this room, again, Gorathi?” Rael-Eben’s handsomely confident voice called out. The door slid close behind the second Cat.


    “It is never too wrong to dream, Rael,” Gor gazed at his fellow clansmen. “You could do the same.”


    The space-black haired servant looked every much like Gor himself—tall, strong built, with a calm voice but much less observable temper. Rael’s managed his superior’s personal guards as well as relayed information from the subjugators and lower ranking clansmen. “I, too, have dreams, and you know they’re one with yours,” Rael replied, wearing the elite bright red uniform of a subjugator. Bright red, the might of the home sun. The only color more powerful was white, the uniform of royalty, and those dominant enough to become related to it. “And I know yours will shed far more blood than any of the previous wars we’ve become entangled with.”


    “What is blood when measured against ambition?” Gor murmured.


    Rael purred, walking next to Gor, his black fur shimmering as the hologram lights reflected off him. “Nothing. Not a single drop nor a galaxy’s full. We’re so close. Twenty more years and Lakfakalle will be ours.”


    Gor grinned, a mischievous deadly grin he only shared to litter mates. “What news of our progress against the Pra?”


    “May I?”


    “Go ahead.”


    Rael put his paws on the holo panel controls. Immediately, the stars around them shifted. Instead of a view from the center of the galaxy and the Ka’s homeworld, they were now 20,000 odd light years away near their present location slightly inside the human empire.


    From the data collected by commandeering human databases, they knew the human empire—or Human Federation, as they called it—was around 12,000 light years in diameter. Because of the long duration it took for messages to be sent throughout this empire, military power was split into fifteen near-autonomous sections, or starzones, each about 2,500 light years across. However, its central nexus, Trantor, still held overall control of all military units and its sovereignty superseded all other orders.


    Currently, the hologram chamber displayed the nearest starzone, the one that was being conquered, called Betelgeuss, named after its capital.


    Already, Gor saw all the Ga force deployments and star systems within. The conquered star systems with more than 1 million humans were in red, numbering fifteen. 180 smaller humans systems with negligible population were overrun as well. His invasion force did the same thing in every system it assaulted. It destroyed all military units capable of defense, and went on to send landing forces to take control of the non-military population. So far, they had not encountered a true human world or a colony that had more than 50 million population, although that was about to change as they reached deeper into the human empire. So far, they had only conquered a territory 300 light years in length.


    Gor and his Chief Advisers estimated that it would take approximately two years to conquer this empire and another four to ten years to convert the empire into a Ga slave manufacturing state—a lot of it depending on the humans’ sociological and psychological aspects that were just beginning to be discovered right now. The conquering part would be relatively quick, although a lot of it depended on how the humans would adapt to an overwhelming technology advantage. Eventually, however, this slave state would be given more rights as its culture was assimilated by the Ka. Although, by name, it would be the Great Prince’s territory, control of it would always be in the Eben Clan. Also, it will forever be even after the Great Prince was desecrated and a new Ga dynasty was born, mused Gor.


    “The humans are discrete and wise,” Rael purred. “They withdraw all units until they are confident they can hurt us.”


    “When will this confidence come?” Gor murmured.


    “Perhaps never. Perhaps as soon as they test us in a battle situation as they have not yet witnessed our abilities.”


    Gor nodded. Null space. Or what the humans called Hyperspace. His Chief Advisors, a group of blood-sworn Alpha Cats, also told him the same thing. The alpha chiefs advised him that the humans will test Ga hyperbattle technology soon, since his invasion fleets will shortly impede on one of their larger worlds. Although, it is by far much smaller than one of their capital worlds, the humans valued their people as much as their weapons. They will try to impede him before he reached it. “Do you have any new suggestions?”


    Rael smiled. “Actually, yes. It is why I am here. As you recall, the traditional idea is to let them see us for what we are, that it is impossible for them to win in any scenario, but...one of our subjugators Hal-Dorat, one you well know and prefer, just came up with an even better idea.”


    Gor’s eyes widened. Hal-Dorat was a brilliant warrior. No less can be expected of him. “Tell me his plan.”


    Chief Protector Rael-Eben mouthed Hal-Dorat’s idea to him. It did not take much time, for great ideas were also very simple.


    Gor’s ears straightened. Clearly impressed, he nodded. “I see. No less than expected of such a great tactician. Everyday, I find satisfaction in promoting him from the ranks of the Skra. Have you told this to the chief advisers?”


    Rael shook his head. “I have not yet had the opportunity.”


    “The idea is brilliant. Present it to the Alpha Chiefs as soon as the next meeting. Let them see what they think. If they do not object to the meager waste of ships, I want you to begin plans for implementing it for all fleets. For an idea like this, time is of essence, of course.”


    “Hal-Dorat has already drawn up plans, litter brother.”


    “Wise as well as quick,” Gor purred, gazing at the stars, radiantly. “What goals can I not accomplish with such talent by my side? The universe!”


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    CHAPTER FIVE


    


    12 days later.


    January 10th 3987 AD


    7th Vanguard Fleet


    Flagship, Dreadnought Beginner's Luck


    Flag Bridge…


    


    Rear Admiral Vier Kleingelt, newly promoted to Upper Half, felt it again. Never had she felt so much power in her life. She gazed at the holo of all nine hundred and thirty ships in her fleet. Nine hundred and thirty ships!


    The largest flotilla of ships she’d ever commanded before was one hundred and twenty vessels, and that was during the Orion Wars. Back then, the Orions had weapons that were equal to human weapons. Not this time.


    Her flag bridge wasn’t much different from the bridges of most dreadnoughts. Officers manned interface panels with vast displays. Bluish holograms hovered in every direction. In front of her, the central hologram constantly updated the whereabouts of every important object in hyperlight transit around her.


    Hyperlight. Everything was to happen in hyperlight.


    The thing about faster-than-light battles was that because distances between ships was so much further away, you couldn’t see everything you wanted to see. Accurate tachyon scanning range was still twenty five light hours. In hyperlight that was a short distance, measured in seconds of hyperlight travel. You could not directly see the ship next to you, much less the entire fleet, much less a distant enemy fleet. `, the best solution required all ships to network together in a massive sensor net, and, with the help of thousands of detection drones, you could extend your sensor range dramatically. What this meant was that, in order to find out the composition of an enemy fleet, you had to infer from past data or send faster-than-light sensor probes.


    However, although tachyon scanners could only scan accurately at a range of twenty five light-hours, that didn’t mean they couldn’t detect ships as far away as a thousand light hours. They could, but the information they obtained was fuzzy. The T-scanners could not determine if there was one large ship or three thousand small ships. This meant that, aside from using FTL drones and direct contact with your sensor net, there was no way to determine whether a distant fleet was friendly or hostile.


    Vier gazed at the central holo. Her fleet, officially named the 7th Vanguard Fleet, was tasked to understand the enemy’s capabilities in FTL. And she would do exactly that. Her nine hundred ships gathered around her dreadnought, each cruising at the speed of the slowest ship, 15,000 times the speed of light.


    She smiled, recalling the name of her flagship—Beginner’s Luck. She wondered which admiral in drydock had such a sudden fling of humor and the willingness to follow it. It was such an innocent name for a warship that was over one and half kilometers in length, manned by over ten thousand people, and had enough power to glass a planet twenty times over. Not that it meant much compared to the enemies she faced. Her enemies had ships ten times as large, after all.


    This thought made her tense, again. How would her ships face against the Cats’ behemoths? Hyperlight combat with them was a complete mystery.


    Captain Kahle Willock cleared his throat. “Admiral, have you decided yet on an unofficial name for the fleet? “


    Vier gazed away from the main holo. She turned to gaze at the CO of her flagship. In short time, she had recognized Kahle Willock’s mischievous personality—confident, contemplating, quick, and always with a grin. That grin made all the female ensigns unprofessionally giddy. But Vier kept comparing him with her old CO, Anton Shenks, who was recovering in a hospital bed 1000 light years away. Anton...if only you could be here to witness what I’m doing now. “Not yet, Captain. I want to see this fleet in action first.”


    An old custom in the federation navy was for the commanding officer of a fleet or starship to nickname that entity with whatever name he thought fit. However, crews had a habit of giving the entity nicknames themselves. For instance, “Ghost Fleet” was given to Rear Admiral Geary’s fleet after he survived numerous battles with the Orion Pirates. “Sentinel” was given to Captain Cleitus’s ship because it saved his admiral’s flagship on many occasions.


    Vier didn’t want to name her fleet. She just wanted it to survive. Throughout the fleet, she had a reputation for being extremely aggressive, and one of the negative aspects of that almost impulsive aggression was everything had a relatively lower shelf life.


    “The ratings are still panicky,” Captain Willock said.


    “Still?”


    “Yes. They’re still distraught with our orders,” Willock replied, who for once, wasn’t smiling.


    “I see.” Vier nodded.


    When the orders oozed down the chain of command, there had been an initial panic in the fleet. Her orders ‘use whatever means to find out the combat capabilities of enemy ships in hyperlight’ meant she ought to sacrifice her whole fleet, if need be, to determine that answer. That, combined with the fact that there was so much mystery and fear about the aliens, especially after the lopsided sublight encounters, made every techie tense. It didn’t help that there were rumors of small human recon elements failing to return. What probably made it even worse was the fact that their admiral was known for making bold and risky moves...and who may still hold a grudge against the enemy.


    The grudge was true. Vier did want to beat the aliens for what they did to her people in Meerlat, but she wasn’t going to suicide her fleet stupidly or for no good reason. Vier had originally thought about giving a fleet wide speech about how necessary their orders were, that it was their duty to sacrifice for the greater good of the race, but then she’d decided against it. No matter what motivated her orders, nothing would soften the idea that everyone had a good chance of dying. The only thing that could alleviate that was an reassurance that they wouldn’t die, but Vier didn’t know enough to believe that. She didn’t want to lie.


    There was too much mystery.


    Then again, she thought, even if most of her fleet did somehow die in the coming weeks, it was still better that—the men and women trained to serve humanity—than the rest of her race. She knew that in the history of her species, and probably most technic species in the galaxy, the idea of sacrificing one’s life for the Greater Good was common. She just hoped her decisions wouldn’t amount to futility.


    Hell, she was going to try her best to make sure that didn’t happen.


    


    Twelve hours later...


    


    “Unknown Contact! Updating the holomaps!”


    Vier tilted forward in her seat, eyeing the signals appearing on the central holo. A blip. They were on the farthest reach of tachyon scanner range, too far to tell what or how many.


    By convention, the ship closest to the unknown contact was to send a probe. That ship was the Vesuvius, a human fast attack cruiser two hundred light-hours away.


    Seconds later, naturally, the signal of the friendly probe appeared on holo, moving at a speed of 80,000 times the speed of light SL, a tad slower than the fastest mail packet.


    Then there was nothing to do but wait until the probe scanned the unknown contact and returned back. The new Class V probes were fast and agile, nearly impossible for human technology to kill, but with the Cats, who knew? The Cats, if it was Cats, could have some type of super weapon or sensor technology that could snipe probes out of hyperspace.


    Standing next to her, Captain Willock spoke, “Have a guess, Admiral?”


    “A last-minute civilian freighter escaping from the neutral zone,” Vier smiled.


    “Of course.” Willock nodded.


    It was a bad guess. Probably wrong. But she wanted to hope for the good guys. By now, any hyperlight-capable civilian craft would have vacated the war regions. A last minute civilian transport was completely unlikely. Most likely, it was a straggling human warship from a past battle or an alien scout. She hoped it wasn’t an alien scout. Scouts were fast. She didn’t want the alien ships to outrun her fleet before she could do whatever she wanted with it.


    Time ticked by slowly. She watched the probe creep forward and make a 180. Good. It didn’t get taken out.


    Four minutes later, the probe returned. The computers on board every fleetship automatically updated the maps with new data.


    Five distinct contacts popped up on the central holo.


    Cats!


    Vier gazed at the holo with interest. Now, she could visually see what they looked like. Each of the five alien ships looked like the warships that had invaded Meerlat. Insect-like with long abdomens and hundreds of legs. Roaches. Except smaller than most of the warships that had invaded Meerlat.


    Three of the warships were two hundred meters in length. The other two were a bit larger, four hundred meters in length.


    It wasn’t jackpot, but it was close to it. It probably was as good as it gets. If they had been smaller, they might have been able to outrun her. But who knew what technology these Cat ships had?


    So much for suiciding her fleet to reach mission objectives. It felt too good to be true.


    “All ships,” Vier announced, when suddenly she saw all five alien ships turning tail and run. No doubt their probes saw enough of her nine hundred ships to make them panic. “All ships, chase the bogeys!” Vier ordered. “If we catch them, all ships are to enter enemy weapons range but only fire on one of their ships. We need the other ships to be undamaged, so they can fire back.” With any luck, we can damage them. Hopefully, they are running in fear.


    “Yes, ma’am,” the officers all replied.


    What she was hoping for was that her fast attack cruisers and speedy destroyers would be able to chase them down. Of course, those five Cats could be leading her into a trap, but at this point, she couldn’t see anything to suggest that.


    Minutes later, she watched the alien ships speed away. They were quick. If she used human standards, they were probably cruisers themselves. But from their speed, they weren’t as fast as her attack cruisers. Her LACs and destroyers were gaining on the enemy. Human light attack cruisers had a speed of 32,000 SL, whereas her destroyers had 27,000 SL. Her marine assault boats could move at 29,000 SL. The aliens were too far to determine their speed accurately, but she guessed they moved at about 20,000 TSL.


    At this rate, she estimated the gap would be closed in fifteen minutes. “It looks too good to be true,” she murmured. “Captain, what do you think?”


    “Well…” Captain Willock turned to face her. “…We already know their warship hyperspace speeds can’t outpace us by a large margin. Otherwise, our warships and civilian ships would never have outrun the vanguard of their invasion fleet. However, the fact that they have killed each of the recon probes we’ve sent to the conquered systems suggest they have a way to disable our hyperspace propulsion, or they do have some method of achieving extreme H-speeds. This contradicts what we know. Those five ships. It could be trap, but if it is, I’d rather we finally find out what they’re using to trap us even if we risk losing a lot. If we can’t find an answer with as many ships as we have now, we never will. So the biggest question is….Are their other hyperspace technologies limited, too? Whether or not we can outrun them is secondary to whether or not we can beat them in a knife fight in H-space.”


    Vier nodded. “I agree wholeheartedly, Captain.” She prayed the state of the alien’s H-tech was at best equal to theirs. Vier had been in a lot of H-battles to know all the intricacies of fighting one. Just a little advantage could be decisive.


    During the invasion of Meerlat and the subsequent sublight battles in nearby systems, intel suggested that the Cats had an advantage in every aspect of sublight warfare. They had better shields, armor, better missile countermeasures, better main guns, better secondary guns, better missiles that could deliver more blow while evading human countermeasures, better propulsion, and even some things that gave SECTOR INTEL fits of aneurysms. Mobility, firepower, defense, and extra—they had it all. Would the same happen in H-space?


    H-space combat was a bit different, but not by much. H-space combat relied on three technologies specific to H-space…The hyper-beam, hyper-missile, and hyper-deflector. All three technologies relied on a simple property particular to H-space: neither normal matter nor energy could exist unless protected by a warp bubble. Thus, federation hyperspace generators on board h-space capable vessels had two components: a hyperspace translator that opened a portal between normal space and hyperspace, and a hyperspace suspender, which maintained a bubble of normal space around the ship to ensure safe passage. Once this bubble collapsed, the ship vanished in H-space. All the matter and energy within the ship simply disappeared from existence. Nobody knew where it went. There has never been a record of any matter or energy returning after disappearing into H-space when the warp bubble protecting it collapsed.


    Because of the unique property of H-space, weapons in H-space had to evolve around this. Since neither energy nor matter could exist, no direct energy nor particle weapon such as lasers, anti-proton beams, mass drivers, neutron cannons, phased nanopulses, nor its ancillary, the polaron cannon…were applicable in H-space. In fact, the only way to transfer destructive energy is through a hyperspace missile equipped with an h-space suspender, allowing the missile to move with a warp bubble. There was only one exception: the hyperbeam. However, this technology did not transfer energy nor matter, it simply extended the warp bubble of an h-space starship, except whereas the normal warp bubble protected the starship, the h-beam destabilized the enemy’s warp bubble. It was a very strong, thin field that could extend many light-hours. Once the enemy’s warp bubble destabilized, parts of the ship would disappear out of existence.


    The only protection against the h-beam was the h-deflector. This technology reinforced a section of a vessel’s warp bubble with a stabilization shield. The shield prevents h-beams from passing through.


    “Admiral, permission to speak freely?”


    Vier climbed out of her daze and looked beside her. “Yes, Captain Willock?”


    “I’ve been thinking about our mission orders from SECTOR COMMAND and I have some hesitations.”


    “And you’re just voicing them now?” Vier asked, gazing at the holomap. The five enemy ships were six minutes away from her vanguard.


    “It just occurred to me, Admiral, that it was very odd that Senior Vice Admiral Mittermeyer had wanted you to supervise both the scouting mission and the marine assault portion. Wouldn’t it be better to have you focus your responsibilities on just one portion and leave the other to another admiral?”


    Vier bit her lip. What was her flag captain asking? Was he questioning her abilities? Was he concerned with the success of both missions because she now had her attention divided on both? “The reason the Sector Commander assigned both to me is because there was a chance the marines could be useful during the scouting portion of our orders. In that instance, it was better to have both responsibilities under one commander.”


    “But don’t you find it odd that he’s putting a lot of responsibility in an admiral whose largest previous command is CO of a flotilla of missile boats? This is a very big promotion, almost unheard of.”


    Vier bit her lip even harder, pretending to focus on the holomap. It was true. There was almost no precedence for such a promotion. To think of it, hadn’t Vice Admiral Mittermeyer been at her graduation twenty years ago? He must have followed her semi-illustrious career steadily throughout the decades. In a world where eugenics and nano-medical enhancement has extended average life spans almost to a century and a half, Mittermeyer must have thought her unique climb through the ranks to be dazzling. She shook her head. She couldn’t say what she thought. The answer was too nefarious to publicly admit. She glanced at Willock hesitantly, almost apologetically. “Now, is not a good time to discuss this, Captain. We are minutes away from weapons contact.”


    “I understand.” Willock nodded.


    Minutes later, the five bogies entered missile range, approximately ten light-hours away.


    “LAC group 1, fire two missile salvos!” Vier yelled at her control officers.


    “Relaying the command,” they replied.


    Now is the moment. Soon, she would know their hyperspace combat capabilities. She crossed her fingers and watched the holograms unfold.


    


    Battlespace…


    


    In hyperspace, or null space, as called by the Gas, sixteen short range hyperspace missiles exited the human fast attack cruisers Bellerophon and Salamis at the speed of 80000 TSL. The missiles warped through null space—a void that had no light, no mass, no anything—and closed the distance within fifteen seconds. Armed with antimatter warheads, they collided with the warp bubbles of two Ga heavy cruisers. The warp bubbles of the missiles and their targets meshed, forming into one. In picoseconds upon entering the targets’ bubbles, these missiles detonated. The hard gravtronic shields of these Ga ships splashed with raw white energy, and then—nothing.


    


    Flag Bridge, Beginner’s Luck…


    


    Damn. Vier gazed at the holomap. The ships were still there, still very strong.


    I didn’t think that would work. Their shielding technology is as strong as it was before.


    The bogies continued moving away, although it was apparent to everyone, including them, that escape was futile. They were guinea pigs, Vier thought. And if she was given an opportunity like this, she would and could not waste it. “LAC group 1, fire ten times as many missiles,” Vier ordered, gazing at the map, all the while waiting for the enemy to fire back.


    


    Battlespace…


    


    160 warp missiles sped out of the tubes of the Gamli, Duke Buckingham, and five others. Twelve seconds later, they crossed the 6.8 light-hour distance and jammed into the warp bubbles of bogies 1 and 2. Their detonations caused the shields to flash in brilliant cascades of light, and for a temporary minute fraction of a second, more power than any star.


    


    Flag Bridge, Beginner’s Luck…


    


    Score! Vier gazed at the diminishing shields of bogies 1 and 2. Their shields flickered, almost dying out. The t-sensors read that their shields had lost 7 percent of their graviton concentration. Another volley of 160 warp missiles would obliterate them.


    Time to send another volley. Now, we will test their armor.


    Vier looked at the stats on her pad. There wasn’t much missiles left in her vanguard of seven attack cruisers. The fact that missiles in hyperspace had a much higher chance to hit was diminished by the fact that each ship had so much fewer missiles. Equipping warheads with hyperspace suspenders was much more costly. Missiles in hyperspace were bigger and much more difficult to make.


    Everything that happened so far just confirmed what she knew—the Cats had significantly better shielding inside their warp bubbles. Nevertheless, she had to penetrate these shields to test their armor.


    “LAC group 1, fire all remaining missiles,” she ordered, all the while gazing intently at the map.


    


    Battlespace…


    


    The 108 remaining missiles of all seven LACs sped out into the void. Each one of them injected into the warp bubbles of the two aft most enemy ships. The following detonations blew away the enemy’s shields completely. The remaining gravitron layers flickered and died. Spastic fiery explosions cratered against the black hulls of the roaches. Pieces of ebony armor exploded outward, touching the barrier between normal space and hyperspace, and then disappearing from the universe altogether. The two aftmost roaches, targets of the entire attack, limped along with fires spread across their entire body.


    


    Flag Bridge, Beginner’s Luck…


    


    Why aren’t they firing back? Vier wondered.


    Everything looked perfect. The antimatter explosions had wrecked havoc to their hulls after the shields had been wiped out, but by this time the enemy should have fired back at least something.


    Perhaps these cruisers didn’t have missiles or torpedoes.


    As the seconds passed, Vier became surer of it. These cruisers are torpedoless. She glanced at Captain Willock. “What do you think?”


    Willock looked passive in the chair next to her. “From all appearances, Admiral, it looks like the enemy, or at least the ships we’ve encountered here, still have better hull armor and better shields. Normally a blow from 100 antimatter missiles would have wiped out those two ships...if they were human. However, things don’t look so bleak. The difference between technologies isn’t so high like the encounters we’ve had in sublight. It seems that, at least in the missile duel, our missiles are able to do far more damage to them in hyperlight than in sublight because of the innate inability for ships to create effective countermeasures and certainly, it seems the Cats haven’t found a way around that. We may be looking at a breakthrough,” Willock said grimly.


    Vier wondered why her flag captain was so sullen. Ordinarily, such news ought to make every federation soldier happy. The Cats were far more vulnerable to human missiles in h-space than in subspace. The invasion now had a chance to be stopped! “Why do you look so depressed?”


    Willock cleared his throat. “Because it still took so many missiles to take down their shields, Admiral.”


    Vier nodded. “It’s true. But we have only tested how well our missiles work against their defenses. We have yet to test our hyperbeams against what they have to offer to protect against it. Perhaps they will be much less dominating in that arena.”


    “Perhaps, Admiral.”


    “LAC group 1 and 2, proceed with the next step,” smiled Vier. “Fire on all bogies!”


    


    Battlespace…


    


    All seven human attack cruisers opened up their hyperbeam ports. The hyperbeam used the same gun turrets as the main sublight polaron cannons, which were simply augmented, so they fired hyperbeams instead. As the beam cannons began to charge, massive amounts of energy flowed through them. Then, in a split second, they fired. Long, thin destabilizing warp fields extended instantaneously in multiple light-hours in front of each human LAC. The fields slashed into the warp bubbles of the enemy roaches.


    ...And slammed innocuously into the enemy’s stabilization shields. None of the hyperbeam fields did any damage, because the roaches had activated their hyperdeflectors in the direction that the beams had come.


    


    Flag Bridge, Beginner’s Luck…


    


    Vier blinked. Then, she blinked, again.


    It was so obvious. It was so expected. The enemy did exactly what any human warship would have done if the hyperbeam attack had come in one direction. They had activated their deflectors in the rear.


    Well, thought Vier. At least so far, she understood that the enemy had h-deflectors just like humans. Now, it was time to see how well they could adjust their h-deflectors when surrounded by hostile ships. To do that, she would have to wait for her vanguard to overrun the slower enemy ships.


    


    Battlespace…


    


    Five minutes later, the human LACs overtook the slower Ga vessels. Flanking the roaches from all sides, the seven human cruisers fired their hyperbeams. Destabilization fields slammed into the warp bubbles of each alien ship. The alien ships did not have enough hyperdeflectors to create enough stabilization shields to protect against the attacks from all sides. The sides without stabilization protection dematerialized from existence. Holes suddenly opened in armor. Parts of the hull disappeared. The roaches began to vent atmosphere, like any ordinary vessel successfully attacked by hyperbeams.


    Meanwhile, the roaches fired back. Their own hyperbeams were stronger, wider and just as quick. These bigger, more powerful destabilization fields slammed into LAC group 1. However, the human cruisers were ready. Human stabilization shields protected against most warp bubble incursions, but some of those fields got through. The surrounding human cruisers experienced the same crushing blows as the roaches—armor began disappearing, hull plates dematerialized, atmosphere spilled out—but to a lesser degree because of the firing angles. The surrounded roaches could only fire at one side of the human LACs, while the human ships could fire at all sides of the roaches, thus it was easier for the humans to block the hyperbeam attacks with their deflectors.


    


    Flag Bridge, Beginner’s Luck…


    


    Yes! Vier glanced gleefully at the holomap where colorful ships exchanged blows with each other. The five feline ships were failing, mostly because they were overwhelmed, but that wasn’t what gave her joy. It was the fact that human hyperbeam and hyperdeflector technology was not different at all to Cat technology. In fact, the Cats did not have any advantages in this arena. What made it even more joyful was that the Cats were limited to the same technologies.


    This meant a world of revelations and a possibility of a complete successful showdown against the Cat invasion force. Finally, humanity had an arena where the combat was even.


    Even if, weight by weight, a human ship could only come even against a feline ship that was only half as large, it was enough to bring hope that the invasion could be stopped—as long as the battle was limited to the hyper arena.


    Vier perused the data being displayed on the central holomap. “Captain, I believe we’ve found great news to report to Admiral Mu Pei.”


    Willock nodded in the seat beside her. He smiled. “Yes, Admiral, I think we do.”


    She flashed a smile back at her flag captain, then turned towards the holomap. By now, the alien ships were heavily damaged. “All LACs, disengage. It’s time to test to our marine assault portion of our orders. All marine assault boats, come within range of the enemy and activate your M-E-C jammers and began landing troops on those bogies.”


    “Yes, ma’am. Relaying orders,” the controllers replied.


    On the holomap, she watched as her fast cruisers stopped firing their hyperbeams at the surrounded enemy ships and vacated the immediate battlefield. Now, a new portion of her fleet began to close in on the enemy. The Valkyrie Marine Assault Transport was a two hundred meter wedge-shaped ship with the flat side facing the enemy. Numerous hyperdeflector ports covered its frontal side. It could move at 29,000 SL, outpacing most other starships it was designed to target. Its grav shield matrix was also concentrated at the front. Fifty of these came to within ten light-hours of the five run-downed enemy ships. Then, the distance shrunk to five light-hours. Then, three.


    At a distance of one light-hour, the Valkyries activated their M-E-C jammers. Mass-Energy-Conversion jammers worked by casting a dampening field around a target. When this field was activated, any type of nuclear or subatomic reaction was disabled. Fission and fusion reactions were incapacitated. Matter-Antimatter annihilation halted. It was the same technology that antimatter storage pods used. The only way to prevent an M-E-C jamming field was through creating an inverse jamming field, and most targeted ships did not have the capacity to do that. The marine assault boats, however, did have such a capacity. They could simultaneously create an M-E-C jamming field and create an inverse jamming field to prevent itself from being jammed. The purpose of this technology was to incapacitate the target to prevent it from running away on hyperlight propulsion or to prevent any number of self-destructive escapes such as the target detonating its fusion core or setting off antimatter explosives throughout its own body. When the field was active, the target could not activate its hyperspace translators and thus, could not open a portal back into normal space. The target was essentially powerless.


    The fact that its main power was offline also created a certain problem, which was solved by the Valkyrie projecting its own warp bubble around the target. When the field was active, the target’s hyperspace suspender was deactivated and thus, its warp bubble would begin to fade. If the Valkyrie did not extend a warp bubble around the target, the target would disappear out of hyperspace and the universe altogether within a matter of minutes.


    Vier watched tediously as the marine boats extended their jamming fields around the five heavily damaged targets. If it was successful, the marines on board each Valkyrie would be able to send troops to board each disabled and powerless feline craft, and the holygrail of the second part of mission could be accomplished. She might finally capture technology and data that would enable humans to understand how to engineer competing sublight technologies or how to counter act the sublight combat imbalance.


    But it was not to be.


    The five alien roaches exploded.


    Vier watched. Her eyes opened wide, jaw dropping.


    They were gone—just like that.


    A massive debris field expanded where each roach ship was. As the debris collided with the barrier between normal space and hyperspace on the borders of each warp bubble, the matter simply disappeared from existence. Soon, the bubbles themselves would fade and ultimately collapse and nothing the Cats had would still exist in the universe.


    “All Valkyries,” Vier shouted. “Extend a warp bubble around the debris field and collect any debris!”


    “Relaying command, ma’am.”


    Vier sat back in her chair, stunned. How had they done it? The Cats must have realized that their ships were about to be hijacked and then simultaneously self-detonated their power cores before the M-E-C jamming field could envelope them. That’s the only possible explanation, she thought.


    Now, she would have no technology to give Mu Pei or Sector Command.


    Well, she sighed, at least she had the data concerning their h-space abilities. That was a victory in and of itself.


    Vier rested her head onto her headrest and reflected about it a little bit longer. Then she ordered her fleet to reform back into a standard formation. She ordered data packet ships to where Admiral Mu Pei’s main fleet of 4000 ships hid in the Trion Nebula. The Vice Admiral would be overjoyed by the data, she thought. A massive counterattack might become very likely. She thought about the amount of people and ships that would be involved and knew that her place in it would be huge as well.


    But what about the enemy’s hypermissiles?


    At this moment, she still didn’t know much about them except that they were probably equipped with the same hyperspace suspenders as her own missiles. Nothing she saw about the feline ships suggested their hyperspace propulsion technology was any different from the humans. Their missile propulsion mechanism was probably similar to hers—but then again, she was just conjecturing. Who knew what differences there might be as well? The warheads on their missiles, she knew for a fact, were more powerful and used an unknown technology.


    Vier stood up and nodded at Willock. “Captain, I’m retiring to quarters. Collect all the data you can from the debris field.”


    “Yes, Admiral.” Willock nodded. “I will make sure we get as much info from that explosion.”


    Then she turned towards the fleet controllers. “As for all ships, we head back towards Admiral Mu Pei’s fleet. Send out scouting probes throughout the region to detect any more enemy ships.”


    “Relaying orders, ma’am.”


    She walked to the exit. For a moment, she paused. As far as she or anyone knew, she was doing exactly as ordered, but a thought flitted in her mind—what if that wasn’t enough?


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    CHAPTER SIX


    


    Three days later.


    January 13th 3987 AD


    7th Vanguard Fleet


    Flagship, Dreadnought Beginner's Luck


    Admiral’s Ready Room…


    


    “I see¸” Vice Admiral Mu Pei, Lower Half, said on Vier’s private holodisplay.


    Mu Pei’s dreadnought, the Excalibur, was only 0.2 light-seconds away, hovering in the same dark matter nebula as Vier Kleingelt’s Beginner’s Luck.


    “Your summary report confirms what I already know. If there is no new material,” Mu Pei continued, “I will have no reason to delay the counteroffensive.”


    Vier nodded. It was common knowledge that other scouting fleets had also encountered the enemy.


    “Commodore Wei and Commodore Pusan have already encountered several enemy elements like this one,” Mu Pei explained. “Stray scouting squadrons of two or three ships, mostly cruisers, with few countermissiles. I’ve read their reports. Unlike your encounter, Wei met several missile ships in the Delphi Expanse. Their missiles, while devastating, were not so extremely dangerous that we won’t have the opportunity to close the distance and begin the hyperbeam duel.”


    “Can you tell me more about them?”


    “Their missiles move just like ours, but have a different type of warhead that we cannot yet classify. It has approximately four times the yield as our standard antimatter warheads per size class. Devastating, but not decisive,” Mu Pei continued. “The enemy ships were also destroyed when the commodores tried to board them with marine assault craft. It seems….” He stroked his gray beard. “…That the enemy knows when their ships are no match against our boarding parties. They have witnessed the ground battles on Meerlat and other worlds. They know their ground infantry is just as equal as ours but not much more.”


    Vier bit her lip. Something about the news made her hesitate. She couldn’t put a finger on it—until now. “Sir, what if they’re hiding something?”


    Mu Pei continued stroking his beard. “Of course, they’re hiding something. They don’t want us to access any of their technological database. Acquiring their computer cores will tell us everything we need to know about how to duplicate all their technology. They’re still significantly superior to us in hyperlight battle, although not by the incredible margin as in sublight.”


    “Then why not wipe their data cores?” Vier asked.


    “And let their ships be boarded with their pants down? You forget that once we acquire just one of their ships, we don’t even need their computers nor their databases. We’ll have all we need to know just by studying the insides of their ships. Sublight propulsion data, energy core schematics, sublight and hyperlight shields, weapons, and armor. We’ll have it all. No,” he said adamantly. “They knew it was impossible to win an infantry battle within their ships, not with the numbers advantages we enjoyed against their stray fleets of cruisers. You forget that in all cases, Wei, Pusan, and yours, we outnumbered their ships…marine contingents included, by as much as twenty to one. Their ships were already dead, so they self-destructed them.”


    Vier thought about that. It was an entirely possible that the enemy guinea pigs sacrificed themselves for that reason. But what if it wasn’t? “Sir,” she asked calmly. “Don’t you think it’s odd that even their scouts cannot outrun our scouts or our LACs?”


    Admiral Mu Pei was quietly sitting back, thinking.


    Vier sat back and gulped the saliva in her throat. A new thought emerged in her brain, a thought that suddenly found solidness after what she just recently heard. “It’s like they want to be found and caught, sir.”


    “That is suspicious.” Mu Pei’s eyes thinned. “I have to agree with you on that. Given the sublight technology gap between our races, it seems that their hyperlight scouts should be at least as fast as ours. The only good news is that once we’ve started attacking their scouting parties, they’ve rescinded those ships, so that would suggest that they feel the threat. But the purpose of those stray enemy cruiser squadrons may not be to just scout us at all. They may be to hunt and kill stray civilian and merchant freighters or attack wounded human ships.”


    Vier bit her lip, again. “Perhaps you are right, sir. Yet, I still feel their scouts ought to be just as fast as our fastest ships.”


    “So do I,” Mu Pei agreed-. “However, I cannot delay the counteroffensive based on suspicions alone. They will soon near our sector core and that cannot be allowed. We are fortunate that their h-space tech is not so disparate.” He suddenly looked at Vier with a stone cold glance that didn’t waver. “I plan for the following counteroffensive to begin in less than a week. We will attack their main thrust with a massive counter thrust of our own. Do you think you’re up to the challenge, Admiral?”


    “I think I’ll manage,” Vier answered excitedly. “With their h-space tech superiority, we’ll still need to be careful. But at least the odds aren’t abysmal.”


    “We will have the power of speed on our side, hopefully,” Mu Pei added. “You, I, and the other admirals and commodores will have to go through some significant planning if we are to win. Our counterthrust will not need to be perfect, but that won’t hurt. As you know, nothing in war is ever perfect.”


    “Of course,” Vier replied. She’d been in enough battles to know that nothing ever happened to plan. The question is—what exactly were the enemy’s plans?


    Mu Pei reclined back. “If this war has shown anything, it is that errors will always be made like in every other war, but hopefully...theirs will be greater. We have a far less margin for error. We will look for opportunities to take advantage of when they arise. Well then, until we meet, again, Admiral. Yan Mu Pei out.”


    When the holoimager on her desk turned off, Vier sat silently for a moment. Then, she glanced at the viewport. A Dark Matter nebula was anything but dark. Dark Matter had a special quality. From far away, no signal about its existence could be detected. Tachyons did not bounce. Electromagnetism was void. That was why it was easy to hide ships in dark matter. All signals get obscured. But close up, dark matter had a variety of self-emitting signals. It looked, well—like a rainbow of colors. Hues in every spectrum, gamma-ray, micro-ray, it was beautiful.


    The idea came to her that if humans were deceptive enough to hide important information from their enemies, how could anyone not assume the same thing about those same enemies? These enemies weren’t stupid. They had gone through the same process before, against numerous races, probably, as seen by their methodical approach. Why couldn’t the enemy be hiding something important?


    She decided. Next time she met with the admirals, she would push her point further. After all, even if she was an aggressive admiral who wanted to fight every battle to the end. In the end, she could not suspend caution. She was wise enough to know that much. Being an aggressive commander, her enemies had once attempted to lure her into traps, but she had ultimately prevailed.


    Would she prevail this time?


    Mu Pei was too optimistic. SECTOR INTEL did not know for sure how many ships the enemy had in this invasion. SECTOR INTEL could only predict based on sensor readings from numerous data sources in the systems that were invaded. According to that, the enemy had thousands of ships, but not tens of thousands. But what if, again, the enemy was being deceptive? At this point, no one knew the size of their industrial base or even their history. No one knew where they came from or how they got to be. The only thing people knew was what they had seen, and Admiral Mu Pei trusted this on sight.


    Vier crossed her arms and stared out the window. If Shenks were here, he’d know exactly what to think and do. But Shenks was 1500 light-years away. Shenks...Why are you in that hospital bed while I’m left with decisions affecting entire sectors? Why did fate decide for you to leave me here?


    


    Interstellar space


    Imperial Mothership Ro’Zur’Gur


    Great Commander’s Private Kohlar…


    


    El-Sur did not know what to expect. Sitting in the Great Commander’s own lavish Kohlar, she awaited the summoning. She did not know why she was called into his presence, only that she was willing to give everything she owned to satisfy his commands. Out of all 16,000 linguistic collectors within his army, she was honored to be chosen. It must have something to do with linguistics, mustn’t it? Why else would he want her? She smiled incredulously.


    The last time she had seen Gor-Eben was three tras ago, during the War Target Psychology Debriefing. She had summarized her findings about the humans’ culture and the psychological mechanisms underlining their behaviors. As she recalled, he had given her a smile and a nod…then he had left.


    The four chief advisers, all old Cats, had been very pleased about her reports, but...she didn’t care about what they thought. She only cared about that fashionably handsome alpha Cat, dressed in the white cloak of the royals. The one who was head of his clan, a clan that he had built and lead from a minor system alliance to one that encompassed an eighth of the galaxy. It was true, that same Cat had done terrible things to pursue his ambition—El-Sur’s knowledge of this wasn’t a secret—but the Cat was brilliant. And if she could only harness his heart, well...


    The door opened. A female dressed in light red, obviously a command rank, walked in. “His magnificence will see you now.” She bowed.


    El-Sur stood up and followed the female into Gor-Eben’s inner chamber.


    When she entered, the first thing she witnessed was its scale. For a room on board a warship, even one as massive as the command ship, the chamber was extravagantly large. Although she’d never been in any of the crucial command centers on board his ship, she knew this had to be luxury reserved for him only. Objects decorated every portion of it. A giant mesmerizing painting of the Battle of Inner Stars hung in the distance. She had studied the Eben clan’s history. She knew what that battle meant for him. Half a century ago, before the Eben clan became a dominant power, it had allied wisely with another minor clan. In a war of terrestrial dispute with a more dominant power, together, the two minor clans had defeated their nemesis then gained recognition and preeminence. Many marked it as the beginning of the rise of Eben, but El-Sur knew it had started long before that...


    Next, she saw a hologram of a white Krushcha. She didn’t know what that signified to him personally, besides the fact that those wild beasts were prized targets for hunters on the home world. To kill a Krushcha and obtain its body whole was not an easy task, even with modern weapons.


    She continued walking. As she followed the red uniformed female, she gasped when she saw a Huka to her right—an adornment of a glassy feline with a sword decorated by platinum leafs.


    “Do you like it?”


    “My eminence!” El-Sur exclaimed, startled.


    “A trophy I won as a litter kitten,” Gor-Eben said from her left, eyeing his prize. He waved the assistant away. “The master of ceremonies said I was destined to become a great warrior. It is one of my most prized possessions, but not as much as what stands before me.”


    El-Sur’s heart leapt. What did this mean...?


    “You have a talent few others possess, and one that I want to possess through indirect means,” the alpha Cat purred.


    “Anything I have is already yours, your eminence,” she bowed.


    “And that is why I have asked you here.”


    El-Sur felt dejected. Her hopes of sharing litter suddenly diminished. “What is that, your eminence?”


    “Your skills as a collector are unparalleled. You have been of much use to me in the past, perhaps more useful than even my most skillful subjugators. There is something I need you to do.”


    “Anything, your eminence,” El-Sur replied.


    The clan leader gazed at her. “I want you to communicate with the humans and offer them terms of surrender.”


    El-Sur smiled. Really? Her? This was the first time she’d been given such a task. But she couldn’t let down the Great Commander. If she succeeded, wouldn’t he be just more impressed with her? “I can do that, your eminence. Tell me when.”


    “We have invaded a large swath of what the humans call a starzone. They will counterattack, of course. And we will defeat them. When the humans are defeated in the Nakra Space, I will grant you a fast battleship. You will take this battleship and hail any human ships using their channels. You will then deliver the detailed message. It will not be dangerous, as I will have other ships escort you, despite our qualitative superiority.”


    “Can I see the contents of this message?”


    “To cut it short...” He told her.


    She recognized it. It was the same terms of surrender given to most conquest targets. Except...she thought it was perhaps too lenient. It sounded as if the Great Commander was too eager to have them part as of his Suffra. “I will deliver it, your eminence.”


    “Good.” Gor-Eben smiled. “Now, we will only have to wait for Hal-Dorat to do his dirty work and persuade the humans that defeat is inevitable. In the meantime, allow me to show you something of far greater importance to me than this simple trophy.” The clan leader clapped his paws and suddenly the wall to her right opened up.


    El-Sur purred as her eyes darted in amazement at the divine objects, no normal Ka should ever see.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    


    Eleven Days Later…


    January 24th 3987 AD


    Rigel Seven (Planet), Rigel (Star)


    Alcubierre City, Panasia Continent 348th Street…


    


    The annual Zex celebrations on Rigel Seven had long ago ceased when the Cats invaded the system. What had once been a busy metropolis was now eerily silent as the citizens hid within their homes, not that any of them was safe if the aliens wanted to destroy them. With only one hundred thousand marines to protect them against a landing force in the tens of millions, the citizens of Rigel Seven knew their independence was doomed.


    Dusty Attemborough knew very little about the gigantic multi-mile alien ships up there. He only knew that what was left of the star system’s defenders had either fled or been annihilated in meticulous fashion. Being from a military family, he had some knowledge about the chaos happening in the space above. As he sped his hoverbike through a street a kilometer above the ground, he saw a giant broadcast from one of the major holonetworks playing out in front of a skyscraper.


    The aliens were landing, the giant image of the anchorwoman said. Forty-eight multi-kilometer troop transports have deployed in the planet’s exosphere, spread evenly throughout the world. Tens of thousands of smaller transports were now descending across the planet, aiming for the population centers. What was harder to imagine still was that each of these transports carried thousands of armored warriors.


    “All citizens, please vacate public areas and return to the safeties of your homes. Remain indoors. Do not attack or threaten the invaders,” the anchorwoman announced.


    Dusty took his gaze off the enormous holobroadcast. Feeling the wind press against his face, he continued zooming through the street a kilometer high.


    I’m not going to make it.


    His apartment was seventy kilometers away, but the aliens were landing...now. Even though the street was depopulated, his bike could only go at one hundred and twenty kilometers per hour. He turned his gaze at the night sky and saw the sudden flashes of nuclear detonations, which meant the overmatched ground defenders were still able to put up a fight. But for how long? The aliens were coming. Even the stars were occasionally blotted out by black objects, which could only mean one thing.


    He had to go in doors—now. If he stayed in the streets when they arrived, who knew what would happen to him?


    Skyscraper after skyscraper zoomed past him on all sides as his hoverbike rushed through the lifeless street. Business offices in every direction, much like his own work place. But they were all closed. Why? Why did he leave his company building in the belief that it was safer at home than in a multi-kilometer skyscraper?


    Then, he saw an open establishment located inside a skyscraper that led off the street. Slowing his bike down, he saw the flashing holo emissions above the place.


    Nellie’s Red Light Club. All Visitors Welcome. Free Drinks to B-Card Holders...


    He parked his bike right near the entrance without even bothering to hook it to the autolock. He climbed off and ran through the neoplastic doors into the roomy establishment. The first thing that greeted him was the scent.


    He felt suddenly happy, almost giddy, and everything looked so clear and illuminating. He saw the naked holographic belly dancers in the distance, their long bodies wavering back and forth, alluring him. Aroused, he saw the robot receptionist scan his body for his E-Card, and he barely noticed it saying, “Twenty credits removed, enjoy your stay.” Everything everywhere felt so bright, the flashing tables, the colorful chairs.


    “Hello, what can I get you?”


    Dusty blinked at the sound of the woman’s voice. The woman was young like him, in her mid-thirties, with shoulder cropped purple hair that looked like bliss.


    “Nothing,” Dusty involuntarily smiled, “I just want a place to stay.”


    The woman smiled back, and for a second, Dusty couldn’t help but gaze at curve of her breasts beneath the blue skinsuit. Wow, she was beautiful. But this was hardly the time...


    “Relax, I’m an android,” she said. “Follow me.”


    The woman led him towards a table where there was a holoset. When he sat, the chair evolved around him, sucking him in. It was more comfortable than the average lounge chairs at his office.


    “Everything here is automated, so as long as your E-Card works, you’ll be able to adjust anything to your control. Have a good time at Nellie’s.” The woman left.


    “What’s your name?” yelled Dusty.


    “I don’t have one!”


    Dusty turned on the holoemitter to the same channel he saw outside. The same anchorwoman was on. Now, he could see the giant alien landers. They descended down the sky with no resistance. Minutes later, the anchorwoman reported that one had landed outside the city.


    “What’s going on?” someone beside him asked.


    Dusty looked up to see a new face.


    An older man, soggy, drunk in elation pheromones just like him. He must have just came in. “They’re coming into the city,” Dusty replied.


    “I doubt they’d touch a place like this,” the man said.


    Suddenly, a loud transparency shattering boom erupted close by. Then, another.


    For half an hour, the booms continued uninterrupted.


    Then, sudden thumping footsteps could be heard outside the door. They were loud, like metal clanking against ferrocrete.


    “What’s going on?” the man asked.


    “They’re here!” Dusty said.


    Then, just as the door was about to be blasted open, it stopped. The footsteps hurriedly retreated, eventually disappearing into the distance.


    At the same time, the newswoman’s face suddenly turned elated. “The alien troops are returning back to their transports! Several alien landers are lifting off!”


    “Why?” the man asked.


    Dusty shrugged. The sudden news, combined with the drugs in his system, made him want to cry.


    Hours later, when the alien landers returned to their kilometer-wide transports, Dusty finally found out.


    The sector fleet had arrived.


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Dreadnought Beginner's Luck


    Bridge…


    


    That’s a lot of ships in one place, Vier Kleingelt thought while staring at the holomap.


    The holomap read 4892 signatures, all federation. Sixteen hundred of them were cruisers of various types, another eight hundred were dreadnoughts, the best the humans could offer. Her own ship, the Beginner’s Luck, hovered in the middle of the armada. Out of sixteen million spacemen, Vier felt a little giddy that she was the second highest ranking officer in the entire fleet. With little regard to her own safety, she wished in her heart she was at the front.


    But she couldn’t be—because the vice admiral desired her safety more than anything—nor could her tactical mind consider that to be a wise decision. If an admiral got taken out in the middle of a battle like this, an enormous hole would open up in the chain of command. One of the lesser ranked commodores would have to replace her, but even then that meant there would be negative impacts in morale and efficiency.


    For as much as that feeling inside her chest desired to be in the grit and nit of combat, she knew her dreadnought would probably never see it. The giant probability was that even if the battle went against her, her flagship would probably be protected to the point where it could safely retreat out of the warzone.


    For generations of star admirals commanding fleets of this size, the idea of fervently boosting the morale of the fleet by heading at the front of battle had been lost to the necessity of keeping the chain of command intact. This would not have been the case in her earlier assignments, where there weren’t enough ships to protect her, where she was just as vulnerable to missile, and hyperbeam strikes as the next battleship. Now though, she was in command of a giant...


    “Sixty nine missile boats in the squadron A19 are all accounted for as requested, Admiral,” one of the controllers reported.


    “Twenty five carriers in B12 signal affirmative.”


    “Marine Assault Wing A through D returns affirmative check.”


    Vier nodded in mock approval. While she seemed to be impressed in appearance, she was actually a little fearful of the results. This was the first time a large fleet like this had been gathered together in a decade. Since the Pirate Wars and the Orion Wars had ended, massive federation fleets had no purpose to assemble. The sheer logistics of moving a near five thousand vessels together into one beacon of hope meant a criteria for organization and assembly was even more needed than the skills of a tactician.


    What this meant was that even if Vier hoped she had those skills, she would be hesitant to think her lower ranked commodores could follow suit. And there wasn’t that much time for any real-time practice, either...


    The only thing these newer raw flag officers knew was what they had experienced years ago in real battle, and perhaps, if their distant memories were still functional, what they’d learned in the space academy.


    However, that wasn’t her biggest worry. No, her biggest worry was something far more dangerous and potentially disconcerting.


    Admiral Mu Pei had rejected her pleas to send more scouting fleets to determine the enemy’s true abilities. In the time it took to detain and observe another hundred feline warships, he said, the Cats would have invaded another fourteen heavily populated worlds. The true enemy wasn’t uncertainty, it was time, he said. The more fleeting the action, the quicker the determination of the fate of billions of people.


    But what was billions when compared to the trillions of people within the empire? Vier thought, still gazing at the holomap like a familiar child’s toy. Although she wished Mu Pei’s negligence for caution and space was just a fortunate attribute, she knew that such negligence could prove fatal. And if that wasn’t bad enough, what made matters worse was that sixteen other flag ranking commodores and rear admirals believed in Mu Pei’s will over truth. For the eighteen billion civilians on Betelgeuse Five, she certainly hoped the truth, at least her suspicion of the truth, was false. What made it damn futile was that hope didn’t impact reality at all.


    At times like this, she wished that one person were here, the one she could confide in like no other. But Captain Willock was not that person by a long shot. Willock was Willock, and he wasn’t someone who could hold her heart, or on a subliminal level, her soul if the shit hit the fan. The man in the hospital bed was a realist, but he was also a battle tested veteran who had been with her through every hardship, from frail edge-of-defeat to victory. A person who had shared every triumph to every heartbreak.


    ...A person who she should have married if he wasn’t afflicted by a blind divine curse that he could only be physically attached to members of his own gender. She hated the luck of the draw. His direction was her own misfortune.


    “Admiral, can I be of an assistance?” Willock asked from in the seat next to her.


    “I don’t think so, Captain.”


    “Please, I’ve observed my new flag officer long enough to know when she’s troubled. Admiral.”


    But you’re not him. “What can I say?” She smiled. “I’m glad you are capable of that. But even then, there’s very little you can do.”


    “Try me, ma’am.”


    Vier nodded. “I think a large amount of this fleet could be in jeopardy. Millions of spacers could die.”


    “Yet, you’ve done everything you could to prevent that potential mistake, ma’am.”


    “I have.”


    “Yet, you still feel terrible of this outcome that hasn’t been set in concrete, correct?”


    “I do.”


    “It’s a similar feeling felt by thousands, perhaps millions of officers before you. But in the end, the chain of command is the only thing that keeps the universe and our world together. Ma’am, if you can’t believe in the wellness of a decision, your only choice is to believe in the necessity of that decision. Decisions are frail things based on an infinite set of bits of information, but the belief that one must follow the decision made by those superior to you is the only lasting sanctuary in military custom.”


    Vier blinked. She didn’t know her flag captain thought like that. “Safe haven or not, I don’t believe we can win a war when the enemy knows our strengths and weaknesses and we cannot do the reverse, Captain.”


    Willock was silent. He stared at the hologram map with such a constant eye, as if he wasn’t thinking about the little dots but the organism as a whole.


    Well…that’s what she thought he was thinking.


    He remained silent for a minute. Finally, he said, “Then there is only the inevitability and blind fortune. Ma’am.”


    Vier thought the idea was cryptic, until he smiled, that same casual smile that the female ensigns thought of in a furiously attractive way. What he meant, or what she thought he meant, was that even if we have no power over our destiny, destiny itself could shape to our benefit with the slightest of fortunes. The small details within a larger framework could slowly but irrevocably change even the dimmest picture. It was rule of the Compound Effect, that small changes could have large repercussions. To her, it meant that even if the world around her could possibly turn into hell, she could, in as frank a truth as the possibility of the negative outcome coming true, be witness to it eventually turning around with what meager fortunate events fate gave her.


    She liked it, but she had to be receptive of these events. She had to observe carefully, and catch it when it came even in the most subtle manner.


    She smiled, gazing at her flag captain with a new but profound respect. Maybe her flag captain wasn’t lacking compared to her old captain, after all. He just had a different set of strengths.


    


    [image: ]


    Emblem of Clan Dorat – Ferocity and Loyalty


    


    Ka's First Fleet, Main Group


    Supreme Battlecruiser Usha'Tera…


    


    “We have arrived, subjugator.”


    Hal-Dorat grunted in approval, staring at the holoscreen in anticipation. What he had thought to be a minor recon force had become a full blown fleet. Probably more than 80% of the human’s entire sector assets. And to think the humans were cowards. The idea that humanity might finally find the courage to make a stand thrilled it him. It riled him with joy. While he’d fought in numerous wars against vast armadas, nothing outmatched the thrill of immediate battle. That the humans were outmatched in every arena meant little to him at this point. As the saying in the old tongue went, his fangs were sharpened. There was no purer emotion than sudden the exchange of might between two armies.


    The time was now.


    Hal-Dorat’s feline eyes scanned the holotank, taking in all the hidden force deployments he had kept out of the way of the humans’ recon probes. Yes, think like I am thinking, human. There is nothing in front of you but a mere fleet of sizable but not overwhelming enemy ships. Begin the assault, now. The enemy is not outmatched, but with clever tactics, you can win.


    Take the initiative and bring courage to your heart, human commander.


    From the data taken by assaulting human systems, he knew the human nullspace sensor range was outmatched by his own hypersensors. The humans could not, and will not, detect the other three Ga fleets hiding thirty light years behind him. Their sensor probes would be destroyed before they could detect his hidden ships. They would only see the 4700 Ga ships in front of them. Hal-Dorat made sure of that. Little did they know, that the total Ga presence within the region was eight times as much.


    Not that he would even need it with what he had planned.


    The seventeen hypercoreship squadrons was more than enough to do the work.


    With a mischievous grin, he sneered at the human kittens before him. They would fall, once they took the bait, and when they did, his ships could roam free in this sector without even the slightest fear...


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Flagship, Dreadnought Excalibur


    Flag Bridge…


    


    Vice Admiral…Lower Half, Mu Pei always hated the anxious adrenaline rush of battle. He was a planner at heart. While he could create the most elaborate and detailed instructions for his command to follow, he could not live in the moment, for he was someone who’d grown in a household filled with professors and students risen well into the highest ranks of academia. Throughout his early life, he had become accustomed to being a bookworm, for being able to painfully study everything concerning the subject in the most meticulous fashion. However, during the Military Reorganization Draft of 3947, the Office of Labor had offered him an incredibly large subsidy if he could convert from his profession as a researcher in neurobiology into a naval officer. Somehow, in the thousands of minute tests they had applied to everyone everywhere within the human sphere, he had been chosen as the ideal officer candidate. The fact that he was already fifty years old at the time of the draft meant little.


    Then…just as the tests predicted, he had done marvelously well for a fifty year old fresh-off-the-academy officer graduate. He had risen through the command ranks with diligence and pride that astonished his academia friends, and within fifty years, gathered numerous awards for bravery and aptitude in battle. But none of this, no history, no past personality measurement, could stop that feeling of nervousness that came with the onset of battle. He was not a coward. He’d been taught by higher ranking men and women, trained by the most qualified instructors on how to eliminate fear. But that raw feeling that sent waves of moisture to his palms never went away, no matter how much indoctrination. For some people, it was simply impossible.


    Sitting in the command chair, he was very aware of his fidgeting hands. He did the simplest thing any commander could do, he hid them underneath his sleeves.


    “Admiral Mu,” one of the sensor officers said, “T-sensors detect hyperwave neutrinos emanating from the forward enemy ships, should I alert the fleet of a possible hyperbeam spike?”


    The Excalibur’s sensor suite was more advanced than most battleships, but the data came from one of the sensor probes. The sensor net should have sent the data to every ship in the fleet. Mu Pei gazed at the readings on his own datapad. “Okay, go ahead and make a fleetwide alert. It would not hurt, but I am not certain the Cats know how to create an overcharged beam.”


    The idea of an overloaded hyperbeam had been theorized as early as the beginning of hyperbeam warfare. In the first centuries of hypertravel, the only possible means of attacking ships in hyperlight was through missiles equipped with h-space suspenders. But when hyperbeams were introduced, humanity now had two means of attacking an enemy ship. However, it did not take long before a third means was thought up. The hyperwave. A hyperbeam used the main polaron cannon on board a starship, but it was theoretically possible to overload the cannon to the point where instead of creating a narrow channel of warp destabilizing field, the cannon could instead create a wide wave. Almost nothing, no hyperdeflector could block a wave of this size. But the process involved pushing more power than was safely possible into the polaron cannon, which meant, in all cases done by experimental groups, that it would destabilize the origin ship’s own warp bubble because the polaron cannon would detonate in the process, creating warp destabilization fields inside the origin ship. Because it destroyed the origin ship’s polaron cannon, the theorized hyperwave could not be emitted at all. It would be destroyed in the same process that destroyed the polaron cannon.


    Although, the Cats may have found a way around that. Unlikely, since they haven’t demonstrated any of this technology in the numerous encounters so far, but nothing was impossible.


    Mu Pei fiddled with his sleeves. He was completely aware of the possibility that the Cats were hiding some unknown technology, despite what Admiral Kleingelt may believe. Mu Pei understood her concerns. He even understood what she thought of him, which was that he was too willing to overlook that possibility and wave the danger away, due to his desire to engage the Cats in an all-out battle that would determine the sector’s future.


    Yes, he knew the risks and the dangers, and none of it was enough to deflect him from committing his whole fleet. The fact of the matter was, there was just no solid proof that the Cats really did have something up their sleeve. If he was 100 percent sure that they were preparing a trap, he would of course, disengage from a massive assault. But he wasn’t even 20 percent sure. All he had were suspicions created by the caution of others based on how the enemy acted.


    In the realm of statistical probability, even if he assumed there was a 20percent certainty that the Cats were deceiving him, he had to go forward with the attack anyway. The reason being is that if humanity could not defeat the Cats with the technology they had, it was unlikely they ever would. If the Cats indeed had just an overwhelming advantage in h-space as well as in s-space, whether they were hiding it or not, the destruction of four thousand or so human warships early on in the war would mean very little to the war’s outcome. But if the Cats did not have such an overwhelming advantage, and were as they appeared, the loss of two hundred or more worlds in a week with more than 20 million civilians each, because he did not engage with his four thousand ships would be a significant, though not deadly, blow to humanity’s ability to win the war. However—certainly, if he did not counterattack now, the Cats could ultimately threaten the loss of Betelgeuse and its 18 billion civilians, and this would amount to a major blow to the war effort. The sector would be doomed.


    There was, of course, the possibility that in the future, humans could learn the alien’s technology through some means that hadn’t yet been discovered. The Cats so far, had detonated every ship that was assaulted by marines, making that route impossible, but it was uncertain whether 4000 human warships could be retrofitted with new technology or whether this new technology required new ships to be built from scratch. It would be much easier to learn the alien’s technology if the counterattack was successful. Human marines could retake systems the aliens previously conquered, but the success of that route would impact the war even less, because it would be already known that humans could defeat the aliens.


    That said, all in all, he was certain he had made the right choice to make an all-out counterattack. Uncertainty be damned. It was now up to fate.


    Gazing at his own holo-readouts, he gulped and shouted, “All ships, begin the assault!”


    The world obeyed his command.


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Dreadnought Beginner's Luck


    Bridge…


    


    SECTOR INTEL’s intelligence seemed to be right so far, Vier pondered as she watched the holomap. The enemy’s 4700 ships appeared as a gigantic spheroid with the forward facing surface flat against her and her allies. The 4900 human ships organized as a very thick concave lens. It was immediately obvious to Vier, as well as any battle tactician, that the ships in the forward sections would be in greatest risk. That was true in any battle, unless the technology gap was so wide that ships in front had no chance of being sunk. As Vier recalled, in a normal confrontation between conventional hyperlight combatants, there was an extreme chance that ships in the forward ten percent would be sunk in a battle of this size. The risks increased as the battle prolonged.


    By ordering the attack, it was, essentially, signing the death warrants of many officers and ratings in the forward surface. But sacrifices had to be made in order to reach greater gains. As a strategist, she knew that some of the biggest rewards required sacrificing some other less significant resource. To believe that four million lives were insignificant was tantamount to megalomania, but it was necessary.


    But that feeling—the feeling that this was a vain sacrifice just would not go away. Worse, the feeling that not only would the forward surface be sacrificed, but the entire fleet itself, stayed like a constant throb in the back of her mind.


    She cursed, massaging her scalp with her fingers through her cropped hair. In all her years of service, that danger sense had not dissipated. She could feel when something was wrong, she could sense it like a sixth sense. It stayed as a physical and emotional sensation in the back of her brain, making her on edge in a way that was completely different from the enormity of what was to come. It was suffocating. She had to do something about it. She knew what she did would probably be in vain, but it didn’t matter.


    On her chair, there was a button. She pressed it.


    Ten seconds later, a holoimage appeared next to her, showing Mu Pei’s head. “What is this about, admiral?” said Mu Pei.


    “I have to tell you. I have a very bad feeling about this...sir.”


    Mu Pei was silent for a moment. “You have told me that. My decision did not and will not change. Unless you have new information to back up your claim, I cannot withdraw from the attack.”


    “I have no new immediate facts other than those obscure neutrino emissions. But what I do have is this feeling.”


    “I cannot—”


    “You don’t understand, sir. This sudden feeling is never wrong. It is never wrong. Through all my years of service and all the conflicts I’ve been in, this feeling has always been there for me. It has saved my life and that of my command in countless situations. It has never been as strong as it is now. I can feel it coming, Admiral. I can feel them about to spring their trap.”


    Mu Pei was silent, again. “Emotions are based on a lot of things. But in your case, it has to be new data. What new information exactly are you basing this feeling on?”


    “I don’t know, sir. I can’t tell. At this moment, I don’t know where I’m getting the information or even what information I’m using to create this judgment. I just know it’s there and I have to do something about it. Maybe it’s based on old information. Maybe it’s the mixing of the current situation with what I already know. Maybe it’s their formation, or the way they’re moving, or just the existence of everything that has led up to here. I just know. Please, sir. Please.”


    Mu Pei tilted his head back. He seemed to gulp all she said in a distasteful manner. He raised his fingers to his chin and…


    Were his shaking? His hands were trembling.”Sir?”


    “I agree,” he said finally. “I believe your words and their judgment blindly even though every tactical thought I know says I should go ahead with this attack.”


    Vier felt a wave of relief down her back. Suddenly, the blanket of misery in her scalp cleared away. “Why?”


    “Because you said it has never failed you.”


    “Okay. What will we do now, sir?”


    Mu Pei paused, thinking. “We will retreat. It is not too late.”


    “Just like that?”


    “Yes.” He nodded. “Because I believe in you. Despite our differences in opinion and mentality of our approaches, and our age and gender as well as socioeconomic background, we are on a team, and a team needs to trust other team members. I will delay the battle for one week and see what they do, and then…I will try to fight smaller battles in which the stakes are smaller but not insignificant like our scouting battles, to truly test their technology and strategy. That has always been my fall back plan in case I somehow, succumbed to your restraints, and I have. We will lose another dozen star systems almost immediately, of course. Now, I must relay orders to the other flag officers. Well done, admiral. Mu Pei out.” The hologram of Mu Pei’s head disappeared.


    Vier’s relief was counterbalanced by the shock of seeing what had been a stubborn commanding officer change so suddenly. What had changed in that elderly admiral? A sudden spark of empathy and consideration? Or was it truly a sudden leap of faith? Or was it...


    The fact of the matter was, she had fought 17 other flag officers and won. Everyone had been against her. But she had somehow changed everyone’s situation in the last moment by going to the leader. It was a relief, and if she thought too much about it, she could feel deluded with power.


    Now, if she was wrong...


    She shook it away. She was not wrong.


    No, she was definitely not wrong.


    


    Ka's First Fleet, Main Group


    Supreme Battlecruiser Usha'Tera


    


    Hal-Dorat hissed. The dozens of lower ranking Cats around him shifted uncomfortably in their seats.


    Of all the hundreds of holographic data parcels displayed before him, the most disappointing one had come. The Pra had somehow, in some sudden manifestation of ingenuity, turned away in a retreat. Ten million sophonts had averted sudden destruction—just like that.


    Well... the emphasize was ‘sudden’. ‘Sudden’ meant they wouldn’t all die in the next hour. But that didn’t mean a lot of them wouldn’t die in the next day. Surely, the very fact that they had amassed in a single area with so many slow technologically disadvantaged ships meant at least half of their battle strength would be taken out. Somewhere, in the head of Hal-Dorat’s, the chants of bloodlust echoed constantly without end. In his five hundred years of living, he’d never been one to disengage from an obvious chase. And this was exactly what it was. A hunt.


    For the might of the home sun, he would obliterate as much as he could from the Pra, despite their sudden brilliance. There was no greater trophy, in the conventional battle sense, than to see the wreckage of the enemy’s vessel, however temporary, or his corpse. Whether it was in a fight without modern weapons or one in space, that particular satisfaction could only be brought with the end of one’s enemies. And—what made it all more soothing is that he knew the Pra’s generals were on their slowest ships. What they thought as their greatest assets and means of protection were in fact—slow-moving coffins destined to disappear into hyperspace once their warp bubbles fade.


    If only the Pra knew what was about to await them, they’d be spreading out in every direction trying to evade what was coming in the belief that Ga sensors wouldn’t be able to search and destroy them all.


    If only they knew...


    But of course, Hal-Dorat hissed…they didn’t.


    He ordered the fleet directly in front of the retreating enemy…not the three fleets hidden behind him…to move at fastest speed for every ship. That meant his spheroid formation would break as his faster ships would outrun the slower larger ships, but of course, it was necessary.


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Dreadnought Beginner's Luck


    Bridge…


    


    “They’re breaking formation! My god, they’re fast!” the sensor tech yelled.


    Vier stopped speaking to Captain Willock and now she saw her suspicions coming true.


    To an ordinary observer, it didn’t make sense. If the Cats broke formation, they would be destroyed easily. But that was only assuming the Cats had comparable battle technology, like all along. But if the Cats were far more advanced, then the break in formation would not be much of a danger to their fleet.


    The sound of hurried adrenaline woke the bridge into a new rampant frenzy. Beside her, Captain Willock barked orders.


    She saw the thousands of fast moving enemy ships, moving at speeds of 25,000 SL to 35,000 SL. That was a lot faster than previously believed. And if their fearlessness was any evidence that they were right to be fearless, every ship within the human fleet slower than 25,000 SL was in danger—including hers, every flag officer, every dreadnought, battlecruiser, and heavy cruiser.


    Her tactical mind went into overdrive. Ships heavier and larger than heavy cruisers comprised of over 50 percent of the human fleet, and over 90 percent of fleet personnel as well as tonnage. Losing them would be a serious blow to sector assets. A plan must be created to save them.


    Thinking deeper, she realized there were, actually, several methods to save them. Outrunning the enemy while maintaining fleet solidarity was impossible, so now everything relied on two things, how well they could defend against the enemy attack if they chose to maintain the fleet together, which relied on what new surprises the enemy had in store for them, and whether it was better to initiate the Scatter method.


    The Scatter method’s official name was called the Evasion Protocol, which was the last resort tactic in case the fleet battle was totally lost. Basically, the plan entailed every warship within the fleet to literally split up in a massive cone shaped dispersion. It would be unlikely the enemy fleet could properly hunt down each of the runaway ships since human hyperlight scanner probes would go into hunt-and-kill mode to take down enemy sensor probes. Each human warship would also activate their sensor jammers to further prevent an accurate sensor scan. Depending on the level of alien sensor technology and how sophisticated their sensor probes were in fighting human probes, anything from ten percent to eighty percent of the remaining human combatants could leave the battlefield intact.


    However, there were things that required more judgment. Was the Scatter method needed? Could they defend against the incoming threat of small, but fast attack ships that the enemy suddenly revealed?


    On her chair, there was a button to the admiral. She hit it.


    A minute later, a rushed Mu Pei appeared in holographic form. “Hold on, Kleingelt. I’m patching everyone to the flag command net.”


    Seconds later, eighteen holographic faces hovered in front of Vier. Each flag officer within the fleet, from First and 2nd commodores to rear admirals to vice admiral Mu Pei himself, appeared before her in an organized display.


    The center face, Mu Pei, spoke, “Let me be blunt, people. We have approximately half an hour before their fastest ships reach our slowest ships—providing we continue retreating the pace of our slowest ship. I have opened this meeting to discuss what to do in light of the fact that we did not plan for this contingency. I assume that it is obvious by now to everyone that the enemy has been hiding unknown technology, as Admiral Kleingelt has suggested, at least about their propulsion capabilities. Since the enemy does not fear the fact that they’ll be fighting with their smallest ships unsupported by their largest ships, we must also assume that they believe their smallest ships can outmatch or outgun our entire fleet by themselves using technology unknown to us. Since our slowest ships comprise 90percent of our manpower and battle strength, I want to focus on how to save our greatest assets without beginning the Dispersion Protocol. I am open to the possibility that they cannot be saved without dispersing the fleet, but I don’t want to focus on that scenario yet. I will go first with a plan that is most obvious.


    All the commanders remained silent as they listened.


    Mu Pei cleared his throat. “The most straightforward plan is to take everything we got, including our fastest ships, and align them in a perfect Catch-cloud to receive the enemy’s attack. We will continue to use a concave lense formation, except this time we’re facing a much smaller enemy fleet in our immediate battle range. Because we’re facing only their fastest ships, the total enemy combatants will be reduced by as much as fifty percent, maybe less. Of course, the fact that we’re facing 50 percent less ships is less important than the fact that we’re facing them with a 9 to 1 tonnage advantage, since their fastest ships are also the least powerful.”


    Some of the commanders nodded from their holoscreens


    “However, I cannot reiterate how blatantly dangerous this all seems,” Mu Pei continued. “It is obvious that they are willing to fight such an uneven battle. That means, unless they intend to suicide their fastest ships, they believe they have the technology or tactics to fight even at such a mass disparity. Of course, there is always the possibility that they have some type of technology which makes it even more unfair, for instance, something that enables them to damage us at a range that is beyond our missile weapons. In that case, we have no choice but to disperse or hope their ammo supply runs out if there is a limit to such a potential technology. If their fastest ships are equipped with such a technology, we will be in a devastating position. Any thoughts?”


    “Sir,” Commodore Stamos spoke with a stern face at the lower left. “What if they don’t have any new unrevealed weapon technologies and are simply sending all of their fastest ships at us for a different reason?”


    “And what reason is that, commodore?” Mu Pei raised his eyebrow.


    “Perhaps,” she replied. “They wish to delay our fastest ships from retreating at their fastest pace, through forcing them inside a concave lens formation that is formidable but slow-moving?”


    “Why delay our fastest ships? For what purpose? If they have the technology to defeat our slowest and fastest ships together, allowing our fastest ships to escape means nothing. If they don’t have that technology, and their whole purpose is to bluff or threaten us with the possibility of having such a technology, then what for?” Mu Pei asked.


    Stamos shrugged. “I don’t know, sir. I’m just suggesting a possibility. Um...perhaps they hope to destroy our slowest ships and our fastest ships together when their slowest ships reach us?”


    Mu Pei thought about it, and then shook his head. “Unlikely. As you recall, while we are in this concave formation, our fastest speed is the speed of our slowest ships. The fastest speed of their slowest, biggest ships are almost equal, but slightly slower. They will never catch up at this rate, unless one presupposes that they are once again, hiding some new propulsion technology.”


    “I understand, sir,” Stamos said, now quiet.


    Mu Pei gazed back in silence momentarily. “If their purpose for sending their fastest ships is to simply delay us from running away so their medium-speed ships can reach us, it still relies on the assumption that their lightest and medium lightest ships can outfight our entire fleet without their heaviest ships. This assumption still relies on a technological superiority. Any other thoughts?”


    “Sir,” Rear Admiral Ju-Pont interjected. “Stamos’s idea opens up new possibilities. There is an even greater problem. We don’t know what other assets they could be hiding. If they have hidden their propulsion technology, they could be just be as well be hiding entire fleets. We don’t know if 4800 warships comprise the majority of their assets or are just a portion of their total assets within this sector. What if they are attempting to prevent our fastest ships from running away because they have a whole fleet of fast ships able to move at 30,000 SL, and we cannot see this fleet because it’s beyond our sensor range?”


    Mu Pei nodded. “That’s a daunting idea. But until we see this additional fleet, I cannot act as if it already exists. However, in the case that the possibility you are suggesting is true, that they do have fleets of ships in reserve, and that they’re just using their fastest ships to pin our fastest ships down, we will soon know when their fastest ships don’t engage us, because they don’t have the tech advantage.”


    “By then, it’ll be too late, sir,” Ju-Pont replied. “Sir, given what we now know, and what we can possibly infer, I suggest our best course of action is to activate the Evasion Protocol immediately.”


    Vier found herself nodding. As she gazed at all the heads, a dozen of them were in agreement.


    Mu Pei was hesitant. “Not yet, my officers. I will order the fleet to keep our jammers on standby. I want to exhaust all other options before I disperse the fleet and admit defeat. Any other thoughts?”


    “Yes, sir,” another commodore, named Mintz spoke. He was a handsome blond. “There is the possibility, however slight, that they actually intend to attack with their fastest ships even without new technology. There is the possibility that not only do they intend to use their fastest ships to prevent our fastest ships from escaping, that instead they want to engage us with them, even without any advantage.”


    “Why would they do that?” Mu Pei asked.


    “Perhaps they think they can lure our fastest ships out of the vicinity of our slowest ships?”


    “How?” Mu Pei countered. “Why would we ever split up our fleet without resorting to the evasion protocol?”


    “Perhaps,” Mintz answered. “They believe we will test their lightest fastest ships in an attempt to ascertain the true nature of their battle technology before those ships reach our heaviest assets and it’ll be too late to activate it.”


    “Why don’t we?” Ju-Pont asked.


    Faces lit up with the new suggestion. The idea wasn’t bad, Vier thought, except for one thing—


    “—That’s a great idea, Mintz.” Rear Admiral Ju-Pont interrupted her thoughts. “—we can send part of our fleet out to test what they’re hiding. It would be a small portion, perhaps less than ten percent. It’s obvious that such a small portion would be sacrificial. Still, it’s better than not knowing what will happen if we chose not to disperse our fleet and those fast attack ships get here.”


    “And if they don’t have any new weapons technology,” Another admiral said as he nodded. “We can always engage their forward elements with the rest of our fleet.”


    “The idea is admirable, but a waste of resources,” Vier interjected.


    “Oh?” Ju-Pont asked, who had previously recommended they go in to dispersion mode.


    Vier continued, “If we are indeed behind in weapons technology, and it’s quite obvious we are, we’ll be splitting up our fleet and sacrificing ten percent of what we have. It’s obvious that they’ve been hiding their tech. All their actions follow that way. We should activate the protocol immediately, instead of wasting a scouting fleet to test what they have.”


    “How do you know we’ll save more ships by activating the protocol than binding them together as one,” Mu Pei asked, whose thinking suddenly changed. “When we have not yet tested how they actually fight? We could be wasting a golden opportunity to take out a large portion of their fleet.”


    “We do know how they fight, sir,” Vier answered. “I am almost—No, I am certain they are hiding various new weapons at least. I can tell by the fact that they’re acting like they’re coming in for the kill. We should enact the most cautious plan immediately. I know a predator when I see it, and in this case, we are definitely the prey.”


    Mu Pei murmured something, but she didn’t hear it well.


    For the next five minutes, the faces argued in front of her. For the longest time, a debate occurred between two sides. Some rejected her as too fearful—others supported it.


    Eventually, Mu Pei announced, “As apparent as it is that we have witnessed our most aggressive admiral adopt the most cautious plan, I should trust her instincts since they have proven to be right before. However, the fact remains that we know very little about their actual capabilities for sure. Although it’s apparent that they are showing themselves as incredibly strong, five percent of our battle strength is not much to sacrifice to find out if that is true. The fact is we cannot admit defeat without truly finding out the enemy’s strengths. Once we disperse, it’ll be very difficult to come together because the jamming and sensor probe loss will prevent communications between our ships and by then, we’ll be unable to become a solid fight force. We have an unusual opportunity right now to fight only a portion of their fleet, and I don’t want to waste it. Because of that, we need to find out now, before I give the order to disperse. I approve the plan to send a portion of our fleet to test the enemy.”


    Vier bit her lips.


    A tension rose in the faces of the flag officers displayed before her. No one wanted to be the sacrificial testers. No one wanted to be the ultimate pawn that wagered their life on whether the fears and suspicions of the fleet were true.


    “Commodore Lancelet,” Mu Pei finally said. “Take your fleet and combine it with Rear Admiral Oscar’s and attack the enemy’s leading units of fast attack ships. The rest of us will maintain formation while speeding away at best possible speed. If they offer no massive advantage in technology, our remaining main fleet will come to assist. If they do, we will access the level of their advantage and decide whether to implement the evasion routine. In that instance, you are to retreat. Good luck…Lancelet and Oscar.”


    The two flag officers nodded bleakly.


    “If there are no more to discuss, then the orders are final,” Mu Pei stated. He waited a minute, but no one spoke. “This meeting is adjourned. Good luck, everyone.”


    The faces in front of her disappeared.


    On the main holo, she saw Lancelet and Oscar’s detachment of slow-moving battlecruisers and light-cruisers decelerate and turn towards the incoming force of much smaller sized alien destroyers and cruisers. The enemy’s forward chasing fleet, as Vier named it, was about 2300 ships, and in terms of tonnage, only comprised about twelve percent of all the alien ships that were observable within the region. They were the lightest but most agile ships the aliens had. In a way, Vier was glad. She did not want to fight the Cats’ main fleet which was trailing behind the forward chasing fleet. The Cats’ main fleet had ships that were eight times as large as the biggest human dreadnought. Some of them were over five kilometers in width. But the idea that everything was doomed regardless of whether her ships fought the alien super-dreadnoughts, gave her little relief.


    Somewhere, out in the world of hyperspace, an alien battle commander knew everything about everyone. What would she give to be him or her? The idea that there was an even larger gigantic armada belonging to an unknown race existing out there made her tense. Surely, these 4700 alien ships she saw in front of her was not the entire battle force of this alien empire. If the aliens truly were what they were—conquerors—they would need a much larger force to maintain their dominance in societies which they have already conquered as well as for societies they intend to conquer. The fact is, humans knew very little about this alien empire—it’s size, it’s strengths, how many worlds it had, the disposition of its leaders, and its societal make-up. It would be incredibly foolish to assume that 4700 warships made up the alien’s total fleet. It would also be stupid to assume that the total human warships was only 4700. But she was certain the aliens knew everything about humans by now. They had conquered so much.


    Five minutes later, she watched on holo as the human sacrifices almost entered extreme battle range of the enemy’s forward fleet. The human ships sent to test the enemy were much larger than the enemy’s forward fleet. Thus, although there were only 200 human ships, their size and tonnage was about equal to the enemy’s 2300 ships. Of course, the fact that they were slower and less numerous meant that the enemy would be able to surround it from all sides and destroy it using their hyperbeams even if they didn’t have a hidden tech advantage.


    But it was all necessary, to find out, Vier sighed.


    She was glad she wasn’t chosen to be the sacrificial lambs. She knew that the men and women in Lancelet’s and Oscar’s detachment knew that their fate was most likely doomed. Yet, she also knew that they knew that there was a slight chance that the enemy had no hidden advantages whatsoever and in that case, the main human fleet would turn around and come to their rescue.


    Thirty second later, the first shots were fired.


    Vier hoped.


    


    Battlespace…


    


    “Fire!” Rear Admiral Oscar yelled, commander of the 200 human warships.


    About five thousand antimatter missiles released out of the surface tubes of each human warship. These ball shaped warheads coupled with nullspace suspenders sped forward at 80,000 SL. Six second later, they crossed the path of the equally sized enemy missiles. None detonated, as their targets were not the opposing missiles and it was near impossible for missiles to damage missiles in null space. Four seconds later, the Cats’ missiles hit their mark before the humans hit theirs.


    The alien missiles, armed with singularity burst fields, penetrated the warp bubbles of the human ships. Tiny fractions of a second later, they detonated their singularity warheads using the human equivalent of massively accelerated Hawking’s Radiation. Each alien missile contained over twelve gigatons of TNT, most of which splashed against the gravitron shields of the human battlecruisers and cruisers. Eight thousand alien missiles was more than enough to overwhelm the shields of many. Once the shields collapsed, much of this raw energy sliced into the hulls of the human ships. Huge, fiery explosions occurred inside the hulls of the human sacrifice fleet.


    Out of the 213 human warships, only 158 survived this phase. Out of those that survived, forty of them were heavily damaged. But the humans kept moving, forever on course, relentless in their pursuit of their task and objectives for the greater good.


    Seconds later, the human missiles splashed against the hard-gravitron shields of the alien warships. Antimatter-matter annihilation produced three gigatons of TNT per human missile. Although alien shields used similar technology, their power flow was more advanced as well as their efficiency and control of gravitron particles. The five thousand human missiles only destroyed 90 alien ships, mostly because the alien ships were much smaller and less protected than the human ships, despite having more efficient shields. In terms of total tonnage lost during this phase, the human fleet lost 50 million tons. The Cats lost 6 million.


    The next phase began when the humans entered hyperbeam range. The remaining 132 human ships capable of firing their main cannon fired. Warp destabilization fields crossed the six light-hour distance and slashed into the stabilization shields created by the Cats’ h-space deflectors. The h-beams did nothing, as they did not have the angle to attack enemy ships from multiple directions, so that the Cats could not cover every direction with a stabilization shield.


    Nevertheless—the aliens did not fire back.


    On board each human ship, the officers sweated. The distance between the combatants rapidly closed, yet the human officers wondered why the enemy wasn’t firing back with their own h-beams. In the past, the Cats’ h-beams had greater range. They were definitely within range of the alien’s h-beams.


    Then the alien ships fired. What came out was nothing the humans had ever expected. Instead of a narrow beam of warp destabilization field…even though Cat h-beams had demonstrated to be wider and stronger, they were still narrow in all respects…a massive destabilization wave emerged. Computers on board the human warships immediately brought up their h-deflectors in the direction of the wave, but the wave was far too wide. For most human combatants, eighty percent of the wave penetrated their warp bubbles. Only twenty percent were deflected by the stabilization shields created by the h-deflectors.


    The ensuing chaos in the human sacrificial fleet made them into easy prey. At first, Admiral Oscar ordered a fleetwide retreat, but it took time to reverse direction. Meanwhile, the distance became even closer. When Rear Admiral Oscar’s ship took an h-space wave that erased 40percent of its frontal hull out of existence, and simultaneously causing secondary explosions that killed the command bridge deep inside the battlecruiser, the command passed to Commodore Lancelet. Lancelet continued the retreat as well, but that’s when the next surprise happened.


    Explosions occurred inside the 90 remaining ships within the fleet. These explosions came from nowhere. They were not powerful, certainly not on the level of gigatons of TNT, but they somehow entered the hull without penetrating the armor of the human ships. They were not caused by collapsing power conduits or faulty energy cores, nor were they linked to the h-space waves. The warp destabilization fields of the h-wave and h-beam made things disappear. They did not directly create energy except through damaging systems with a lot of energy.


    The human commanders were baffled. Not only were they being attacked by a theoretical form of h-beam that human scientists had not solved enough hurdles to implement, but they were being mauled from inside with a weapon that could create energy without even coming in contact with the targeted vessel.


    By the time the remaining 30 human warships in the sacrifice fleet had fully turned their velocity in the other direction, the fast attack ships of the Ga Empire had already encircled them. Since the human ships did not have the velocity to outrun the forward chasing fleet of light-cruiser and destroyers-level ships the aliens had—the human warships were destroyed to the last ounce of matter. Once their hyperspace suspenders were obliterated, within minutes the debris from the human warships disappeared out of existence when their warp bubble collapsed.


    400,000 human lives dead within minutes.


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Beginner's Luck


    Bridge…


    


    There was a silence on the bridge of the Beginner’s Luck. Vier naturally assumed there was silence on each of the bridges within the main fleet.


    Ordinarily, she’d be thrilled to have been right all along, and she did. She always found a sick satisfaction in knowing she was right, but that satisfaction was overwhelmed by the loss of so many members of her own species.


    A button on her armchair beeped. She pressed it. Mu Pei’s head appeared in front of her. It didn’t blink, nor did it seem to be sorry. It said, “Message to all ships: because we are heavily disadvantaged in technology, and because if we fight them, we would, in the best case, be trading our entire fleet for just 10 percent of theirs, it will not be in our advantage to stick together and fight them. Thus, all ships are to begin the Evasion Protocol immediately. Tachyon Jammers on full. All ships must follow individual routes depending on your last position in the fleet. See you all at the rendezvous point. Good luck. May your ship be safe.” His face disappeared.


    “Captain Willock,” Vier announced. “Begin the dispersion method. Activate sensor jammers, and…plot a random course in the direction of Mu Cephei. In one minute, disable the communication link with the other ships in my fleet. Also begin communication blackout in one minute.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    Vier pressed a button that created a channel to the 900 ships in her command. She quickly relayed these same orders to all those ships to be sure they had heard it. When she was done, she sat back and hoped most of them would make it out.


    She wondered, should she be happy? She’d accomplished everything she needed to do to ensure one of the best outcomes. Sure, the loss of 400,000 humans was bad, but she had saved perhaps as little as three million or as much as nine million. The only thing better would be if the admiral had listened to her before beginning the counteroffensive, but she didn’t hope too much. She’d trusted her instincts, and conveyed her confidence to the admiral in charge, who in the greatest moment out of blind faith had trusted her instincts as well. What else could she hope for?


    Nevertheless, as much as she could feel relieved that she had saved so many lives, the situation was still abysmal as ever. Vier sighed. Now that she knew the enemy had both overwhelming sublight and overwhelming hyperlight combat superiority—unless a new method of combating the Cats could be found, there was no choice but to retreat as they conquered world after world.


    Perhaps there was.


    What about hyperlight missiles? She knew for a fact that once h-beam range was reached, humanity had no chance against those two new alien technologies—the h-wave and the instantaneous energy transfer weapon. But if human industry now devoted their entire production power into hyperlight missiles, even though human warheads had only 20-25 percent as much explosive energy as an enemy missile, at least they could contend on a battlefield that was moderately equal.


    Missile ships may be the weapon of the future, at least in this war, Vier surmised.


    On the main holo, she gazed at the fleet of 2100 enemy fast light ships comprising their forward attacking units. There had to be a better name for those small yet deadly ships—they were—hunter-killers, thought Vier. Yes…they were light and fast yet powerful and as far as she observed…capable of going toe to toe with a human dreadnought. Hunter-killers, she agreed with herself.


    She was glad she didn’t have to fight them.


    Silently, she watched as each ship within the 4700 large human fleet blinked one by one off the grid. The communication blackout had begun.


    


    Ka's First Fleet, Main Group


    Supreme Battlecruiser Usha'Tera


    


    Subjugator Hal-Dorat gazed at the sensor display with apathy. So the prey had finally gotten wise and decided to disperse. Typically, such a strategy would work against the Ga’s armadas, however, they failed to consider one more thing. Not only had Hal-Dorat purposely kept hidden his hyperspace weapons until now, he had also been keeping secret his relatively advanced tachyon sensor technology as well as the combat abilities of his sensor probes. By now, the humans must believe that their nullspace probes were identical in capability with his own. Actually, he didn’t know what they now believed, but now was the time to show them that that old belief…was not true. “Desarot.”


    “Yes, Subjugator?”


    “Command all sensor probes to battle readiness. The Pra’s probes will no doubt attack ours now that their main task is no longer monitoring our activities and relaying information to their ships. While you are defending against their probe attacks, maintain sensor monitoring on their starships. It is vital we are able to hunt down as many of them as possible.”


    “As you command, Subjugator.”


    With a nod, Hal-Dorat dismissed his subordinate. Theoretically, he might be able to destroy all of the Pra’s sensor probes. Once that was done, it would be an easy task to keep a single Ga probe within sensor range of a human warship. With a network of probes, he could follow wherever that human warship went for long as fifty light-years or perhaps even more. Since his fastest ship was as much as three times as fast as their slowest ships, he estimated that – once the probe battle was won – he could destroy all of their slowest ships, regardless of the dispersal strategy they were suddenly using.


    That meant, he could kill all of the higher level command officers within the human sector’s chain of command—within a day…


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Beginner's Luck


    Bridge…


    


    The HFSF-Human Federation Starfleet-Battlecruiser Devil’s Advocate blinked for twelve seconds, then was gone. Just like that, it had been destroyed, Vier winced while sitting her command chair.


    The Evasion Protocol dictated that once a warship was in imminent danger of destruction – once the commander knew that its fate was doomed, it would broadcast everything it knew about the encounter to the sensor probe network. The sensor probe network would then broadcast the information to the other warships. The warships that were safe would never send signals back to the sensor probe network, of course. All ships were to use passive sensors until their destruction was imminent. So far, 300 plus warships had been destroyed, and it had been only two hours since the protocol was activated.


    By now, Vier estimated that the cone shaped dispersion of human warships now had a width of 10 light years in diameter. The sensor probe network extended for 60 light years in width…but the thing was…they were being taken out. Human probes were being destroyed at a much faster rate than if they had been partially victorious in their combat with enemy sensor probes. The same thing, Vier thought, was happening to the starships in the fleet. They were being taken out systematically as well.


    In just two hours, nearly every warship closest to the previous warship that had been taken out was taken out. Although, no single person in the fleet knew exactly where each warship was their course was purposely kept secret and randomized so the enemy would not know either. If for instance, the probe network was hacked or one of the ships were boarded, it was suspiciously apparent that the next warship was killed closest to the previous. It was as if the enemy could see where the warships were regardless of the sensor jamming that each warship used.


    Tachyon sensor jamming worked like this: although mass and energy could not exist h-space, tachyons—which were faster-than-light meta-particles—could. When an object is detected in h-space through tachyon scans, it is because that object bounced a tachyon back during a t-scan, much like radar. However, t-jamming prevented this from occurring by creating a web of tachyons that interfered with the t-scan. There is so much interference that the origin of the t-scan cannot determine where the target object is to within a light year.


    But somehow, someway, the Cats seemed to have overcome this hurdle, either because they had a lot more sensor probes than previous believed…if the t-scan is done within a certain proximity, the t-jammer isn’t effective…or they have some type of technology that is able to detect a starship through the t-jamming anyway.


    This was a big problem. Now, instead of a dispersed fleet that could evade detection and destruction by enemy hunter killers, all humanity had now was a dispersed fleet that was individually weak and could individually be taken out in a meticulous fashion.


    All the advantages of being dispersed were now moot, and all the disadvantages stayed existing.


    Worse, the same thing was happening to the sensor probes. Sensor probes operated with the same protocol as soon-to-be dead starships. However, unlike warships, sensor probes continuously maintain an active link with the probe network. Using this active network, they coordinated strikes against enemy probes. Thus, when they are detected and are about to go into combat, they tell the probe network what is happening to them. And, if the odds for their survival looks weak, they also emit an “I’m dead” signal to the probe network.


    Thus, with all obvious data, it looked like the human sensor probes were losing, badly, because of some new technology the alien probes had—and in overwhelming numbers, too.


    Vier wondered what the captains and flag officers on board the other ships were thinking. She especially wondered what Admiral Mu Pei was thinking. She wished she could talk to him, but she knew that would possibly ensure her and her commanding officer’s destruction.


    Yet, all the human warships slower than 25,000 SL were already being systematically hunted down…


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Flagship, Dreadnought Excalibur


    Flag Bridge..


    


    Mu Pei watched as yet another dreadnought was taken out by hunter killers, then another. Eighteen dreadnoughts were now nothing after their bubbles disappeared. The Creator’s Pain…that was Captain Kreutzer’s starship. As he recalled, Kreutzer was a bisexual. Hadn’t Kreutzer tried to seduce Mu Pei’s son several years back?


    Mu Pei shook his head, then folded his hands together in a futile move to stop them from shaking. The enemy was targeting dreadnoughts because they were the slowest ships, and so their proximity to each other relative to the other faster human ships was much closer. Although he couldn’t see where the ships in his fleet were, he could predict where they were based on their place in the fleet when it was together. His ships were being taken out in an efficient and organized fashion. The jamming didn’t work.


    The jamming didn’t work.


    Nor did the probe war.


    At this rate, all the slow and biggest assets in his fleet were going to die. Several thoughts went on in his head. If he couldn’t fight on even a minutely balanced level here, or anywhere, what use were dreadnoughts and battlecruisers, or any type of ship? Their only use they now had were the amount of missiles they could carry. Dreadnoughts could carry around 160 h-space missiles, a very powerful supplement compared to h-beam warfare with the Cats.


    His other thought was this: what could he actually do now that he knew that the Evasion Protocol did not work? There was only one option. Certainly, he couldn’t order his starships to speed faster. They were already dispersing at the fastest speed. The only option was to recombine them into one fleet. And hope that they stood a chance together against the enemy’s weapons. But that would take another three hours, during which it would be easier for the hunter killers to take out lone ships as they joined together.


    In addition…there was a more fearful problem, one which made his body tremble. If he broadcasted a message to his dispersed fleet, his location would be detected. Certainly, if he broadcasted a message to the probe network, and then all the human ships changed direction and headed for a single spot to recombine, the enemy would know that his ship was the flag. They would send everything they had to take him out. He would become a priority target, before he could recombine with his fleet and be well protected.


    But what choice did he have? Mu Pei wondered. If he didn’t order the fleet to recombine, he would be killed anyway, since his ship was one of the slowest ships in the fleet. So, the choice was whether he wanted to do something that might save the rest of the ships within his fleet, or do nothing at all. In either way, he died.


    It was an easy decision.


    I have to do it…


    …before the probe network was completely eliminated and he couldn’t message his ships at all.
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    “This is Admiral Mu Pei to all ships. The Evasion Protocol is rescinded. Our probes are losing the war against their probes. Our t-jammers are ineffective. All ships head for coordinates 89972, 51002, 28904, to reunite our ships into one fleet. You may coordinate your move by grouping with other ships to form protection packs, but you must all get there before the enemy’s main fleet of slower ships arrives there before us. Good luck on your journey. Further orders will be given out later. From now on, you may break communication silence. Mu Pei out.”


    Vier sighed. That’s what she would have done. She was a bit surprised when that button on her right armrest suddenly beeped. She’d expected it to never beep, again. When she pressed it, she was relieved to see Admiral Mu Pei’s face and his message. But she also knew that…


    The button beeped, again. She tapped it.


    Admiral Mu Pei’s face appeared in front of her. This time, however, it was silent as it gazed at her. This was no fleetwide message, she thought. He’s looking at me directly.


    “I believe I own you an apology, for not trusting your instincts in both instances,” Mu Pei admitted.


    “But my instinct was wrong in the second instance, sir,” Vier replied.


    “But not for the wrong reasons, Kleingelt,” Mu Pei bit his lips, then stroked his white beard. “I’m sorry it had turned this way. We could have saved the whole fleet if I had listened to your suspicions in that briefing room in the first place. You were right always. Your intuition is always on target…which brings me here.”


    Vier was silent. She knew why he was talking to her directly. It wasn’t just to apologize. She knew the danger he was in for being the first to break communication silence. “Admiral…”


    “Please, Kleingelt, call me Mu. I’m no different than your mentor at the academy.”


    More silence.


    “Mu.”


    “Upon my death, you will take command, Kleingelt. I will try my best to defend my ship and I will even try to gather with a wolfpack but I doubt we’ll have enough to deflect whatever they send at me. Since you’re the second highest ranking officer in the fleet, it’ll be up to you to get this fleet safely home. However, the situation being as it is, there is no shame if you decide at some point in the future to abandon the heavier elements so your lighter, faster elements can move out of danger.”


    Vier gazed back, her face solemn. “I understand, Admiral. I will do my best.”


    “You’re the admiral, now. No point in suspending reality with modesty. Good luck and may you bring better decisions and fortune to this command than me.”


    “Good luck, sir.”


    Mu Pei nodded, then cut the communication. His face disappeared.


    She wondered if she would ever see him, again—perhaps only in her memories. Then she wondered if she’d be able to have memories if she herself was killed in action. The Beginner’s Luck was the same class of dreadnought as Mu Pei’s Excalibur, slow and unmaneuverable.


    When she did see him again, it was through a fleetwide message…again, encrypted…stating that upon his death, command of the fleet would transfer to Rear Admiral, Upper Half, Kleingelt. It was his official statement, even though everyone knew the chain of command. Usually, such a promotion and sudden responsibility gave her unrivaled excitement, but this time she felt nothing. A dull, numb — nothing. She went about her business, thinking about the plans she would implement.
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    It didn’t take one hour, but two for the enemy to enter extreme weapons range of Mu Pei’s dreadnought, the HFSF Excalibur.


    “They sure took their sweet time. I thought we were going to make it, admiral,” said Excalibur’s flag captain, Royal Sanford said as he stood beside Mu Pei’s admiral’s chair.


    “I thought so, too.” Mu Pei found himself shaking his head. The odds really didn’t look good at all. He felt lucky that he’d found a pack of human ships that offered him protection. There were twelve ships within the pack. But the enemy had sent twenty ships to intercept his flotilla. Ton by ton, his group of warships outweighed the enemy by twenty to one. But Mu Pei knew that was a false sense of security. Several facts made him tense. One, in battle between the sacrificial fleet he sent to test the enemy’s 2400 forward ships, that fleet had been utterly annihilated. Two, in the battles between packs of human warships trying to make it to the gathering point and packs of enemy light attack ships, the humans had not fared well. The pack strategy seemed to be effective to a degree, but only when human numbers dramatically outnumbered the enemy. The tonnage difference did matter, but only when it was 80 to 1, did the humans win.


    Thus, Mu Pei had all the reasons to be nervous. He was going to die. Oh, yes, he was going to die.


    Mu Pei bit his lip. Kleingelt, if only I listened to you. So many good men wouldn’t have died. But I gambled instead, and I lost. It was a calculated gamble, but a failed one nevertheless.


    In the six hours since he followed Kleingelt’s advice to retreat, Mu Pei had had a little time to think about his decision to go forward with counter offense. He wondered…if the exact situation happened again, would he have made the same mistake, again, given what he knew now? And the answer was…yes. At the time, all he knew were suspicions, nothing more. He would do it the same way, over and over again.


    The irony of destiny was that he would always make the same decision because that is what he was. He couldn’t be anyone but himself. To think that he would be smarter or better or wiser or had a better intuition would be the same as believing that he could change his own DNA and childhood experiences.


    To regret one’s mistake because of new knowledge gained in the future was a pointless act. It was far better to use that knowledge to make better decisions in the future and present.


    Exhaling the recycled air of the flag bridge, he glanced at the holomonitor. They were coming at him, closer and closer. His entire body shook. Never had he sensed the frailness of his own mortality as he did now. Control yourself, Mu. Would you want the universe to know you died shaking like a trapped mouse?


    He knew he stood little chance of making it back home to the main fleet, or—to his family on Mars Planetia. Before today, he’d been optimistic. He had known he would be well guarded against an enemy that didn’t outmatch humanity by much in hyperlight combat. Now…


    Mu Pei glanced at his armpad. On it, he had written a quick goodbye note an hour ago. It was nothing too sentimental. He just wanted to be remembered by his husband in the calmest way that would create the least emotional trouble. The same thing for his kids. The message was sent through a drone courier that headed back to federation space at a speed of 100,000 SL. But did he miss something? Did he forget to write something important?


    He shook his head. It was too late, now. Always too late.


    Regret, again.


    He shook it off.


    On the holomonitor, he watched as the twenty feline cruisers enter the point of no return zone for his squadron’s antimatter missiles. Now, they couldn’t run away even if they wanted to.


    “Let’s show them what we got, Sanford,” Mu Pei stated, glancing at his flag captain, with a sudden courage that surprised even himself. He pulled up his combat control interface. “Now, they’ll see how a federation vice admiral fights. All ships within the pack, fire missiles.”


    Come get me, you bastards.


    For some reason, his fingers stopped shaking. He didn’t know why.
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    Vier watched Mu Pei’s battle in real time, herself paying attention to how the enemy responded to the Vice Admiral’s maneuvers. It was definitely one way, but it was clear that Mu Pei had devised the best approach towards taking out as many of the enemy’s ships as possible before his own ship got destroyed.


    In the first five minutes, Mu Pei crippled four enemy light cruisers with his entire squadron’s worth of missiles. So when the twenty hunter-killers entered h-beam range, two were dead and two were heavily damaged. Then, that’s when things got deadly. The felines shot their h-waves and within the first volley, two of Mu Pei’s battlecruisers were heavily damaged as well. Before today, she’d never seen a weapon capable of doing that.


    The twelve human ships continued firing nonstop with the only weapon they had, their h-beams, but as long as the two squadrons didn’t overlap each other, the felines deflected the h-beams with their h-shields. Another human warship exploded, then another. Finally, when things looked impossible, the two squadrons intermingled, and that’s when Mu Pei’s h-beams hit unshielded areas of the feline squadron. Feline ships had, at best, three h-deflectors that could block hits from a 360 degree angle, but often times those h-deflectors could not move into position fast enough before the h-beams hit the ship, especially in close-range combat of less than twenty light-minutes.


    Mu Pei played like an animal, ferociously attacking each feline ship with his massive dreadnought sized h-beams. Each h-beam that hit, forced an entire section of the alien vessel to disappear from existence. However, just as it was impossible to block the h-beams from close range, it was just as impossible and even more so to block an h-wave at close range. The h-waves were so damaging that an entire face of a dreadnought could be annihilated from existence from just one h-wave hit. What made it worse was that Mu Pei’s squadron had no counter whatsoever to the sudden explosions that occurred inside their ships even when their h-deflectors and gravitron shields were at full. Ship after ship of humans exploded because of damage to their innards from this magical weapon that could transport energy as if a wormhole had opened up inside a ship.


    After eight minutes of combat, clearly Mu Pei had lost, however valiantly. Vier watched numbly as the Excalibur exploded and then disappeared from existence when its bubble collapsed. The survivors of the battle were three heavily damage feline ships, who then headed on a course that rendezvoused with several other feline ships.


    They gathered for an attack on the main human fleet that was still coalescing.


    


    Three hours later.
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    Vier had waited patiently. It took longer than three hours for the ships to reverse course, so they could coalesce together at a spot far away from the point where they had dispersed—actually five hours. The delay was because ships decided to huddle together into packs in order to create better defenses. This took more time, but the fleet still managed to become one before the enemy’s main fleet of 2300 heavies reached them.


    Did the extra two hours work? Did combining into packs mean everyone in it had a greater chance of survival?


    Yes, and no. Yes, having packs meant that ships were more protected against the enemy’s advanced weapons, but not by much. And no, because forming packs forced the ships to travel a longer distance, forcing them to expose themselves to attacks away from the main human fleet being coalesced.


    Vier gazed at her monitors. Out of the 4500 ships that had made up the human fleet prior to the dispersion, only 3600 came back. Worse yet, the ships Vier had lost while being dispersed had been mostly the heavier, slower ships in her fleet…battlecruisers and dreadnoughts.


    Now they were finally all here, Vier thought. One gigantic fleet, all under her command. They had sunk maybe 400 alien vessels during the entire fiasco. Now, they were really put up to the test.


    For the past two hours since she became fleet commander, she had a lot of time to discuss with her fellow flag officers on what to do, much in the same way as Mu Pei had done in his holoconference. The choice was unanimous. They would counter whatever formation the enemy had with one of their own. Evasion through dispersion was not an option this time. And retreating the faster ships would only be done if it was an absolutely certain the biggest elements were lost.


    They would fight, and they would stand together. They would all survive or all of them would die.


    Eyeing the holomap, Vier wondered what the enemy’s light ships-hunter-killers—were doing. They were hovering outside of extreme missile range, not that she had many missiles left. Was this hesitation? Or was it the act of predators surrounding and intimidating a prey or were they making last minute communications with each other before simultaneously attacking?


    She gazed at the enemy main heavy fleet way behind–the grouping of ships that had 90 percent of the enemy’s observable tonnage and—she shuddered. It moved towards her at a pace of roughly 14,000 SL, while her fleet of 3600 ships moved away at 16,000 SL. The only danger she felt was that when the enemy’s hunter-killers decided to engage, she would be pinned down and if the battle continued too long, the enemy’s main fleet would be able to touch her. She had an infinitesimal chance against the enemy’s light cruisers and destroyers, but if the big ships got here, her death would be absolute.


    So…she waited, adjusting her formation to counter whatever the enemy would throw at her.


    And then, when she thought they’d never attack—they did.


    


    They surrounded her. Since those feline light craft had greater mobility, and since her own light craft could not come out of the protection of her heavies—otherwise, she’d be separating her fleet and weaken herself through partitioning and the enemy could surround her 3600 ship sphere before attacking from all sides.


    Then, they attacked.


    Vier immediately ordered her missiles to fire, the moment the enemy entered the no-return zone. The enemy had no missiles left after engaging the sacrificial fleet earlier, so they countered with nothing in the missile stage.


    About 40,000 missiles exited the surface tubes of all her warships and sped towards the enemy on all sides. She knew her missiles could not take out a single feline ship if she diluted her targeting, so she ordered those missiles to focus on fewer targets. Fewer targets meant more missiles per target…about 50 missiles per enemy ship on average.


    Hyperspace was pitch dark and could not show light, but her t-sensors could scan the insides of the warp bubbles of the enemy ships. Shields blew, entire sections cauterized on a scale unlike anything seen in a decade, and thousands of those feline warriors died. When her last missile hit and exploded its antimatter fury, Vier tallied the casualties—the end result was that she was able to neutralize or severely cripple 500 enemy ships.


    That wasn’t bad, and perhaps in an alternative reality or in a miraculous future in which she survived this, she could recommend to all the sector commanders and the Fleet Admiral on Trantor Base that humanity’s only chance was to create missile ships. But for now, her survival was not remotely guaranteed as the remaining 1500 enemy light, but vastly superior, warships continued inward towards her 3600 ship ball.


    When they entered h-beam range, Vier ordered three things. One: she told her fighters to launch from her carriers. Human hyperspace fighters were big vessels, much larger than their sublight counterparts. They carried a hyperspace suspender and at most, two h-beam ports. They had no defense whatsoever, except some minor grav shielding and a little nanocarbon armor. They certainly didn’t have h-deflectors. These fighters soon fell in position with the rest of Vier’s ships.


    Two: she readied her Marine Assault Transports – the Valkyries – right behind her frontal surface. She believed these MABs, marine assault boats, would play a crucial part in the battle and perhaps even turn the entire game around for her.


    And three, she commanded all her ships to push outward in every direction because she knew her h-beams would do nothing if she attacked an enemy ship from just one direction, as was the case if the two fleets – the one in a ball and the one surrounding the ball – maintained their lines. The sooner they mixed their lines, the sooner she could start killing ships.


    Naturally, the enemy fired their hyper-waves. Massive destabilization waves slammed into her ships, causing armor and hull to vanish. Every H-wave that was on target caused everything facing the hyperwave to disappear, and atmosphere to leak out, and power conduits to leak warship energy into the void. Her h-deflectors provided minimal protection, and she knew it. Her people died as ship after ship of humans were annihilated from the universe.


    Then, six hundred thousand human deaths later, the two fleets interweaved.


    It was havoc. It was on a scale of destruction few had ever seen before—and it was a great gamble.
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    “Go! Go! Go! Move! All wings, follow your designated patterns and weapons free!” the carrier controller’s voice yelled in Lieutenant, Senior Grade, Lucinda Sanford’s helmet.


    Lucinda was irritated. Inside her cockpit, she tried everything she could to shake it off. That feeling… that miserable feeling when you lose someone close. Her husband for twenty-two years was the CO of the Excalibur, Admiral Mu Pei’s flagship. Throughout the years, she had lost a lot of close people, but never anything like this. Never in the world.


    She glared at all those beeping and blinking instruments surrounding her. Outwardly, her face was blank, but she could hide her emotions well. Inside, she steamed. The love of her life was gone, just like that. She felt—she felt miserable and suicidal. She wanted to quit living.


    What good fortune!


    As she stared at the red navigation area in her helmet’s HUD, she realized that she was given a grand opportunity. She literally had nothing to lose.


    You feline slime, you’re going to pay.


    She saw hundreds of fighters zooming at over 50,000 SL beside hers. Wing to wing. She could see them through her t-sensors even though space around her was black. Then she saw the enemy. They looked like massive beetles with a hundred legs.


    She fired at it with an h-beam field no more powerful than 1/20th the width and strength as a destroyer’s cannon. She followed the beam as it zoomed through h-space and slammed into a stabilization shield of a beetle. Lucinda grunted, then fired again. Hundreds of other fighters fired the same thing.


    Die!


    The insect twisted around to point its main cannon at her and fired. A massive wave of destabilization field sped towards her.


    Lucinda’s fighter had no h-deflectors, but she didn’t care, even as that wave slashed past her right, narrowly missing her warp bubble. In her HUD, she saw thirty or so of her comrades die as their fighters dematerialized off the universe.


    “Spread out!” Lucinda shouted into the T-Net. “Night Shadows, spread out!”


    The ones that survived acknowledged.


    Now, she surged past the alien ship. She felt remiss that the most dangerous part was over. Grunting again, she veered behind the feline ship and fired. Her beam slashed into the ship’s unprotected side, where its h-deflectors had not moved to block. Of course, she thought, there was no way it could block the hits from all these random directions. Her h-beam dematerialized an entire twenty meters of armor and hull. Score!


    She fired, again and again. Combined with the might of twenty other fighters, the feline destroyer succumbed to the destruction. It wavered, then its warp bubble began to fade…
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    “Concentrate fire!” Vier yelled at her fleet. People around her worked frantically to relay her orders. The new flag bridge was rampant with activity.


    The battle of twelve million human souls and ‘god who knew how many’ Cats was in its heyday. On the main holo, it looked like a massive insect nest gone wild, as if ten thousand mosquitos swarmed around each other, giving each other no rest, on a hot sunny day. Ships attacked each other while moving at speeds from 15,000 SL to over 30,000 SL.


    Yet, as alien h-waves smashed into her ships, as thousands of humans died every second, and as the enemy’s magical wormhole weapons tore her hulls from inside, Vier couldn’t help but smile.


    This was it. This was what she lived for. The thrill of combat. The rush of battle. She could feel her heart pumping. The realization that every little thing she did could and would cause irrevocable outcomes—mind was orgasmic. She felt honored that she was in command of this gigantic organism that fought another gigantic organism. She was grateful, that she was here on this day, this evening, this hour, in the middle of a storm that played an important part in humanity’s future. In her mind, there was no greater bliss.


    Happiness was not an end-state or the attainment of a goal, it was the ability to make decisions that mattered, and every decision Vier made right now—mattered.


    And, she was smiling because she wasn’t faring too badly.


    Sure, the enemy’s h-waves was much more superior to her h-beams…sure they were able to cause explosions without ever touching her ships, but because of the density of the combatants within the battle, she was able to target individual enemy craft with as many as nine human warships and plenty more fighters. Thus, her h-beams were mostly unblocked as well.


    And although the h-waves were powerful and deadly, they came from smaller ships, whereas her h-beams came from dreadnoughts and battlecruisers. The two were almost matched…Almost.


    On a ton by ton analysis, she knew her fleet was dramatically underperforming, but she was glad she stood a chance, however slight, that she could avoid complete annihilation.


    She just had to work harder…to force a bit more into her performance, so that she gained that little edge, separating a loss or a tie with a victory.


    A little bit more…


    Then she remembered. Her marine assault boats! She could have sent them away at fastest possible speed–and indeed the MABs were fast—they could travel at 29,000 SL—but she didn’t retreat them out of this mess, and now she knew why. Unconsciously, she must have known she would have a use for them. “All Valkyries groups,” Vier said. “Get within range of an enemy vessel and activate your M-E-C Jammers. Once you incapacitate an enemy ship, board it immediately.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” came the replies.


    On the map, she watched as all one hundred Valkyries responded by moving towards the enemy ships. The Valkyries were equipped with Matter-Energy-Conversion Jammers, which could disable an enemy ship and prevent it from powering its weapons, or for that matter, anything that required fusion, fission, or antimatter annihilation. So far, she had never actually seen the MEC Jammer work on a feline ship, because every time a marine assault transport tried to activate it, the feline target would self-destruct to prevent itself from being boarded. But that is exactly what she wanted them to do in this case. Whether they destroyed themselves or got boarded was both fine. If she could board one, she might be able to bring home valuable information on their technology, a total game changer in the overall war.


    Of course, the fact that the Cats self-destruct each time meant she didn’t actually know what would happen if the MEC Jammer was activated on an enemy ship. They could have countermeasures that humans had never encountered, but it was time to try. It was time to gamble.


    Hopefully, they don’t, Vier thought.


    


    Battlespace…


    


    Throughout the pitch black battlefield, Marine Assault Transports zoomed forward at 29,000 SL, which was almost as fast as the fastest ship in the human fleet. They had to be fast in order to overtake and assault an enemy target. MABs carried exactly 1000 marines each, with 50 assault flyers for each of the 20 marines. As each MAB sped towards an enemy light cruiser or destroyer, they were instantly fired upon by h-waves from the front.


    But the h-waves did minimal damage.


    …Because unlike normal human warships, MABs had eight h-deflectors, most of them concentrated in front of their reverse wedge shaped design. The MABs blocked off the h-waves with their stabilization shields. They were equipped with so many h-deflectors for several reasons: one, they had no weapons, besides a laser cutting cannon designed to cut holes into enemy hulls, thus without weapon placements, there was space especially in the frontal hull to store h-deflector emitters. And two, they knew they would be priority targets during a hyperlight fight because of their MEC Jammers.


    However, as the MABs passed enemy starships in their effort to reach their assigned targets, they were also shot in their flanks and rears. Hundreds of marines died sitting inside their flyers. The MABs had far less protection from those directions. What made it worse, was the fact that the enemy knew exactly what these transports were, and how dangerous it was to have them near their ships; they priority fired their shots into these transports with everything they had—especially with their wormhole weapons. Numerous MABs suffered severe damage as their insides burned to a crisp, due to the emergence of unknown rampant energy.


    After ten minutes, the MAB losses became heavy.


    Out of the one hundred MABs that began the battle, less than twelve made it to extreme M-E-C Jammer range. Those that made it turned on their jammers and—it worked!


    All the targeted feline roaches lost power. Everything on board the roaches shut down—weapons, shields, hyperdrive suspenders. The Cats’ power cores stopped fusing atoms, nor did their antimatter systems convert any energy. As expected, the MEC Jammer crippled the roaches’ ability to create stable warp bubbles, which meant the targeted ships were beginning to fade out of the universe. As a result, the MABs extended their warp bubbles around their targets, and the marines began preparations to board…
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    Lucinda wondered why she wasn’t dead, yet. She was supposed to die—right? Everyone she loved had died, so why wasn’t she dead? What great divinity thought it’d be best, that it’d be right—to keep her alive?


    What was the purpose of living if she couldn’t even die in a brilliant flash when she wanted to?


    “Fire! Fire!” she shouted into the squadron net while panting in her cockpit. “Give them hell!”


    Her squadron mates yelled back with gusto.


    She saw her previous target, a feline light cruiser, fade out of existence—as holes appeared inside its hull and fireballs blasted in every direction as result of broken power flows—she knew her work was done and it was time to change targets. She designated a new target using her eye scanners. Her new target selection was sent to the rest of her squadron – all 16 fighters – and they obeyed.


    “Go! Go! Night Shadows!” Lucinda shouted.


    The next target was a destroyer, about 12 light-hours away from her. It looked like a giant beetle, two hundred meters wide, with so many moving legs.


    Well, either you’re going down or I am, Lucinda thought as she spearheaded the attack.


    As if the beetle had read her thoughts and accepted her challenge, it turned its entire body to greet her. It directed its main cannon at her—and fired.


    A massive h-wave slashed towards her and her comrades.


    “Evade!” She slammed her fighter to the side and watched as the h-wave passed through a giant hole that her squadron had suddenly made just for it. As a result of this quickly improvised maneuver, she only lost four of her wingmates.


    Four dead. Quite minimal.


    Not bad, Lucinda surmised, except that she had hoped it’d been her. Disappearing and fading out of the universe seemed like the best way to go.


    She fired back with her own unique version of death, revenge, and spite.
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    Vier couldn’t believe her eyes. She’d succeeded when all attempts at capturing an enemy vessel had failed. They were supposed to blow up before she could incapacitate them, weren’t they?


    Now, there was another dimension to her game.


    Sitting in her admiral’s chair, surrounded by holograms and interfaces, she still couldn’t believe it. Now, a new goal existed. To give these twelve—no, eleven Valkyries enough time to board the alien vessels and take over their ships. It was the find of the century—if it could be done.


    Vier bit her lower lip. She absolutely would love it if her marines succeeded, but the reality didn’t favor her. There were two obstacles for this to happen. One, although the alien ships may no longer be able to use their antimatter or fusion cores to self-destruct their ships, that didn’t mean they didn’t have chemical explosives to damage the most important parts. Two, she had no idea what was inside these ships. Were they made to withstand an assault by marines?


    As she watched the battle continue, she hoped everything worked out in her favor. If it didn’t, she could always pull the marines out.


    Meanwhile, she ordered her warships to form a protective sphere around the MABs, to make sure they could do what they needed to do without being destroyed by h-waves or wormholes blasts from outside. She also ordered other MABs to move towards a location that was easier to protect. She felt lucky. As long as the warp fields of these MABs extended around the incapacitated targets, the entire bubble could be moved, just like a normal warp bubble.


    Got to protect these MABs. They could be the key to winning the war!


    She surveyed the rest of the battle as a whole. Her fighters were doing extremely well, although their losses were extreme as well, since they had no h-deflectors. The damage they were doing to the enemy ships made up for the tonnage she lost in terms of fighter weight. She made a note to herself that if she survived, she would also recommend more effort be put into producing hyperspace fighters and pilots as well as missiles. Her warships, on the other hand, were being mauled by the wormhole weapons and the h-waves. So much dead…she glanced at the kill count. So much…At least 3000 humans each minute.


    Then she glanced at the incoming main fleet of alien warships. They were there, moving at a steady speed of 14,000 SL as always. She estimated they’d enter the battlefield, which was stationary now that the battle was being fought in every direction, in about two hours.


    Two hours was more than enough time for the battle to be decided, but two hours was not enough time to eliminate the crews of captured starships and to find a way to control the starship after its main computer had been encrypted or worse yet destroyed. But it didn’t matter, she could move the captured vessel using the same warp bubble as the marine assault boat at speeds faster than 14,000.


    What else to do? What else to do?


    She gave out more orders to her lower ranking flag officers and manually controlled squadrons of ships herself.


    It was all a mess, but she loved every moment of it.


    


    Marine Cutter 001, Delta Battalion


    Deployment Compartment


    


    Marine Captain Huang Rui shouted, “Alright, boys! You’ve done this drill before. Keep your heads cool and perform your function. Let’s kill those suckers and take over that vessel!”


    The inside of the marine assault flyer cramped like hell. It had a right to be. Twelve meters long and holding twenty men, it was heavily armored with the latest durotitanium and a power core that fueled two laser cutters, a gravitic drive, and a miniature grav shield. Its cylinder shape made it look like a long slender can, but in the darkness of hyperspace, its black body slithered like a shadow.


    Huang Rui had never met a Cat before, but he had heard reports of their assaults on human worlds. He knew what to expect, but what he didn’t know was whether the ships themselves were equipped to handle a human marine assault. The faces of his men glanced back him inside his HUD—cold, gruesome, like monsters ready to be unleashed. Besides being trained combat troops, these men were also trained technicians. They had been prepared to quickly learn how a hostile space vessel worked and to quickly learn how to manipulate its controls.


    Huang had read the reports – how each attempt to board a feline vessel with marines ended with the targeted ship self-destructing. He wondered why the ship before him didn’t self-destruct. He reasoned that it was probably because if every feline ship self-destructed before being hit with a MEC Jammer field, then the felines would have done the work for humanity in this battle. Now, it was too late. The ship before him couldn’t self-destruct even if it wanted to.


    He heard a clunk. His in-helmet display read that their assault cutter had attached firmly with the enemy light-cruiser. The lasers should be cutting anytime soon…


    Inside Huang’s helmet, information about the target suddenly displayed in front of him. The flyer-cutter automatically began running resonance scans through the targets hull. Now, Huang knew the 215 meters long target had outer armor made of some type of material unknown to man, but it still wasn’t strong enough to resist laser cutters. Although the ship may have been deadly prior the marine assault, its grav shielding and outer defenses were powered down. As his cutter began scanning the target’s internal schematics, Huang didn’t like the fact that it would take a long time to fight to the control center or its power core. Huang only hoped he had enough time to do what was needed…


    


    Ga First Fleet, Light Cruiser Hukna Sevank


    Bridge…


    


    Mila Commander Ky-Dorat growled inside the battle bridge of the Imperial Cruiser Hukna Sevank. He saw through his holodisplays everything that was happening in and around his ship. He saw the Decha-Pra drilling holes into his vessel’s outer armor, and what was more unsatisfying was that he was powerless to stop it. How dare they do that to his ship!


    Ky-Dorat, son of Hal-Dorat, was no inexperienced commander when it came to infantry battles on board a starship. The enemy’s variation of the matter-conversion jammer field was no new technology to the Ga. Before the battle, he had been briefed by his father about the enemy using that possible tactic.


    High Command had assured Ky-Dorat that in the event he or any of his warrior brothers were targeted by a jammer field, he ought to prevent the enemy from taking control of the ship. He’d also been told to destroy key systems the moment he felt they were threatened, as well as encrypt the main computer or destroy it outright if regaining control of the ship was impossible.


    He’d been informed that help would arrive soon, that there was no way the Pra could control the ship for long… All he needed was to repel the Pra for several hours until they were forced to abandon their attempt.


    “Combat armor!” Ky-Dorat shouted into the shipwide comm system. “All warriors, prepare for battle inside the Hukna! Directions will be displayed inside your armor interface!”


    Ga warriors were unique in that every personnel on board a warship, no matter whether he was a lowly technician or a ship commander, were all capable of defending the ship if it was attacked by enemy infantry. Every Ga warrior was trained in infantry combat, and was given a set of powered armor and fusion-less weapons to fight enemy boarders.


    Come, Pra…You will see how warriors of the Ga Empire fight!


    Although Ky-Dorat no longer had enough power to control his starship’s weapons or his grav shield, he had enough energy in his ship’s auxiliary batteries to power a lot of anti-personnel defenses. The Ga were not unused to be being surrounded by a jamming field. For centuries, they have had experience inside fighting one. It was an honor, actually. A testament to hunting instincts of a natural predator.


    “Warriors on deck 5 to 6, form a group on deck 5 section 2,” Ky-Dorat shouted over the intercom. “Warriors on Deck 9, prepare to rebuke the attack from the hole being drilled in Deck 9 section 4…”


    


    Marine Cutter 001, Delta Battalion


    Currently attached to Ga Light Cruiser


    Deployment Compartment…


    


    Captain Huang Rui did not know what this particular feline ship was called. The only thing he knew was the ship’s schematics made available to his in-helmet display through the resonance scans from all 50 flyer-cutters that have now clamped themselves around the hull of this enemy ship.


    And—there was a problem.


    There were automatic sentries throughout the vessel. Not enough that it would make every attempt to gain access to a new part of the ship impossible, but enough to really stagnate his marines’ progress. What made it even worse was that from the looks of things, there was enough armor inside the ship to make it difficult to cut through hull parts to gain access to a new corridor. As skilled as Huang Rui had been trained in shipboard combat, he knew just from looking at the schematics that this would be tough nut to crack.


    He looked at the drilling progress. 90 percent done.


    …100 percent.


    “Alright marines! Let’s go!” he yelled. “Prepare for the other side!”


    He popped open the hatch that led the team into the hole, the cutter had drilled. He aimed his rifle and ran through it.


    The first thing he noticed was the darkness of the corridor inside the ship. All the lights had been turned off. He knew the Cats saw the world using the same visible spectrum as humans. As his men ran through the hole behind him, each of them had to switch to night vision.


    Then, just when he thought it was safe, a kinetic round slammed into the man beside him. The man’s armor took much of the impact, but it didn’t matter—he was dead when another bullet penetrated his head, which exploded in a red mess.


    “Fire at will!” Huang yelled, who purposely fell to the ground.


    Space inside the corridor erupted with magnetic rounds shooting in every direction. Bullets slammed into the armor of his men, sometimes penetrating it, other times bouncing off. His men yelled and screamed as the wounded increased. Huang targeted his adversaries across the corridor and continued firing.


    He saw them. The Cats wore armor just like humans did. There were seven of these large black armored bodies holding their end of the corridor steadfast while they continued shooting rounds into Huang’s men.


    “Ahhhh!” someone yelled over the net.


    Everything around him exploded as armor-penetrating bullets bounced off walls and armor then crashed into metal and carbon. Sparks flew everywhere. Across the other side, the same thing was happening to the opposite wall. Armor-penetrating rounds from human forces that missed smashed into the wall behind the Cats.


    For the longest time, there seemed to be no change in the level of ferocity between the two combatants, but as more human exoskeletons poured through the hole that the flyer-cutter had made, the tide changed little by little. More and more Cats were hit, and less and less of them continued firing. Huang was not an expert marksmen – he was a good strategist – but he was certain he had hit at least three of the Cats with his scopes. Finally, when the last Cat stopped firing, Huang yelled out, “Cease fire!”


    The passageway became quiet, except for the sound of panting from his men.


    Huang walked towards the dead armored Cats, looking for any sign for movement. When he was certain they were dead, he passed them by and signaled the big ‘OK’ to his men, who all hurriedly got up and followed him through the next tunnel.


    Meanwhile, in his helmet’s HUD, he checked on the status of his platoon leaders from the other cutters and felt an unusual feeling—optimism.


    Yes, it might actually work out…


    …until he encountered the first robotic sentry.


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Flagship, Beginner’s Luck


    Flag Bridge…


    


    Another MAB exploded as its ventral power plant took a direct hit from a feline h-wave. A thousand marines, gone, just like that, along with the incapacitated ship it was currently boarding.


    Vier winced as she watched the MAB’s warp bubble fade to nothing on her personal holo. She wished she could order one of her warships to extend their warp bubble around the ‘system’, but it was impossible. That type of equipment was only carried on the Valkyries. And she had no free Valkyries left.


    Seven more to go, she thought to herself. Oh, she had tried to protect them, but it was too damn impossible. The light attack Cats could move fast, and they could flank, and they could destroy all opposition, including the warships she jammed in front of the Valkyries to protect them.


    At this rate, she could potentially lose all her MABs, which, she surmised, was all the more reason it was necessary to win the battle. If she could force the enemy’s warships to retreat, then she would have all the time in the world to dissect and learn from her trophies.


    At the moment, the battle was still undecided. Vier still found it hard to believe that she had a forty to one tonnage advantage, and she could not win.


    If only she had more missiles left! If only she had more fighters!


    She sighed, fully knowing that regrets were pointless waste of time and energy. She had to work with what she had.


    There must be something she could do to tip the balance…something!


    Suddenly, a thought occurred to her that she could try to evacuate the fast-moving MABs off the battlefield while surrounding them with her lightest ships. That way, even if she lost the battle, she would be able to save her trophies. But logic shut that thought down immediately. One, even if she took the remaining MABs and provided them with all her light escorts, they would not be able to protect themselves against all of the enemy’s light attack ships. She was having trouble protecting them just by using her entire fleet. It was true, the MABs were fast, but could they get out of the battle fast enough? Secondly, if she did that, she was essentially condemning the rest of her fleet to death. She couldn’t do it, yet a saying occurred in her head, “the person who wants everything gets nothing”.


    She thought about it a little more, but ultimately decided not to gamble here.


    Better to win the main fight. Just a little bit more. Just a little bit more effort!


    


    Ga Light Cruiser


    Unknown Corridor…


    


    The robot sentry killed four of his men by blasting armor-piercing rounds insanely accurately at a rate of one hundred times a minute. Each round zoomed at about 2,000 meters per second, enough to break a bone with the percussion even if it didn’t penetrate human armor. Huang almost bought the farm too, if it were not for one of his men yelling, “It’s a trap!” Just before that same man was skewered by a tungsten round that chemically exploded after it tore into his torso. Huang was glad it wasn’t a larger nuclear detonation, because he stood right nearby. The sergeant’s body expanded in a ball of fire, blood, and flesh, independent of what type of explosion ignited it.


    “How the hell do we get past that thing, sir?” yelled Private Ritter yelled over the comm net, standing beside Huang Rui as they watched bullets fly past the corner.


    Huang took a second to recall that they did have a weapon against that. “Bring the XG-108, Private Greenhill!”


    “Yes, sir!” a voice replied over the comm net.


    An armored suit ran up to where Huang and his men stood. It held a giant rifle called the Cornershot, which could bend around a wall like a snake. The only problem, Huang thought, was that there was a possibility that the sentry might hit the XG-108 before it could hit the sentry. Nevertheless, he had to try. He took the massive rifle from the trooper and held it in his arms. It weighed about eighty pounds, but to a person in exoskeleton armor, it felt like feather.


    Here goes nothing.


    He crept close to the corner and aimed his rifle around the bend, and—the world around him lit up with armor piercing rounds. Bang! Bang! The wall to the side and the wall he hid behind exploded. Luckily, it was everything except his rifle. Using a visual sensor tied into a monitor in his helmet’s HUD, he fired the Cornershot.


    The Cornershot bullet skewered the sentry like a machine gun, creating sparks and explosions throughout the alien apparatus. After twenty of these rapid and large penetration rounds, the sentry blew up in a giant metal fiery mesh. Bang!


    Score, again!


    “It’s done. Let’s go!” Huang yelled into the net.

  


  
    “Yes, sir!”


    They ran around the corner and past the dead metal hulk of the sentry. They kept moving until they reached another corridor. Huang felt relieved that it wouldn’t take much effort to neutralize a sentry as long as he had a XG-108—until he met his next robotic sentry, which could actually move—and some more Cats behind it.


    


    Betelgeuse Fleet


    Alpha-nine Wing, Squadron 8 “Night Shadows”


    Fighter 1


    


    I’m a sadist.


    Pilot Lucinda Sanford, Lieutenant, Senior Grade, suddenly found a sick pleasure in seeing her squadron’s third kill die. In a way, she had always suspected she was—now it was absolutely true.


    As she watched in her HUD the very object of her hate explode in a white-hot fireball into a hundred pieces due to a power core containment failure…and then fade away into nothing, she was washed over with relief. At least she had taken away from them what they had taken away from her. Although nothing could replace the loss of a loved one, there was such a thing as respite and comfort—a sense of justice in this cruel universe that didn’t give a shit for human concerns.


    Out of the 25 members in her squadron, only nine remaining fighters could still align with her in a new distributed flat sheet. The rest were gone. She had trained and bled with them—now they were gone.


    “Next target,” she said. “We take on that big cruiser, number 609.”


    In her HUD, she saw it. It looked like a massive beetle – all of them did – but this one was twice as large. She wondered how fast it could go. Staring at her sensor readouts, she was surprised to see that it could move as fast as one of the feline destroyers half its size. Measuring five hundred meters from head to tail, with a hundred legs moved back and forth emitting the feline version of a gravitron shield, it was certainly the Cats’ largest asset within the immediate battlefield.


    “Night Shadows, attack!” Lucinda shouted.


    While hearing the affirmative responses come back at her, she carefully monitored her fighter’s readouts on her HUD. She was running a little low on energy. Her antimatter stores had been bled to death from her rampant use of power in her impressive calisthenics. She had, at most, enough power for one or two more battles before she could no longer power her warp suspenders.


    A thought crept into her head, something that she found repugnant, which was that she should retreat back to her carrier and reload on antimatter.


    No.


    Now was not the time to retreat. She had a battle to fight and a team to lead.


    No, she would rather disappear from the universe than leave her comrades in their moment where every single bit of help mattered.


    Ride! Destiny awaits!


    Disappearing from existence in hyperspace seemed like a great way to die.


    


    Light Cruiser Hukna Sevank


    Unknown Corridor 2…


    


    “Fire!” Huang ordered.


    Anti-armor rounds smashed into metallic walls and explosions detonated everywhere inside the corridor within the feline ship. Huang fired his cornershot at every opportunity he could get, taking down more armored Cats than he could count.


    The Cats across the hallway fired their own version of the cornershot, which killed many in his platoon. And of course, there was that robotic sentry, which could shoot armor piercing rounds faster than his remaining members combined.


    But Huang had one advantage that none of the feline defenders of this ship could reciprocate.


    More men.


    Out of the 1000 men he began with, he was now left with 825. From the computer resonance analysis and nanoprobe data, he believed his troops had killed at least 210 of the 650 enemy ship’s personnel. He had also taken at least a dozen feline prisoners during the assault. That, combined with the reasonable pace in which his forces were starting to intrude into the core areas of the ship—Huang was certain he had this one in the bag.


    Provided he had enough time, of course.


    Another blast blew a giant hole in the head of one of his platoon mates. His soldiers responded furiously. They fired and fired, giving the enemy nowhere to go but hell, but even then—that was not enough.


    That blasted robotic sentry—its frontal armor was tougher than anything Huang or his platoon had encountered so far. And it could move.


    It continued going down the corridor, getting closer to where his squad was entrenched, roaring its cannons. Anything that didn’t hit his men sent shrapnel and debris that bounced off their nano-c armor. At this rate, he would either have to retreat his men or witness the annihilation of his platoon.


    How many of these metallic monsters were inside this ship? Huang wondered, as the robot got closer and closer. He grunted. The problem was…the moment he told his men to get up and run away…that was the moment his men would be most vulnerable to line of sight attacks. They would be exposed to all kinds of fire, especially from that sentry.


    But he had no choice. Even his Cornershot could not kill it. Also, the heavy particle gun that his platoon carried had been destroyed earlier in another fight.


    Huang took in a deep breath and was about to say, ‘Men, retreat!’ When suddenly, the Cats stopped fighting, and screaming could be heard from outside his helmet.


    Puzzled, Huang shouted, “Ceasefire!”


    “Ceasefire!” people shouted down the platoon net.


    One by one, his platoon obeyed.


    Huang gazed around the corner with his cornershot sensors and saw the heavy robotic sentry lying on the metal ground, spurting fire and sparks. The armored Cats around it were on the ground, too. Some of them screamed in their own unique feline tenor. One of them, however, knelt on the metal meshing, begging for mercy.


    An armor piercing round from nowhere struck and penetrated its torso and blew its body into a hundred fiery metal and flesh fragments.


    “I said ceasefire!” Huang yelled into the platoon net.


    “That wasn’t us!” said Private Shelby.


    Huang zoomed his 3D HUD map out a little bit, so he could see the surrounding corridors and saw where the bullet had come from.


    Another platoon had made quick progress behind the enemy blockade and had gained line of sight on the feline combatants Huang had been fighting for the past five minutes.


    “Lieutenant Dunbar, do you read?” Relieved Huang asked the CO of this new platoon.


    “I read you, cap,” Dunbar’s voice came back.


    “Thanks for coming to our aid, D. We would have lost a lot of men if you hadn’t reached that intersection just in time.”


    “No prob, cap, do you need assistance?”


    “No, let’s continue forward as separate groups. Maybe you can try that trick again when we hit another roadblock.”


    “The pleasure is mine, cap,” Dunbar replied on the net. “Men, you heard the cap, let’s go!”


    Still relieved, Huang retracted his cornershot and led his platoon through the metal tunnel past the mess of incapacitated and moaning felines along with their fragmented armor. Another team will come to take prisoners, thought Huang, but for now, he had a battle to fight and a ship to take over.


    


    Betelgeuse Fleet


    Alpha-nine Wing, Squadron 8 “Night Shadows”


    Fighter 1…


    


    It was big. It was quick—and it fired back.


    A massive H-wave slashed through the matterless space behind Lucinda.


    “Ahhh!” voices yelled in her helmet. Pip and Irri were gone, eradicated from the universe—just like that.


    Inside her cockpit, Lucinda sighed.


    For the last thirteen minutes, she had dodged and fired, dodged and fired against that gigantic beetle that had already killed five members of her remaining squadron. Now, she only had four pilots, including herself. Yet, the blasted feline insect would not go down.


    It wasn’t because she could not fire enough shots on its gigantic armored body, but instead because her tiny h-beams just weren’t strong enough. Sure, she had eradicated entire sections of its outer hull – the very act of which gave her a release of pleasure – but the sheer amount of hull made it very difficult to puncture into its innards.


    She needed more firepower. It was so big, it could take all this damage from her squadron’s h-beams. “Alpha nine, group eight, requesting assistance,” Lucinda said into the tact-net.


    A second later, a controller’s voice responded, “Assistance is coming, alpha-nine-eight. Continue holding 609 at bay. Well done so far.”


    Half a minute later, a new object entered the immediate battlefield. She knew it had come because she saw the beetle turn its entire body to face it.


    Lucinda glanced at the new object in her nav display and saw its metallic, sword-like familiar shape – a human battlecruiser named Veritas. In her HUD, her computer tagged it as a Pulsar class miniature dreadnought with a crew of four thousand. Armed with four h-beam cannons and plenty of h-deflector ports, it was an arsenal ready to counter anything in hyperspace—anything human, that is. For a moment, she felt relieved, but reality took that emotion away from her quickly. By weight, the Pulsar class battlecruiser was about nine times as massive as the feline beetle it faced, but that mattered little.


    Both ships fired at each other simultaneously.


    Four h-beams from the Veritas slashed towards the beetle at incredible speeds. Three of them were deflected, bouncing harmlessly off the insect’s stabilization shields. The one that managed to get through — cut into the beetle’s topmost portion, eradicating about twelve thousand tons of hull space, causing inner atmosphere to leak out, as well as feline crewmen, hull parts, and minor explosions.


    The beetle’s return fire slashed at the Veritas. The H-wave was almost half as large as the surface of Veritas exposed to the alien ship. The Veritas’s h-deflectors protected maybe twenty to thirty percent of the destructive destabilization field. The rest slammed into the Veritas, causing over a hundred thousand tons of hull matter to disappear. Atmosphere and human crews spurted out like innocent dolls from a temperamental child. Explosions detonated and energy discharged out across the human ship’s damaged surface.


    All this time, Lucinda and her three remaining pilots kept firing.


    The two major combatants fired on each other again, without mercy, without any apparent worry with what was happening to both of them. They – the ships themselves – were killers in a deadbeat battle for tactical dominance and supremacy.


    Another wave, and then another, slammed into the human battlecruiser, destroying so much matter that by this time—its hull looked like a shattered and wrecked corpse half eaten by a bear. But the Veritas kept firing with whatever it had. Its remaining forward H-beam ports were long gone, so it turned to its side and prepared to fire its side-ports. An h-wave slashed at the human’s now vulnerable side, and killed even more exposed systems.


    Eventually, the human battlecruiser limped, like a bird in the air suffering from a bullet wound, floundering this way and that, trying to come to senses to what was happening to it and avoid the enemy at the same time. Meanwhile, the feline beetle came closer for the kill – just when the bird released a last attempt to take down its killer, an h-beam aimed right into a partially exposed section of the insect’s ventral hull. The h-beam did not get blocked, but managed to eradicate twenty thousand tons of armor and hull plating, mesmerizingly on target.


    The much smaller insect furiously followed through with its killing blow. Waves after waves of destabilization fields cut deeper and deeper into the bird’s most crucial areas, until the corpse had all its stomach contents eaten out. Then, the Veritas’s energy containment failed and it exploded.


    About 4000 humans gone.


    The insect turned its attention back at Lucinda and her mates...when Lucinda fired her weak h-beams into the exposed and damaged hull hole that had been created by the Veritas not more than thirty seconds earlier. Her h-beam, combined with two other h-beams from her mates, erased even more matter within the alien’s jugular. Because Lucinda and her squadron mates were so close to the alien, much closer than they would have been had the Veritas not appeared, all the alien had to do was fire a single h-wave and it would have killed Lucinda on the spot. She did not have the distance or reaction room this time to agilely evade it – but nothing happened. The alien did not fire.


    Instead, a shockwave emanating from deep within the alien’s hull, right where Lucinda’s squadron had fired their h-beams, blowing and exploding the alien vessel into three gigantic, flaming parts. The beetle broke apart.


    “Yahoo!” the survivors of the battle yelled over the squadron-net.


    “Congrats guys, we did it,” Lucinda said, watching the enemy’s warp bubble destabilize. “Now, let’s find another—” Her eyes gazed at her antimatter fuel readouts. 0 percent...


    Meaning her warpspace suspenders were already deactivating, meaning her warp bubble was about to destabilize as well.


    “Uh…guys?”


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Flagship, Beginner’s Luck


    Flag Bridge…


    


    It was one of the most mysterious occurrences in her life. She didn't know how she did it — maybe it was a miracle, maybe it was because of the innocuous decisions of her captains, or maybe it was her will itself — but now Vier Kleingelt found herself in a position of winning the overall battle.


    Not by much. Just barely.


    She sat there, eyes gazed at the main holomap, thrilled and shocked, all the same.


    The tides of war could just as easily turn against her again, she surmised, but the vast majority of her logical brain made her believe that if things continued the way they were—she would win.


    Yes...her remaining heavy battlecruisers and dreadnoughts, light cruisers and destroyers could beat this force of feline light attack ships. The scent of possible victory still smelled like victory, regardless of the fact that, in the beginning, she outweighed the enemy by 40 to 1.


    She massaged her chin. As things were, it was very likely she would defeat this forward fleet before the enemy's main fleet of much bigger ships arrived. That was good. She didn’t want to be here when the Cats’ main fleet arrived.


    The same could not be said about her MABs, Vier thought. Her MABs were in danger. She now turned her attention at a smaller holomap that concentrated on her marine assault boats.


    For the past thirty minutes, she had watched one by one as her MABs got obliterated by stray feline ships that managed to penetrate her defensive line of warships and shove h-waves into their vulnerable surfaces. As long as the MABs were in the process of taking over another ship, they were very exposed to enemy fire.


    With only three MABs left, each one worth more than their weight in antimatter. The fate of her race could very well depend on the remaining 2200 marines and their struggle inside the three incapacitated enemy ships...


    If she could just hold onto the battle and win it, those MABs and their trophies would be free to retreat back to human space, and a new hope for humanity would arise from it, regardless of the extreme losses her main fleet had suffered here to the power of the enemy’s light craft.


    Thus, she had to do everything in her power to protect them, to keep those assault boats alive.


    She bit her lips and concentrated. She began formulating a new plan to encircle the MABs with even more of her strongest ships. Of course, she had to maintain and press her quantitative and qualitative advantage in overall craft, so she won the overall battle as well. It was a very unique balance.


    Then one of her MABs exploded.


    No!


    700 hundred marines gone. A trophy gone.


    How?


    Then, she saw it. One of the enemy destroyers had seeped in through the holes. She quickly ordered her warships to fire on that alien vessel as it tried to head for another MAB. As it got into extreme h-wave range, one of her battlecruisers fired an h-beam right into the enemy vessel's belly.


    The Cat stopped moving and exploded.


    Vier tilted back a little, relieved. She would have celebrated had she not lost one of her three remaining trophies.


    Then, she rapidly sent her new plan into motion. Hopefully, this way, it would keep them alive long enough....


    


    Light Cruiser Hukna Sevank


    Walkway outside the locked bridge…


    


    Captain Huang Rui smiled as he carefully walked through the corridors towards the enemy's bridge. He could see his men in front of him drilling through the thick armor that protected the enemy’s command center. In his helmet HUD, all his teams made good progress towards the critical centers of the ship: the command nexus, the power core, the armory, the auxilliary control center, and even propulsion control.


    The bottom line was, he just had too many men, and the defenders of the vessel had too little. Yes, the Cats fought like ferocious madmen, and a lot of firing still took place throughout the ship, but it was obvious by now that it wasn't matter of if but when the vessel would be his.


    As outnumbered as the Cats were, Huang had to admit they were such noble creatures, with warrior's drive and spirit. He knew they would fight to the last man.


    “Platoon H,” Huang said. “Meet with Platoon R and attack the bridge from the northwest entrance.”


    “Will do, captain.”


    “Platoon M will meet with Platoon A, and we'll both attack the bridge from the bottom entrance. Expect heavy resistance, all platoons.”


    “Yes, sir,” the replies came back over the net.


    He gave out orders for the marine platoons to assault the other key areas of the ship.


    What would the Cats aboard this vessel do now that they were cornered and surrounded into the key areas of the ship?


    Huang watched as one of his men began laser carving a hole into the blast hatch that protected the bridge. He had an idea of what he could expect from the other side, the moment his men entered. He knew—he would lose a good deal of men. But capturing the bridge was necessary.


    Judging from the nanoprobe war, he estimated that a good 80 percent of the feline starship's original 600 crew had been killed off or taken captive by his men. As a fair remuneration, he had lost over half of his original thousand. The Cats were true fighters, and their tactics often worked and would have succeeded completely had Huang and his troops not been just as well trained.


    Slowly, Captain Rui watched as the laser drilling continued...soon, the bridge's main hatch would be opened and he would face the fighting wrath of the starship's bridge crew...


    


    Ga First Fleet, Light Cruiser Hukna Sevank


    Bridge…


    


    “Detonate the charges!” Ky-Dorat yelled, staring at the holo bubble of his own ship. In his mind, he saw the impossibility of retaking his ship, of winning the infantry war. He had only one choice left.


    “Yes, Mila!” the replies echoed in his helmet.


    Standing in the middle of the Hukna Sevank's battle bridge, Ky-Dorat's Cat-face was passive as he witnessed one-by-one his crew preparing to destroy the key areas of his ship using conventional explosives. A rough grumble emanated from within his throat. For the past four years, this vessel had been his life. The command of an imperial war-cruiser was an honor among the star clans. To see it being devoured by enemy Pra and to be forced to destroy it himself—felt like the opposite of glory and privilege.


    In his helmet display, he saw the chemical charges placed around the ship's power core suddenly explode. BANG! The massive detonation sent shockwaves vibrating throughout ship, making Ky-Dorat feel the blow, even though he was a hundred dors away from it.


    Ordinarily, if the ship’s power core had detonated, the entire ship would blow apart. Antimatter would be free to touch normal matter. But not in the presence of the enemy’s jammer field…


    Ky-Dorat gazed at the massive explosion that had occurred there.


    That was it. The ship's heart had exploded.


    Now...it was time for the ship's brain to go as well.


    Ky-Dorat gave one last glance at his command crew, who stood as honorable as battle-tested veterans could against his approving gaze. They eyed him back, with the look of true warriors. Having tasted battle with them many times, Ky-Dorat knew there'd be no greater glory then to die with his littermates in their vessel's finest hour.


    Ky-Dorat closed his eyes. In another life, he would supersede his father and become the mightiest subjugator alive. But it seemed in this one, he would travel to the Outer Realm before his father’s time. At least he would see his sister soon, and this gave Ky-Dorat a great amount of joy—but to die in battle and take as many of the enemy with him gave him the greatest happiness.


    He opened his eyes. “Open the bridge doors, Sul-Kra.”


    “Yes, mila,” one of his officers replied, pressing a button on a panel.


    The blast hatch – the same one the humans had been drilling through for the past two minor hands — suddenly opened.


    Ky smiled at the surprised humans across the open space. “For the might of the home sun!” he yelled, and pressed the trigger.


    


    Light Cruiser Hukna Sevank


    Walkway directly outside the bridge…


    


    The explosion blew through the blast hatch and the ensuing fireball threw all seventeen platoon members back like dolls from a spoiled child's temper tantrum. Huang Rui's body smashed into the ground and his armored exoskeleton skidded for over ten meters on metal plating. The shockwave blasted his senses into nothingness and it felt like going into oblivion.


    He did not know how much time passed. Time no longer became measurable for him. He must have lost consciousness or blackened out.


    When he awoke, again, he felt so dizzy. He immediately tried to get up, despite his dizziness but failed. So much pain in his abs!


    Ah.. my rib cage.


    He tried, again and again, but to no avail—the pain would not go away.


    There was moaning on the net. Other soldiers surrounded him.


    Finally, he relaxed his muscles and lay on the metal ground. “Platoons,” he said, surprised at the coolness of his voice. “All platoons, report status.”


    “Heavy casualties! Twelve dead in Platoon J!”


    “Six wounded in Platoon F! Three dead!”


    “Platoon...” a hurried mix of voices sounded back at him. On and on, like a constant echo of death and destruction.


    As Huang listened, he realized the worst part wasn't the casualties at all. The worst part was not the loss of manpower and experienced technicians who could take over the ship. It was the fact that he had zero chance of doing that even with a full crew in the immediate timeframe. The ship was dead. Its controls were probably fried. Its power core had blown. As for its central computer, he didn’t even know if it was still in one piece.


    His mission to hijack the enemy warship had failed. He had only succeeded in the sense that he had neutralized all hostile resistance.


    So what should he tell his marines to do, now?


    His first thought was make sure that all of the enemy were, in fact, neutralized. “Platoons A through F, sweep the ship of enemy presence,” he said, gazing at his remaining troops in his HUD. Before the bombings of the ship’s crucial areas, he had 487 men. Now he had 329 fully functional men. “Bring the injured back to the marine cutters.” As for the enemy, he had no idea how much they had, but he guessed they had maybe around one hundred soldiers before the bombing, and now that number must have at least reduced to half. Then, he thought, it didn't make sense to kill themselves through the bombing, so that number was probably a little higher than half.


    His next desire was to make sure that what they had bombed was in fact no longer accessible. “Platoons I through M, take over the crucial areas of the ship and see the extent of the damage.”


    Then he waited for the bad news to come...


    


    Ka's First Fleet, Main Group


    Supreme Battlecruiser Usha'Tera


    Bridge of Light…


    


    Hal-Dorat felt like fainting. It was as if the entire world had suddenly collapsed around him. He saw the news—he had known what could have and probably would have happened—yet when reality hit him, he was still not prepared for it.


    His firstborn was dead.


    No more would he hear his laughter, or his haughtiness. No more could Hal-Dorat council him when it was needed. He could no longer berate him or advise him on the proper ways to live a life.


    His son was dead.


    And that was that.


    He supposed he should feel angry, but he didn't. He felt—as if the entire world had been turned upside down and he was the only person aware of it.


    He shook himself. How would his subordinates think if they knew what he was really thinking?


    Return back to reality, Hal of the Dorat Clan, he told himself, before it's too late.


    In that moment of pain and overwhelming bewilderment, a sudden coolness rushed through him. Not of the desire to avenge his son, nor was it out of hate, but simply the desire for necessity. He had to do what must be done, just as his son had done what was necessary for him to do.


    Hal-Dorat had to kill his own warships. He had to make sure the humans didn't take those they stole from him back to their shipyards. He had to make sure the humans would never gain a technological edge over the Great Commander's invasion.


    But how had it actually happened? How did the humans actually manage to steal and board some of his ships—including his son's ship?


    The truth was...Fleet Commander Hal-Dorat had underestimated the humans.


    He did not predict that enough of the humans' infantry attack boats could successfully take over that many ships within his fleet. He had relied on the belief that he could kill his own ships even if it became incapacitated by shooting it with another one of his ships nearby.


    So, how did the humans succeed? How had the enemy commander managed to keep some of his infantry boats and their prizes alive after all the attempts Hal-Dorat had tried to sink their prizes to prevent that eventuality?


    The truth was—Hal-Dorat had underestimated how persistent the enemy admiral would be to retain his prizes. The enemy admiral had attempted numerous strategies to that affect.


    So, what should Hal-Dorat do, now?


    There were two of his Ga ships remaining that were currently being boarded by the enemy infantry boats. But these two ships were surrounded by the enemy admiral's large warships. It would extremely difficult to destroy these two ships, to prevent the enemy from taking them back to their worlds, where they could be disected and learned from for the duration of the war.


    Moreover, the truth was—if Hal-Dorat did not sink them right now—the enemy would be able to do just that.


    His fleet battle was losing. Somehow, the enemy admiral had managed to turn the tide of battle against him. Once Hal-Dorat's warship presence waned to a certain level, the enemy would be able to push out with their prizes while being surrounded by their lighter, faster ships. Since the speed of the enemy's infantry boats were fast, they could move with their prizes in tow at that same speed. Currently, they couldn't do that, because Hal-Dorat had enough small and fast vessels to take the prizes down even if it was surrounded by the enemies lighter ships. But if Hal-Dorat lost enough ships...the enemy would be able to run them away at the fastest speed, and not even his 2nd, 3rd, or 4th fleet and their small and fast ships would be able to chase them down.


    That, Hal-Dorat thought, must not be allowed to happen.


    So, he had to make sure those prizes were sunk. Right now.


    He was losing. If he were winning, he wouldn't even bother, because if he won the battle, he’d be able to do that eventually anyway.


    As Hal-Dorat stared at his hologlobe, and as much as he hated it, the right choice, the only choice, dawned upon him. He had to send everything to make sure the enemy's prizes would never be theirs for long...


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Flagship, Beginner’s Luck


    Flag Bridge…


    


    Vier Kleingelt stood up, splashing her body against the holoimages that scattered around her. A myraid of colors and hues painted her admiral's uniform and she stammered. “No—they wouldn't...”


    That was their whole fleet, she thought. Every single feline light attack unit – every single feline hunter-killer – Vier surmised as she gazed at the main holomap, was now being sent to take out her last two remaining MABs and their trophies.


    When she sat down, she was in a world of headache and thought. Her mind raced. The enemy was sacrificing their fleet and everything they had to make sure she would not be able to take home her trophies. It made sense, and surely she was actually happy in a way that they were no longer even concerned about winning the overall battle, but the fact that now, she had no chance of taking home her trophies, gave her great regret.


    So, what must she do?


    Sitting in that admiral's chair, surrounded by holograms of various hues and colors...her mind raced and raced.


    There was absolutely no way — no way — she could save her MABs and the enemy ships they had incapacitated and boarded. There were just too many feline light attack craft that at least a dozen of them would get through her sphere of protection and be able to h-wave her MABs.


    And if she couldn't save them...


    Then the only option would be to lessen the damage, and take advantage of the fact that the enemy was no longer even trying to win the battle.


    Suddenly, a curious idea came about into her head. It took a little longer, but soon she was able to formulate a plan. Using her combat control interface, she sent out orders to allow the incoming enemy ships to enter her defensive perimeter — the same defensive perimeter that protected her MABs. Once they were in, she would order her warships in that same defensive perimeter to shoot at the sides and rears of the enemy ships that hunted her MABs. There would be no way the enemy ships could protect themselves from all those h-beams coming from all those directions. They simply didn't have the h-deflectors to block it.


    Yes...she concluded. That was the best plan. Instead of facing the incoming enemy ships head on, and suffering the damage of their H-waves from the front, therefore not being able to cause much damage to the enemy. Because she couldn't shoot her h-beams at their fronts which were well protected by their h-deflectors—she would instead, spread out her inner defensive perimeter ships and let the enemy seep through.


    As for the crews of the MABs themselves, she had other plans.


    Using her control interface, she pressed buttons that enabled her to communicate with the COs of the MABs.


    A marine officer spoke, audio only, “Hello? This is Captain Huang of the Marine Attack Ship Delta Star. Who is this? I'm very busy.”


    Vier cleared her throat. “This is Rear Admiral Kleingelt from the flagship Beginner's Luck. I need to know your status.”


    “Uh, sir, yes, sir. My status! Uh...that's sorta complicated, sir.”


    Vier was a little irritated. “How far are you in taking control of the ship, captain?”


    “Not far at all, sir.”


    “How long would you estimate it will take you to take control of the alien vessel's propulsion and defensive systems?”


    “Propulsion and defense? Sir, I can't even estimate that we'll be able to take control of any systems within the day. The Cats blew everything up when they realized the battle for this ship was lost. They blew it all up, sir. The central computer is in pieces. We have guys trying to repair the central computer, but I have to tell you, sir, that it is very unlikely we can do that even if the central computer was intact. Their command pathways and the wiring of their ship is completely alien to us. We marines are trained to able to decrypt databases that are known, such as human or Orion circuitry. We have no idea how to rewire circuitry that is completely alien. At the moment, my best suggestion is that you keep us safe, so the assault boats can keep its jammer field and its warp bubble around this Cat ship, so we can be towed to safety.”


    Vier shook her head, fully knowing that the captain could not see her face through the audio only channel. “I'm afraid that's not possible, Captain Huang. The entire enemy fleet is after you.”


    “Really? Sir? Really?”


    “Yes. Please take all your wounded and any prisoners and any carry any able artifacts you can find, especially anything that looks like valuable alien technology, and return to your MAB immediately. I have a hunch that those coming after your MAB system aren't concerned with keeping the ships we've captured — their ships — alive.”


    “Yes, sir. Will do, sir. Is that all?”


    “Good luck, Captain. Kleingelt out.”


    When the communication closed, she pressed buttons enabling herself to communicate with the other captain from the other MAB that was still alive.


    


    Betelgeuse Fleet


    Alpha-nine Wing, Squadron 8 “Night Shadows”


    Fighter 1


    


    Lucinda couldn't believe her eyes. She was still alive. That very fact said a lot about her ability to dodge death, even when she wanted it to come. “Thank you, Carl. Thank you for saving me, you silly-headed kind-hearted buffoon.”


    “No prob, boss,” Carl Jensen said, snickering over the net, whose actual distance in the universe was less than 10 meters away.


    “Are you going to tell stories to your grandkids about how you saved your squadron commander's ass even when she explicitly gave you orders not to do so?”


    “Yes, ma'am, I'm gonna, ma'am. And I'm gonna be proud of it. And so should you be glad. Means you'll get to live one more day, so you can kick Cat-butt one more time.”


    “Buffoon,” Lucinda replied, not sure whether to congratulate him or to continue berating him.


    The reality of it all was, if he hadn’t extended his miniature warp bubble around Lucinda's fighter at just the right time, she would’ve never been able to kick Cat-butt again, and she really liked doing that. In fact, after she had killed off that mega-destroyer or heavy cruiser, or whatever it was, she’d been regretting the fact that she may never be able to do so again. It gave her such a thrill, such a feeling of accomplishment, of being able to exact revenge for her husband’s death. Truth be told, although it had begun as something of a desire to revenge her lover, she could easily see that now it’d blossomed to something else entirely, something that was pleasurable in and of itself.


    She relished the ability to kill, hunt, and torture one's enemies, to really see them fall before her. It enabled her to feel a satisfaction that was unequal to any type of happiness she had experienced before. This new euphoria...came from being in a position to do something that was pleasurable, not just pleasure from attaining a goal in itself.


    As Lucinda sat reconnoitering in her cockpit, she whispered to herself, “This day, a true, unrelenting sadist is born. You — Cats — have no idea what is about to happen to you by keeping me alive.”


    And as she watched the battlemap in her cockpit, gazing at how all the feline starships were now moving to an area of the battlefield that wasn't even near her, she thought…Keep running away, you cowards. Next time you face me, you'll wish you had done exactly that.


    


    Light Cruiser Hukna Sevank


    Unknown Corridoor/Walkway…


    


    It hurt like hell.


    His ribs felt like they were on fire, yet he had accomplished the impossible. He was walking.


    If it weren't for the powered armor, he would not have been able to do so. Huang had adjusted the motor sensitivity in his exoskeleton suit, so that it required much less pressure to move itself and as a result, his own body within it.


    Now, he was glad he was on the path out of this hellhole that had killed off 70 percent of his men. As part of the rear guard, he was surrounded by two of his platoon mates, while the lieutenant led the rest of the men much further away in the distance.


    Rear guard be damned, Huang thought. The two men to his left and right were babysitting him, to make sure he wasn't picked off by any feline survivors.


    The status of his operation? Huang groaned. It had failed. After all the crucial systems on the ship were blown completely by chemical explosives, there was no way Huang and his men could take control of the ship's propulsion systems or its defensive emitters. The hyperspace suspender device, or what they thought was the feline variant of the hyperspace suspender, was shot. Worse, the antimatter stores had been blown to pieces as well. If they weren't in a mass-energy-conversion jamming field, those stray antimatter particles would have blown the ship to pieces. Thank god for neutralization and hijacking safeguards.


    Then again, Huang mused, trying to take control of the ship would probably have been impossible even if the crucial areas hadn't been blown. His men, skilled technicians that they were, had no idea how to hack the computer systems that were totally alien to them.


    So, the only objective they had accomplished was that they had neutralized most of the enemy combatants within the target before the enemy could do something even more damaging — like blow the ship up from bow to stern.


    The fact that they had lost 70 percent of the group was nothing compared to achieving that objective. Still, the idea that kept rolling around in Huang's head was how all the enemy ships not been after this vessel...the MAB he flew in on would still have been able to take the enemy trophy to safe harbor, then this very outcome would have made him proud of that accomplishment. Too bad, that outcome was an impossibility now.


    He had to get off this alien ship before it was destroyed by its own allies.


    Huang’s sensors showed that there was no hostile forces anywhere nearby. His map showed there was scattered fighting as groups of his men tried to escape back to their marine shuttles, but none of that happened near. It seemed safe...


    A clang sounded to his right.


    Before any of his men could respond, a sharp bellow screamed throughout the tunnel. The warcry followed with an impact that smashed into the man to Huang's right. The armored soldier yelled, but his sound soon disappeared into a bloody gurgle.


    “Stay back, Captain!” the man to Huang's left yelled, who had pulled out his monomolecular blade.


    Huang was able to see in fantasy-like detail the object that had killed one of his men. The Cat wore no armor, nothing but a pale red uniform with heavy blast marks. Apparently, it must have taken it off at some point. It held in its hand a gigantic and thin blue glowing sword, which Huang instantly knew had to be monomolecular as well. Its warcry was like a lion's as it tangled itself at Huang's remaining guard.


    The two combatants smashed into each other. They slashed their swords in varying degrees, trying to cut the opponent's sword at the right angle. The blades clashed and electricity sparkled. Then, when the two disengaged, they tilted their swords towards each other. It was like a medieval combat scene, as the two parried each other's thrust.


    This all happened so fast—so fast that before Huang could even retrieve his own sword, the battle in front of him was decided.


    The unarmored Cat had pierced its opponent’s armor easily with its mono-blade, right through the armored marine's abdomen. The marine screamed in pain, before the Cat sliced its sword upwards from where it had entered, literally carving its opponent in two.


    Then, the Cat glared at Captain Huang.


    Huang could have sworn it was grinning in the darkness as seen through his helmet's night sensors. The Cats could see in the dark without visual apparatus, Huang concluded.


    The Cat launched at Huang, who’d already leveled out his sword high above his head in attack position. This is it, thought Huang, glaring at his enemy through his helmet's sensors. This is how my life will be decided!


    His next thoughts happened as if in slow motion. Huang knew he wasn’t a skilled fencer. He’d never passed the class at marine academy. He only knew one thing, which was speed. He knew his rifle was useless — the moment he had it angled on the enemy, the Cat would cut his rifle into pieces or himself. His only recourse was to attack with his blade — now.


    Huang thrust at his enemy, who easily countered his attack by parrying his blade in a direction that neutralized it as a dangerous element — meanwhile his enemy stabbed its blade into Huang's left arm.


    Huang cried out in pain, and the Cat grinned as it pulled out its blade in a way that cut through Huang's bone and literally left his arm hanging in its socket through the connected muscle. The very act gave Huang time to pull his own blade back into attack position using his right arm.


    He's toying with me.


    His armor was useless. It hindered him. Huang wished he could take it off, but he bit down on his pain and slashed against with his blade. The alien parried the slash easily, and countered with his own. Huang pulled his head back as the alien's blade cut into his helmet and narrowly missed his face by a centimeter. Huang's in-head's display suddenly spasmed as power loss and electricity ran throughout its internal readouts. Huang cried as the free energy burned his face.


    Although his in-HUD no longer worked, Huang could see through the hole the Cat's blade had made into his helmet. Along with the sparks from his damaged helmet, he used that hole, despite the fact that every cell in his face hurt.


    Huang slashed, again. Miss. He slashed again like a wounded and scared animal. Miss.


    A spasm of pain suddenly appeared in his back. It was as if a lightning rod had been shoved into his back muscles.


    Huang knew what it was, and he knew if he moved, it would make the wound from the sword that had been thrust into his back worse.


    He also knew what was coming. All the Cat had to do now was pull the monomolecular sword up or down through Huang's body and he'd literally be sawed in half.


    “Do it! Do it, you sadistic bastard!” Huang yelled, the very act making the wound more painful.


    Yet, the slice never came.


    The sword was gently pulled out. Huang could feel it as it slid out of his back muscles, as it cut through every tissue in the opening like knife through butter.


    He tried turning around, but his legs, his abs, and his mind gave out.


    “Why?” Huang whispered, before he passed out from the pain.


    


    Battlespace…


    


    Ga warships zoomed towards the single most protected part of the human fleet — the two remaining MABs. The surrounding human warships waited for them, setting a trap, because their commander, Rear Admiral Kleingelt had opted to spread out her defensive sphere, instead of creating a denser ball of human warships to protect her trophies. Doing so, she allowed for more angles of attack as the enemy intermixed with her lines.


    Although this strategy allowed for a greater chance for Ga warships to gain weapons range on her MABs, she suffered less losses to her dreadnoughts and battlecruisers, and damaged more of the enemy's light attack ships. It was impossible, the human commander knew, to be able to protect her MABs against this many enemy ships. Instead, she let them die, while pretending to protect them.


    Within minutes, hundreds of warships, both feline and human, exploded in an ever increasing fury in the most deadly stage of the battle, as ships slashed at each other with h-beams and were pummeled by h-waves on a scale unseen before.


    Weight by weight, the humans still traded off far more tonnage to sink Ga ships, but the severity of the trade became more even.


    Eventually, however, the Ga ships penetrated into the human fleet's innermost defensive sphere. While being shot from all sides, some of them gained weapons range on the two MABs, and they fired.


    


    Flagship, Beginner’s Luck


    Flag Bridge…


    


    “I can't do anything about it, Admira —”


    Vier watched as alien h-waves slammed into the MAB's aft section, eradicating two hundred thousand tons of hull and blinking away one hundred human personnel. Energy conduits split open, pouring dangerous starship plasma in every direction. Entire systems that weren't erased by the wave altogether went offline, including the ship's warp suspenders. The assault boat and its alien captive now were fading away from the universe.


    Vier wished she had a way to save the three hundred marines and the two hundred remaining MAB crews, but unless they could turn on the trophy's h-space suspenders, the men were dead. Another human warship could connect its warp bubble with the one that is fading, therefore giving a place for the marines and their cutters to escape, but that warship would be an immobile duck in water and could be easily targeted by h-waves.


    No, the marines were dead as long as enemy ships were nearby. She wasn't going to suicide another warship.


    She gazed at the holomap. Now, there was only one marine transport left.


    Technically, in the overall scheme of things, there was no reason for Vier to pay attention to the MABs and their actual survival. Their trophies were dead no matter what happened, but—the sole remaining MAB could escape destruction if it disconnected from its trophy — once it became mobile, it was much more difficult to hit — and that was what interested Vier. Some of the alien captives taken by Captain Huang's marines could be useful. They were the only alien captives humanity had in the entire war, after all.


    As for Captain Huang himself, she hadn't heard from him in a while...


    She hit a button, interfacing her voice with Huang's chain of command. “Are your men all back into the cutters, Lieutenant?”


    “Almost, ma'am,” a voice replied.


    “ETA before you and your men are all aboard the main transport?”


    “Two, three min—” the line dropped dead.


    She twisted her head and looked at the holo of their bubble. Two, no, three h-waves had slammed into the MAB's bubble. But none of it had hit the MAB itself — Vier thanked god — the h-waves had hit the larger trophy instead. The outer hull of the alien vessel they had been boarding was now severely crippled, but... it didn't matter since she knew it'd be lost anyway. What did matter was that the remaining marines got out. “Lieutenant?”


    A new voice came online. “This is second Lieutenant Seetch, sir. Lieutenant Graff is dead. His cutter was in the way of the h-beam.”


    “Okay. How many captives do you have?”


    “Twenty, maybe twenty five, sir. Many of them wounded.”


    “I see,” Vier replied. “Make the quickest way to your transport and disconnect with the alien warship immediately. We need those captives alive.”


    “Yes, sir.” The line closed.


    


    Marine Cutter 001, Delta Battalion


    Passenger Compartment…


    


    Darkness and pain. That was the only thing Huang knew and seemed to know for as long as he remembered. His face felt like it was on fire. His left arm socket oozed with blood. His back, where the blade had penetrated, felt like a blinding gunshot wound, and he struggled to breathe.


    “Hold on, sir. We're almost there. The medical facilities on board the Nomad will revive you.”


    Huang gasped in pain. Why was he alive at all?


    Why didn't the alien finish him?


    Huang couldn't understand it, couldn't fathom the Cat letting a foe live. The alien had killed the two marines before him without mercy or hesitation. Why did it decide to let him live?


    What did it gain by letting an enemy live in a situation where the enemy couldn't be captured and its knowledge put to use?


    Huang flinched. He knew where he was. He was on board a cutter, being taken back to the mother transport – the MAB.


    The cutter shook. He didn't know what had caused that. His helmet in-HUD was smashed.


    “Almost there, sir,” the trooper beside him said.


    Huang gasped, trying to breathe despite every movement of his lungs making his wounds hurt...


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Flagship, Beginner’s Luck


    Flag Bridge…


    


    There was no chance. No chance, thought Vier, of the marines' survival. The feline ships were swarming to the center, to make every last effort to make sure the remaining MAB bubble disappeared, and its trophy along with it.


    But it was also the opportunity of the century.


    Because of instead of fighting her warships, and because the Cats' priority was to get to the center and take out the remaining MAB, they exposed themselves to her weapon fire from all her warships in ways she could never have hoped.


    The enemy was dying faster than ever before.


    But the holo showed the MAB bubble taking another hit by an h-wave. This one slashed at the marine transport itself, eradicating several docking ports on its starboard hull. Vier felt relieved. The transport survived the wave with its suspenders intact.


    Then—another h-wave from another roach slammed into a trio of marine cutters, erasing them from existence.


    Seconds later, two more feline ships entered weapons range and fired their primary weapons as well. Waves of destabilization fields slashed at the loan Valkyrie. The roachs' wormhole weapons detonated energy payloads inside that same MAB as well. On her private report screen, she watched as damage indicators lit up. The MAB suffered malfunction after malfunction. Entire systems went into black. The sheer amount of systems on board the ship blinked off like a cascade.


    Then, it blew up.


    It blew up.


    A white hot fusion detonation split the marine transport in half. Two thirds of the MAB's cutter complement — docked with the main vessel — died with it when they were blasted away into plasma by the explosion. The remaining cutters a little further distant limped away after withering the shockwave of both the MAB and the trophy, but without a mother transport capable of maintaining a warp bubble, they were as good as toast, Vier surmised.


    And of course, the warp bubble surrounding the entire system, trophy and all, began fading.


    


    Marine Cutter 001, Delta Battalion


    Passenger Compartment…


    


    There was a hushed silence inside the cutter after the massive blast wave had paled, and Huang knew everyone inside was dead.


    We're dead.


    Huang never had a religion, but as long as he was lying inside that little shuttle in every manner of hurt possible, he thought that fading out of this universe was an ironic but well-suited way to end the pain—and perhaps he would meet a god when he reached the next universe.


    But where did souls go when they dematerialized in hyperspace? For that matter, where did souls go after they died?


    Huang wasn’t sure. That was the one ultimate mystery humanity had never solved through its eons of civilization. And luckily, he was about to find out — in less than six minutes when the warp bubble faded entirely.


    


    Ka's First Fleet, Main Group


    Supreme Battlecruiser Usha'Tera…


    


    Hal-Dorat watched the holomonitor as the battle raged.


    A sense of relief flowed over him, relief that the danger of having war-winning technology stolen, analyzed, and reverse-engineered had disappeared.


    It was true — the warship that carried his son's corpse would soon disappear, and his son with it, but he was only slightly grieved. The deed had already been done. His son had done what he needed to do to kill the most of the enemy and protect his ship from being controlled, just as he had done what was necessary for his role as fleet commander by destroying the ship that carried his son's corpse.


    As he watched his new orders put in effect — that his remaining Ga warships returned their priorities on winning the battle, on fighting a traditional hyperspace melee war with their own unique superiorities — he was only slightly perturbed that he was now losing it by a much larger margin than before.


    It was too late now…Hal-Dorat shook his head.


    His Ka had already lost too many light attack ships in their effort to kill the prizes to have even a miniscule chance of reversing the tide. His only chance was for his main fleet of heavy ships to reach the battle in time, but Hal-Dorat knew that even that was impossible as it was obvious to anyone, the enemy commander included, that all the light attack ships would be destroyed before that could happen.


    But— Hal-Dorat grinned, eyes gazing at his command crew in the giant bridge — he had done what he needed to do already — not just in the sense of eliminating the enemy's prizes — but in actually destroying their heaviest warships in a trade for his lightest assets. Even though he was now losing the battle, he had caused significant damage to the enemy's fleet while only sacrificing the least valuable units in his own. That was what he had wanted all along.


    Hal-Dorat knew that at the beginning of the battle, he was trading starship weight with the enemy in such uneven numbers — 40 to 1 — that would have made any battle tactician proud. He also knew that in the current situation, with his ships much more outnumbered, that the trade was now 10 to 1. It was still a good trade in terms mass to mass, and in a war against an enemy with equivalent technology and skill, that very kill-to-loss ratio was every commander's dream. Although, in this scenario — against this enemy — that trade ratio was not necessary, especially with his 2nd, 3rd, and 4th fleet approaching from the rear, just out of scanner range of the enemy's remaining hyperspace probes, with nearly four times as many fast light attack warships combined as the original compliment in his main First fleet.


    So Hal-Dorat did the cowardly but tactically necessary move. He ordered the remaining light attack warships in his First fleet to disengage from the battle with all the enemy's ships.


    Yes, Hal-Dorat mused, once they disengaged, they could combine with the new light and fast warships coming from the three new fleets originating from behind this battlefield and in unison, they would destroy the Pra's remaining heaviest elements who could not run away.


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Flagship, Beginner’s Luck


    Flag Bridge…


    


    The enemy ran.


    Vier nodded happily. The remaining feline light-cruisers and destroyers were pulling away from the battlefield in an all-out retreat. Vier sat there and felt a mix of emotions. She felt elation that she had saved the remains of Mu Pei’s fleet. Dismay that so many spacers had died. Cheated about the imbalance of the trade. She had lost 30 billion tons of warship compared to their loss of less than 1 billion.


    Vier watched as the enemy's hunter-killers scattered in every direction, doing their own version of the Evasion Protocol right in the middle of her fleet.


    Was this a good thing? Of course, it was a good thing. It meant that now she could escape the battle with her remaining units. She could now move her remaining fleet away at the speed of her slowest ship, which was 16,000 SL and outpace the enemy's slowest ship in their main fleet by 2,000 SL— and unless the Cats wanted to reengage with their light warships again, Vier would be free to move away. In time, the distance would be so great that the enemy's main fleet would not be able to follow, and if their hunter-killers did follow, they would be forced to reengage in the very lopsided situation that made them leave in the first place.


    Tapping her armrest, she already knew what she would do next. It would be another twenty minutes before the enemy’s main fleet arrived. As things were, her fleet was stationary. She would have to change that. “All ships…recombine into battle formations. All ships are to head toward direction 44 mark 216, away from that enemy fleet approaching us. Kleingelt out.”


    Vier reclined into her seat. She had not done bad. She had saved 30 percent of her dreadnoughts and battlecruisers, 50 percent of her heavy cruisers, 60 percent of her light cruiser and destroyers, and 45 percent of her fast attack cruisers. It was much better than the expected scenario, which was that her heavy elements would be destroyed and only her lightest ships would escape destruction. Since she had beaten back the enemy’s fast hunter killers, she had no more fears of an engagement with the enemy. The enemy’s main fleet would never catch up with her ships since they were slower…


    Yet, Vier winced. Why were their slowest ships still pursuing like the battle wasn’t over?


    She didn't know. But a new thought suddenly hit her mind. She’d forgotten something that was even more crucial to the battle and the war! The marine cutters, their feline captives, and their fading warp bubble! She pressed a button that opened a channel to the nearest human warship, right next to her last marines.


    “Yes, Admiral?” said a voice.


    “Captain...Appleton? I need to you to connect your warp bubble with the fading warp bubble at coordinates 828.02, 501.23 immediately! There are about 12 marine assault cutters that can be saved.”


    “Yes, ma'am. Will do. Is that all?”


    “Yes, proceed.”


    Appleton's hologram fizzled and Vier sighed. She would never have given that order in an h-space melee battle because Appleton's battlecruiser would be a sitting duck, but now that the enemy was gone...


    Her only regret now was that she hadn't thought about it sooner. It had been four minutes since her last MAB had exploded.


    She hoped it wasn't too late.


    


    Marine Cutter 001, Delta Battalion


    Cockpit…


    


    Pilot Fischer panted furiously as he dodged warp holes — holes in a fading warp bubble that opened up to hyperspace. He knew he had little time left and in two minutes, he would be dead when the holes became universal. But like all the other surviving marine cutter pilots, he did his best to keep himself alive.


    He also knew he was doing the same thing that had been done in 17 other MAB bubbles. They had faded when the MABs were destroyed. And those same marine cutter pilots had died when the holes opened everywhere.


    Then a t-transmission popped up his cockpit screens. “Hold on cutter crews! This is Captain Appleton of the BC Erlach! We're about to dock with your warp bubble in the direction of coordinates 830, 520! Get your ass over there!”


    Hope suddenly sprang fresh in Warrant Sergeant Fischer's eyes. He saw the side of his fading warp bubble where the new ship was going to dock, and he zoomed for it.


    The problem was, there were so many holes in front of him, and they were increasing.


    He had to do it, Fischer concluded. For the sake of the Battalion Captain in the passenger compartment behind him, and the wounded feline captives there also, his cutter and all it contained was important. And so was his own life.


    He dodged, swiveled — and as new holes in the bubble opened up in front of him — he prayed that he would make it to the new warp bubble that docked all the way at the other end.


    Then finally…he did. His heart thumped madly, and his face was covered in sweat and flushed, but he did it. He entered the new bubble and was safe.


    Using his cockpit sensors, he knew many of the surviving cutter pilots did not. They hadn't been accurate enough, or swift enough, or daring enough, to cross the distance between the holes and the new warp bubble. Then as new holes opened up everywhere making the route impossible, they were going to perish.


    When he glanced at the feline trophy that was compressing and being torn inside out from hyperspace holes that gutted the ship, he felt distaste at not being able to save it.


    His only wish was that the human battlecruiser could extend its warp bubble around the fading feline cruiser, or for that matter, everyone that was inside the fading bubble, but the battlecruiser was not a MAB and therefore not equipped with an h-space suspender that could extend around another vessel. It could only dock with another warp bubble, fading or otherwise.


    Fischer sighed.


    Goodbye everyone and everything.


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Flagship, Beginner’s Luck


    Flag Bridge…


    


    So many. So many new enemy units!


    Vier gaped at the emergence of new feline units on the furthest range of her remaining scanner probes. She couldn't believe it — even though it meant she was right all along. “Why... Why didn’t our hyperlight sensor probes detect these additional fleets, Captain?”


    “I—I don’t know, Admiral! Perhaps most of our sensor probes were destroyed… Yes, that must be why, Admiral,” Willock suggested. “We only knew because of the last batch of probes we ejected into surrounding hyperspace to keep tabs on the enemy's main fleet.”


    “Then why didn't we detect them when our probe network was at its fullest, when the enemy left our probes alive by pretending they couldn't beat our probes so easily?”


    “I can only guess...ma'am. Those new fleets must have hid just outside the range of our furthest scanner probes and only sped at us when our probe network was heavily damaged. That, or they have some type of cloaking technology that is impervious to our t-scanners.”


    ...Vier simultaneously believed it and couldn't believe it. She shook her head in a daze. What her flag captain said only confirmed what she already knew and suspected in the deepest regions of her mind.


    This meant trouble.


    Deep trouble.


    If the enemy had four times as much fleet strength as they originally showed, it meant they had plenty of fast attack ships or hunter-killers — or whatever she wanted to call them — that could move faster than 25,000 SL and overtake her remaining slow heavies. It meant her heavies were doomed no matter what. She couldn't try the dispersion method — it was completely ineffective.


    If her heavies were doomed, then so was her flagship, the Beginner's Luck.


    What, in the damnedest world, could she do?


    So as Vier wondered open mouthed, she finally understood why the enemy withdrew his hunter-killers from her fleet when it became obvious she was going to win against those units. The feline commander intended to combine those hunter-killers from his main observable fleet with the new hunter-killers from his new fleets and destroy her at much better odds and more severe kill-to-loss ratios.


    So...as she stared at her transparent holos and the room beyond them, she knew she was fucked.


    Vier continued sitting there, in the middle of the busy bridge with all this technology displayed around her, and suddenly began the childhood habit of biting her nails. She searched her brain and tried to come up with a solution to save her life and the vast majority of her fleet, but found nothing. She was only slightly aware of the officers and ratings who gazed at her in search for guidance and reassurance. Instead, she knew they found bewilderment and cluelessness. She didn't care.


    She. Was. Fucked.


    Everyone was going to die. Her remaining heavies were dead. And so was she.


    Then a thought came to her. She hit the button. “Fleet command net, online!” she shouted.


    Within seconds, faces of the remaining flag officers appeared in front of her.


    No one said a thing. No one knew what to do. The five remaining admirals and commodores before her — out of the original eighteen — appeared to search their heads for a solution — anything... besides the most obvious answer, which was ordering all the fastest ships in the human fleet to run away like hell.


    Vier gazed at her staff... her staff... wondering if she was any different. They looked beaten, mauled over, digested, and then spat out. They were the survivors of the most technologically imbalanced battle in hyperlight humanity had encountered to date.


    We're finished, their expressions seemed to say. Vier wondered — no she knew — that they were a reflection of herself.


    They came up with nothing.


    She wanted to say 'Think of something people' or better yet 'help...please' but she knew it was useless. They were thinking as hard as they could.


    Finally, she blurted, “How the hell do we save 30% of our original dreadnoughts and battlecruisers and the remaining 50% of our heavy cruisers?”


    No one wanted to say 'We can't' but she could read it in their eyes. They were the eyes of fear, the eyes of incoming death, the gazes of dead men. She wanted to save them but...


    It was like a dark room that suddenly became lit. It was so obvious, she wondered why she hadn't thought about it immediately. She must have been overwhelmed with the shock of seeing so many new enemy units that she fell into despair because despair was the most natural thing to do.


    She could transport the crews of the battlecruisers, dreadnoughts, and heavy cruisers to the lighter warships using the same method she had saved the marine cutters of the last MAB with, by docking their warp bubbles together. Originally, she couldn't do this prior to the battle because the enemy's hunter-killers had followed the main fleet to the tail — there just wasn't enough time — but now that the enemy's hunter-killers were running away to combine with the hunter-killers of the new fleets, there was now enough of a gap, velocity and distance included, to commence the procedure before they returned to interfere.


    She told her flag officers.


    Their eyes lit up with hope.


    “It'll be tight,” Ju-Pont immediately added. “We'll be jamming the crews of our heavies into the corridors and compartments of our lighties, but it can be done. We have to time it when their H-Ks are furthest away. If we do it too soon, they will turn tails and run at us to stop our operation before we can complete it. We'll be sitting ducks if we're caught with our pants down in the middle of it.”


    Vier studied the holomap. She guessed at when the old H-Ks would rendezvous with the new H-Ks... “Then we have about an hour to do it, and half an hour to prepare. Has a fleetwide ship to ship full crew transport procedure ever been accomplished within just an hour?” Vier asked while knowing the probable answer.


    “No, ma'am,” Mintz replied. “The quickest full crew transport between two warships post dock was one hour and a quarter, and that was between two light cruisers that were undamaged. But in that scenario, the requirements were that cruiser being vacated had to still remain operational.”


    “We can break that record,” Vier stated.


    “Yes, ma'am.”


    It's better than nothing, Vier concluded. “Alright, officers. We have no time to waste. Let's get to it. All ships slower than 25,000 SL are to commence docking procedures with ships faster than that on my mark. Work with the other officers in your fleet to assign docking partners and mates then plan the procedure. Engage on my mark but not a second before. Dismissed.”


    The flag officers nodded and their holos disappeared in front of her.


    Vier leaned back on her admiral's chair with a sigh of relief. She now had a chance.


    “How in blood's name did you think up that idea, Admiral?” Captain Willock asked in awe, while standing beside her.


    Vier gazed at him out of respect. She paused, then smiled. “Actually, it was you who gave me the idea, Captain. You told me that the smallest changes can affect big outcomes. Remember? The law of... Compound Effect? I saw the never-before-seen distance between our fleet and their hunter-killers and realized it was enough time to save the crews of the heavies before their hunter-killers return.”


    Willock stared at while looking stunned, he was entirely clueless. “I haven't the faintest idea what law you're talking about, Admiral. What law of Compound Effect?”


    “You mentioned fortune and fate, remember?” said Vier.


    Willock blinked. “… Oh, yes, that’s right Admiral. Actually, I was not thinking of anything discrete when I spoke to you. I simply meant that we should accept the inevitable and allow fortune to determine our fate.”


    “Really?” Vier asked with surprise.


    “Yes, Admiral.” Then he admitted, “You must have thought up that idea by yourself, by misconstruing my words.”


    Vier gazed at him, with her mouth hanging open. What in the world, was she grinning about back then, according to Willock? He just stood there as if he knew what she was thinking, as if he’d been the mastermind of implanting a brilliant new idea when he hadn't even a clue she was being inspired by his words. “Let's get to work,” Vier stated blindly, her eyes wide open in disbelief. “We'll have all the time in the world to discuss what you meant if this works...”


    


    Ka's First Fleet, Main Group


    Supreme Battlecruiser Usha'Tera


    Command Nexus…


    


    Hal-Dorat gazed at the red holotank, specifically at his new fleets entering the twelve light year battlefield from the rear. Surely, the humans would have detected them by now?


    Standing in the middle of a vast chamber with a hologram before him, he wondered what the opposing human commander thought…of the fact that his human forces now faced an enemy with an increased battle strength by a factor of eight.


    Hal-Dorat tried to imagine what was going on in the enemy’s fleet. If he were the opposing commander, he would be frightened, too. Naturally. Therefore if the opposing commander did do that, he would not blame him. There was no shame in fear even for the most lucid of generals, after all.


    Yet, after this fear had settled, after whatever bouts of nervousness had been given time to cool, what would the enemy commander do after he had had time to manage his emotions?


    Hal-Dorat didn’t know— this unsettled Hal-Dorat, because he always knew.


    … This adversary Hal-Dorat faced… it was different from the others. It must be a different Pra than the one he had faced early in the battle. Truthfully, Hal-Dorat didn’t know what to expect from this general.


    He gazed at the holotank with uncertain thoughts. Every second that passed was more time for the fast units in his new fleets to come closer for the killing blow. Yet, the enemy remained still, moving at the speed of just a little bit over 16,000 times the speed light. It had to be doing something, Hal-Dorat wondered, but what?


    Why didn’t the enemy run its small but fastest ships? Surely, it was better to save them then to see them perish along with the rest of its fleet?


    Yet, as more time passed, he witnessed instead, some of the enemy’s lighter ships coming closer to their slowest ones.


    It was as if…


    No…!


    Hal-Dorat hissed. He couldn’t believe what his eyes were seeing. Yet, it was right there before him. The enemy was boarding its own ships. “All warships, accelerate towards the enemy fleet, do not gather together as previously ordered!”


    “Yes, Subjugator!” came the replies.


    It took a little longer to sink in, but within seconds, Hal-Dorat was sure what was happening. The Pra’s actions made sense now. But did the humans have enough time to do what he thought they were attempting? He didn’t know for sure, but he was about to cut their time as short as possible.


    Then if he could get them when they were most vulnerable, then he could have their smallest ships, too.


    Now was the best time to strike, if only he could get there fast enough.


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Flagship, Beginner’s Luck


    Flag Bridge…


    


    Vier Kleingelt saw the sudden reversing movement in the Cats’ closest hunter-killers and knew she’d been caught prematurely.


    What gave it away? The feline commander was smart. She just didn’t know how he knew. It must have been the movement of some of her ships, or the lack of movement altogether in those same ships. Whatever it was, she now faced a different scenario than what she imagined.


    Vier yelled in a borderline panic, “All ships, begin transporting procedures, now! Go! Go! Go! All battlecruisers and dreadnoughts, begin evacuating your crews to the lighter ships! Begin docking procedures immediately! We have less than forty minutes!”


    “Yes, ma’am!” came back the replies.


    As she sat there, she wondered—did she have enough time? The immediate and most apparent answer was no. She would have to cut corners somewhere, whether it be in only transporting half her crews or somewhere else.


    She hated the idea of leaving someone behind, but if it were necessary, she would have to do it.


    Then an even worse thought came to her. What was she going to tell the crews that she left behind? Sorry, but you were too late?


    “Admiral,” Captain Willock interrupted her thoughts, “it’s time to go. We’re part of the evacuation, too, remember?”


    Vier gazed at her comrade. “Of course Captain, lead the way.”


    Willock yelled into the mic on his seat, “All crews, abandon ship. I repeat. This is the captain. All crews abandon ship. Head towards the docking exits on deck five and six. We have forty minutes.” Then he returned her gaze, “If you will follow me, Admiral.”


    Vier gazed at her flag captain with a calmness that didn’t fit the situation. She had known she would be part of the evacuation to the smallest ships in her fleet, but the idea of never seeing the bridge of the Beginner’s Luck again, suddenly sunk in. Her headquarters for a month was about to be destroyed. Everything…her seat with all its buttons and controls, the vast holographic displays in front and behind her, the consoles where officers and ratings worked, their miniature holographic displays, even the far white walls with readouts of their own—they were all going to oblivion.


    It saddened her. It made her feel angry at the same time. But necessity overcame all those emotions. Necessity and well—something else. This was not the second time this happened, nor was it the third, or the fourth.


    She gave one last glance at her home for a month and whispered, “Goodbye,” before following Willock out the exit.


    


    Battlespace…


    


    Within minutes, every human ship docked with another larger human ship. The largest ships began transferring their crews to the smaller ones. Since there were at least two light ships docked with every heavy ship, battleship crews could exit at different side ports, making the process faster. It was a still difficult process as the largest ships were over one kilometer in length, and there were numerous corridors often with damaged and blocked sections with injured crewmen who couldn’t move on their own.


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Flagship, Dreadnought Beginner's Luck


    Corridor 41B, deck 8…


    


    Vier ran.


    Captain Willock ran in front of her.


    She saw the scale of the damage to her flagship. Walls were burned and blasted. Metal fragments embedded into the ceiling and the floor. Vier had not witnessed all this happen in real time as she’d been in the most heavily fortified section of her flagship when the battle had taken place. Now, she became aware of just how close her flagship came to being sunk.


    And she smelled something. The burning of ferrocarbon. “Captain, are you sure this is the right way to the docking port?”


    “I know my ship,” Willock yelled from ahead of her. “Follow me, everyone.”


    So, she did.


    This wasn’t the first time Vier had encountered destruction on this scale, but it was the first time she had a ticking clock on her way to the exit.


    She heard screaming in the tunnel in front of her. The ceiling nanolights flashed on and off, an obvious sign that power in this section had been compromised.


    When she crossed the turn, she saw five crewmen lying on the floor, burns on all their bodies – they were a wreck, with blood flowing from those burns, and their conditions were probably at the farthest edge between death and consciousness.


    She saw a boy, not much older than minimum age of recruitment, sitting there with his back against the walls. Everything about this boy told Vier he had suffered the greatest amount of misery without it actually killing him.


    Something in her told her to stop. “Stop, Captain!” she yelled.


    Captain Willock stopped and gazed at her.


    “We have to help these people,” Vier said, gazing at the swollen blackened skin of the youngster.


    “Admiral, with all due respect, we don’t have time.”


    “But we have to—we can’t leave them lying here when the Cats destroy the ship.”


    “Admiral! We have hundreds of injured crewmen all aboard this vessel who need help but won’t get it. We came from the deepest part of the ship. We have the longest distance to go. We won’t make it if we carry these people with us. If we try to take them…we’ll die. There is less than twenty minutes before those Cats get here and we have two decks to climb down. How are we going to carry them with us when we descend through the tubes?”


    “But—?” Vier gazed at the boy.


    “Admiral…”


    “Help…” the boy moaned.


    Vier knelt beside him and tried to pick him up with her arms. She was a thin woman, not stocky enough to pick up the fully grown youngster with all her muscles.


    “Admiral!” Willock knelt beside her. “We got to go. Please.”


    Vier glance at the boy and then at Willock and knew she hated the flag captain, but he was right. She glanced at the boy’s burned face and knew she would never see it, again. She took a phase pistol, thought about using it, and then put it back in her holster. “Alright,” she stood up. “Let’s go.”


    “Help…” the dying youngster called from behind her.


    Vier never looked back.


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Flagship, Dreadnought Beginner's Luck


    Corridor 39C, deck six…


    


    They descended down two tubes before the captain and the bridge crew reached deck six. Vier was amazed at how instinctively the captain knew about the schematics of his ship. He must have memorized them, she thought. She felt glad she could rely on his knowledge.


    Then, they ran. Through another series of corridors until they finally reached the boarding tube. The entrance was open.


    “Go! Go! Go!” Willock urged, turning towards her. “Let’s go, Admiral. The Demosthenes is waiting on the other side.”


    Vier nodded while she took his hand and climbed into the tube. The moment she entered, her weight lifted off the ground and she floated in free space. Her hands instinctively grabbed the rails and pulled her body through the tube. It was easy as long as she did not bump into the material. She slowly picked up speed as her hands brought acceleration bit by bit. By the time she was moving at the pace of a run, she already reached the middle of the tube.


    The tube was transparent, and she could see the vast kilometer long dreadnought behind her, its thick armor plating filled with holes from h-wave impacts. Its oblong shape rested like a giant injured whale. She could see the gravity emitters and the polaron cannon ports as well as the missile ports and all the grav shield emitters. This had been her home for a month. She knew she would never see it, again.


    In front of her, the destroyer Demosthenes looked like a baby whale. From her vantage point, it was big as well, but not nearly as big as her dreadnought. It was roughly 1/5th the length of the ship behind her, but only about 1/100th the volume.


    …Then she was already through to the other end. She flew through the Demosthenes’s boarding hatch and into the arms of a bulky marine sergeant who caught her before she fell face first into the gravity plating of the new starship. “Thank you,” she said.


    “No problem, uh—Admiral!”


    “Thank you, Sergeant,” Captain Willock said emerging behind her, who had not forgotten to decelerate a bit after reaching past the tube’s midpoint. “Now, which way is the bridge?”


    “Ah, this way!” the sergeant turned to another marine. “Bachsted! Take the Admiral and the Captain to the bridge!”


    “Yes, sir, Sergeant Miller!” a marine private replied. “Follow me, sirs and ma’am!”


    


    Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Temporary Flagship, Destroyer Demosthenes


    Bridge…


    


    The bridge of the Demosthenes was much smaller than that of the Beginner’s Luck. That was because there was no admiral’s alcove, nor a controller’s section adjunct to the alcove. The main holomap was about a third as large, meaning it was as tall as a human. There were also fewer people maintaining the three rows-rings of interface consoles surrounding the captain’s chair.


    It took a little less than four seconds before someone noticed Vier’s presence. “Admiral on the bridge!” they said.


    Everyone stood up and saluted.


    “Back to your stations,” Vier shouted. “Captain.”


    “Yes, ma’am!” the bearded, red-haired captain answered from the center. “Name’s Denmark, ma’am.”


    “Display the location of the nearest enemy units in relation to our fleet!”


    Captain Denmark barked orders to a sensor lieutenant, who then changed the main holomap, so that it zoomed away from the docking picture of the Demosthenes and Vier’s dreadnought.


    She gazed into the picture and calculated the distance, then came up with one hundred light-hours. There wasn’t time at all! “Have the fleet reestablish the information net and command channels with this ship, Captain Denmark,” Vier announced. “I need to see the status of the boarding and evacuation on the other ships in the fleet. Use priority authorization code Vier-209-mark-21-Bruce.”


    Denmark nodded to a communication officer to his left, who inputted Vier’s code into the command net. “Fleet is responding. Receiving data,” the officer replied.


    Suddenly, new numbers appeared on the main holomap and the forward wallscreen. She could now read the statuses of all the ships in her fleet. The average debarkation rate was 68%. That meant 68 out of every hundred crewman in her dreadnoughts and battleships and heavy cruisers had actually made it to the smaller, lighter vessels.


    She gazed at the holomap. The enemy fleet came closer. 98 light-hours now.


    “Comm,”Vier said. “Message to all ships within 140 light-hours of the nearest enemy hunter-killer, tell them you have six minutes before the boarding tubes must be cut.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    Six minutes later, she gave the order. “Cut boarding tubes in section A of the fleet. All ships in section A are to rescind boarding tubes and begin Evasion Protocol immediately when it is safe.”


    “Sending orders, ma’am.”


    Vier hated to be the doom bringer of the men and women still trapped within the larger ships but she had to do it, otherwise the smaller ships would never make it out alive. She duplicated that order two minutes later for Section B of the fleet, and then again, for Section C. When Vier’s destroyer’s time came, she ordered the same thing for Section D. She estimated that in total, she probably managed to save 80-85% of the crews onboard the heavier ships.


    As her ship the Demosthenes began the Dispersion Method, she watched the Beginner’s Luck dwindle away on the rear monitor in the aft wall. The entire dreadnought, now computer controlled, initiated its warp suspenders and headed in the opposite direction to attack the incoming enemy ships, to buy time for the fleet with crews in them to escape.


    Minutes later, she saw on the map as h-waves slammed into the Beginner’s Luck, who was firing its own h-beams at the three hunter-killers that surrounded it.


    Moments after that, the flagship flared like a new sun—obviously one of its reactors had been penetrated.


    Vier breathed out a moment of sadness, but stopped short of feeling remiss — it died with guns blazing, and that was precisely how Vier wanted to remember her flagship.


    


    Battlespace…


    


    Six hundred warships – human ships of the line – smashed into the ranks of the feline H-Ks with their hyperbeams slashing. The Ga countered with their hyperwaves hammering into the non-crewed hulls. Since the human fleet of six hundred computer controlled ships were unoccupied, and since their lighter allies had evacuated in the other direction, these ships were no match for the far numerous waves of Ga H-Ks. The AIs fought well, but they were only AIs. But they did buy time for the crowded human ships to get away—succeeding only in that measure.


    Within an hour, one hundred and sixty additional Ga H-Ks were destroyed with all six hundred human dreadnoughts, battlecruisers, and heavy-cruisers lost. A tonnage trade of 100 million tons of Ga vessels for 12 billion tons of human warships – one of the costliest trades in human maritime history.


    Nevertheless, the other human vessels did get away. Because of the last minute transportation measures taken by Vier Kleingelt, the vast majority of the fleets’ remaining crews were saved. Since all the remaining human ships could maneuver at a minimum speed of 25,000 SL, very few of them were destroyed before exiting the sensor range of the Gas’ farthest hyperspace probes.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    CHAPTER EIGHT


    


    6 hours later.


    January 25th 3987 AD


    Remnants of the Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Temporary Flagship, Destroyer Demosthenes


    Temporary Officer’s Quarters, Room 5D, Deck 3…


    


    Vier tried to sleep, but sleep wouldn’t come. It couldn’t, because she could not stop thinking. That was what happened during battles and it took days before that habit wore off. Oh, but it would eventually come – in the form of absolute collapse.


    The sedatives never worked. It never worked.


    She closed her eyes, but her brain continued to show her images of holomaps, holodisplays and bridge informatics. She saw the men and women she had cared for and the faces of the commodores and rear admirals who had looked up at her, and she remembered Mu Pei’s face, who kept reappearing at the oddest times, no matter how hard she tried to think of something else. Then of course, there was that face that simply would not disappear – the face of the young burned man in corridor 41B, deck eight. She saw him – the boy – his body meshed with blood. His uniform, burnt, red and black instead of dark blue. She saw him plead to her – “Help… Help…” Every moment she closed her eyes. She saw Willock’s face most of all, how she hated his face, because it kept reappearing to the left of the boy, instead of by itself as would happen, if she imagined the command bridge.


    “Fuck,”Vier muttered aloud. “Fuck you and your dilemma—my dilemma.”


    Willock groaned in the bunk beneath her. She waited a bit, and then his snoring began, again.


    Fuck you for doing what’s right. For doing what was necessary. I hate that word now, even though I’ve made a career of it. I hate ‘what’s necessary’ more than I hate anything.


    Yet, she reminded herself, she had followed that phrase perfectly ever since she took command of the fleet from Mu Pei.


    Moreover, as much as she hated Willock for convincing her to abandon the boy, she had done the same thing a thousand times more by ordering the boarding tubes to be cut. Why is one instance a tragedy but a thousand times a necessity?


    She pondered on that thought for a while, trying to push the whole thing away, but her mind would not stop concentrating on the boy’s burned face.


    Hate. Hate. Hate.


    Her logical mind knew that such an emotion was reckless and pointless, but the word kept appearing in her head. She hated the Cats, and their entire reason for conquest, she hated their ships and their weapons, and their abilities to use them – and she hated herself for letting things to get to such a disastrous point, for being so gullible.


    How could you, Mu Pei? How could I?


    Somewhere in her brain, she knew she had done what was absolutely necessary, that she had played the game perfectly well, but the other part knew that she had failed. She’d failed humanity and allowed things to come to such a state of being.


    10 million spacers. 10 million spacemen. 10 million humans, dead – in what was the greatest military tragedy so far in the war, or for that matter, all wars during the last century. The trap had been set and humanity – she – had fallen for it. No matter what she did, she could not envision herself as a savior but rather part of the victimized, the loser, the gullible prey.


    She tried to calm herself, to stop the painful emotions, to convince herself that she had done everything within her power to stop that inevitability from happening, but nothing could stop the flood of failure from crashing through her walls of logic and her induced belief of her own limits of responsibility.


    Fuck. Why was she so bedazzled by this? Hadn’t she saved 4 million lives by ordering the crew transfer? Shouldn’t she feel glad instead of guilty?


    Why? Why? Why?


    The kid. The boy. The image of him had started this. The feelings of guilt and loss, reversal, and suffering.


    I’ve got to rationalize myself out of this…Vier tried to convince herself… I have to, or I won’t be fit for command.


    She needed to see a therapist. She got out of bed, put on her uniform and headed out of the small makeshift room that served as officer’s quarters for a ship that swelled its population by twenty times.


    


    Corridor 5A, deck 2…


    


    “What do you mean she’s unavailable?” Vier cried.


    “She’s booked for the next two days, ma’am,” the android clerk replied while standing in the middle of well-lit crowded hallway.


    “But I’m the Admiral of the goddamn fleet!”


    “Sorry, queue rules still apply, ma’am.”


    “Need help?” a strangely familiar voice asked.


    She glanced over her shoulder and saw Captain Willock’s unshaven face. He wore no uniform but his slacks.


    “How did you know where to find me?” Vier asked.


    “A hunch,” Willock smiled.


    “I uh—I actually do,” Vier murmured. “Let’s go someplace quiet, Captain.”


    “You can call me Kahle for now,” Willock urged. “We’re off duty, aren’t we?”


    “Sure, Kahle. Where to?” And then she remembered she hated him. She followed him through corridor after corridor, searching for a safe quiet place, but there were none. The ship was jammed with people from room to room. People sleeping on mats. People eating from food canisters. The smell of human exhale was unbearable. The oxygen recyclers must be working on overdrive,Vier surmised. Finally, they settled on one place where they knew they’d get silence and privacy. Their quarters in room 5D, deck 3.


    “You’re thinking about that rating in the Beginner’s Luck?” Kahle Willock asked. “The one I told you to abandon?”


    Vier nodded. They were sitting in the bottom bunk with their legs dangling, a feet away from each other. Vier realized she hadn’t had a roommate since her posting as a junior lieutenant seventeen years ago.


    “Survivor’s guilt.” Kahle nodded. “I bet.”


    “I don’t think so,” Vier replied. “And even if it were. How could you say that when you were the one who caused it?”


    Kahle gave her a blank look. “Did I? I simply saved your life.”


    “The boy,” she said, as her thoughts refocused on the core of her emotions. “I can see his face. It’s burned into my subconscious. I can see him gasping for air. The blackened skin. His gaze with his remaining eye. To this date, I’ve survived many encounters with death where others around me have not, but never have I felt—no, never have I mourned—in such a passionate regret for leaving someone behind.”


    Kahle took it all in. “What is so memorable about this boy that is different from all the others you’ve lost? The scars? His looks?”


    “What else could it be? I never knew his name. I’ve never even encountered him before those minutes in the walkway.” Then it her.


    Like a rock suddenly falling on her head, she sat there stunned, unable to move, in complete shock. The boy reminded her of her brother twenty, no—twenty-five years ago. She’d been a teenager then, just starting adolescence. She had a brother, a wondrous soul, who always protected her – did things for her – who would go through the world and back to make her happy, and then suddenly he was gone. All his hopes and dreams, all his love and commitment, gone in an instant. She’d blamed herself for his death. She hadn’t done well enough. She hadn’t loved him enough. She hadn’t inserted herself into his life and understood him well enough. She hadn’t tried to find out what was going on in his head before his…


    Suicide.


    Suddenly, her well of protection broke. All her years of trying to forget, trying to make it feel less, trying to numb herself, suddenly…


    You can never let go of the past.


    You can just stop giving a shit about it.


    Just make yourself immune to the bad feelings it gives you.


    She’d said these words over and over a long time ago. “You can…”


    She cried — like a little girl with no control of her emotions, no barrier or status or role to protect. Her tears fell off her face onto her ankles and then onto the floor. Her gurgle and moaning tried to burst through the door of her room, but luckily no one beside Willock saw or heard her.


    Willock did what any man or woman did, and she supposed she shouldn’t expect anything more from him. He hugged her with his arms, embracing her, his commanding officer reduced to a long forgotten teenage girl, her flag captain, and afterwards…


    They kissed.


    Regulations be damned.
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    CHAPTER NINE


    


    January 26th 3987 AD


    13th Planetary Rotation, 5061st Solar Cycle of the First Starborn


    Clan Mothership Ro’Zur’Gur


    Holographic Map Room…


    


    Gor-Eben’s Catlips curved happily. He could not stop smiling.


    Gazing at the holo portrayed before him, he could not help but peer over the reports. He wished he had all the time in the world, so he may witness over and over the battle replayed before him in his personal map room. It prickled him with delight, and the pleasure didn’t lessen with each replay.


    That a victory of such unparalleled success had occurred…


    Yes, it was true. The enemy had run before the ultimate enclosure had been sprung — they had sniffed the trap, but it had been too late. 9/10ths of the enemy’s total weight had been lost. The enemy’s entire sector presence had been smashed. He would have liked to have destroyed the remaining 1/10 but it would have been wishful thinking. To desire perfection above what was given was a fool’s dream, after all. Now, his ships could roam free, could assault any planet within the sector, and take over any civilian population…


    It was already perfect.


    A hologram appeared before him. It was his assistant, Subcommander Del-Mar. “Your magnificence,” she said, “Subjugator Hal-Dorat’s Usha’Tera has entered communication range. Shall I tell him you are ready?”


    “As always.” Gor-Eben nodded. “He is prompt. Display him before me.”


    “As you wish, your magnificence.” His assistant’s hologram vanished.


    Seconds later, Hal-Dorat’s hologram appeared. The black-haired Cat wore a bright-red uniform with golden shoulder sleeves. His black skin, like space itself, shined in his bridge’s lights.


    Marvelous!


    The Cat bowed. “Your eminence.”


    “Rise, Hal-Dorat.” Gor smiled. “You did well. I am impressed by your complete success.”


    “Your eminence is too kind.” Hal-Dorat said, standing up. “I have allowed the enemy to escape. For that, I should be punished.”


    “How can I punish you?” Gor gazed into the hologram. “When you have defeated eighty out of every hundred of their ships? Your trap was superb. No Cat can deny that. The enemy has been soundly destroyed by their mere presence on the battlefield. It was your plan that gathered them there.”


    “Your eminence is most gracious.”


    Gor paused, waiting for the right moment. “Now, Subjugator. Tell me your thoughts and concerns. Surely, you have them? I wish to know what you think about how our invasion should now proceed. It is why I have called you here. What are your thoughts after facing them in battle?”


    Hal-Dorat blinked, then nodded, apparent that he had been preparing for this. “There are several concerns, your eminence,” he answered quickly. “The greatest is that although the Pra cannot counter our ships using ships of their own, they have the potential to create much more numbers of smaller weapons that can hurt our ships in Nakra-space, as their limited numbers of these weapons have already demonstrated.”


    “What exactly are these weapons?” Gor demanded. “I was not aware they had any advantages.”


    “They do not have remotely superior weapons, but they do have the advantage of being a large territory to conquer, thus being able to produce them in high numbers. Although individually, these missiles are less powerful than our own, they have a great deal of time and production assets to create these semi-useful weapons, especially since everything they produce can go immediately into battle, while everything we produce have to travel thousands if not tens of thousands of light-years. They can produce enough and quickly enough to become a factor in slowing our entire conquest. I say slowing, your eminence, because I do not fear their ability to stop our invasion altogether. The same goes for their single-pilot nakra space fighters. Actually, their fighters are even more troubling, as they can destroy our small warships on a higher weight for weight basis.”


    “Can these human fighters threaten our main battleships?” Gor asked, his interest peaking.


    “They cannot, your eminence. For that, I am thankful.”


    “Then what do you believe we should do to make sure our conquest of their territory is not slowed?”


    “Actually, we have several options, your eminence.”


    “Which are?”


    “The most obvious one is to continue our conquest of their territory in a steadfast manner, moving from nearest star system to the next and spreading out in a wave. The more we conquer, the less industrial capacity they will have. In this method, we provide support for our flanks by having them guarded with our fleets equally spread out to prevent severe damage in case they counterattack.”


    “And you have a different idea?”


    “A proposal, your eminence. The flaw in the previous idea is that we will not be attacking their industrial core any time soon. According to the data we’ve conquered, we know their production core is centralized in their core worlds, which as far as we know is a collection of a hundred systems surrounding their crown world, this capital they call Trantor. In my new proposal, instead of attacking their outer systems slowly and eventually coming close to threaten their core worlds, we would be attacking their core worlds directly. This will invade their production core to a halt, preventing them from creating any new weapons in enough numbers to seriously slow our success. Without these weapons, their outer systems can be subjugated easily.”


    Gor pondered about the subject in deep seriousness. “But if we drive deep into their core and bypass their other systems,” Gor-Eben replied. “We will be traveling four to six thousand light years past our initial boundaries of systems we have already conquered. How then, Subjugator, do you expect us to maintain supply lines for our ground troops? Even if we manage to start sending ground Ka onto their nearest core worlds, we will need to replenish our depleted troop transports with fresh Ka. So that we can continue conquering the next core world – but how do you intend to protect our nakra-space troop transports when they have to travel five to six thousand light years back and forth without supply bases in the middle? Without supply bases, it would take too long and the amount of forces we’d need to guard them is too vast. Or, if you intend to establish these supply bases with fresh Ka, how do you intend to protect them from raids and attacks without having their flanks protected as would be in the original plan of invasion?”


    “We don’t. We won’t use ground Ka in this method, your eminence.”


    “Then…” Gor-Eben’s eyes opened wide. “…You intend to annihilate the surface population of these core worlds?”


    “Precisely, you eminence.”


    Gor-Eben flinched. His mind quickly began analyzing this new strategy, weighing all his desires and consequences of each decision against each other. Although the idea of bombarding the humans’ industrial centers quickly in a first strike maneuver was tempting, he didn’t like it – not because he cared about the lives of the trillions of alien sophonts, but because of the political and economic repercussions of such an event – as always.


    The concept of planetary bombardment and murdering civilians has always been a great stigma to the Ga. What will the Royal Litter do when they found he had murdered trillions of alien civilians just to speed up his conquest in their name? Planetary bombardment was a tentative subject, so much that he has used another clan’s failure to consider the consequences of such a stigma…to gather allies in a war with this opposing clan.


    Then there was a second, greater issue…of the prize. If he killed the humans’ core worlds, he would be killing his own industry and resources after he had subjugated this empire – he’ll need these raw resources and skilled sophonts in his war with the Great Prince.


    Furthermore, not only did he need these skilled servants, he needed them to be willingly loyal to him. Annihilating their core worlds and their capital worlds would make them difficult to subjugate – especially considering how much he knew about the humans and their psychology. “There are several problems to this method,” Gor stated. “One, decimating a conquest’s population – particularly this species — will make their surrender difficult — it would make it harder for this species to become willingly servile to us in the long run. Two, if we destroy their core worlds where vast numbers of their population are, we will be destroying parts of our prize. We need those worlds alive to create warships and weapons and we need those sophonts alive, so that these future warships and weapons will be loyally crewed. Without those core worlds, we will have a vast territory with a depleted center and a species that resents us on a scale far more than if we simply conquered them.”


    Hal-Dorat gazed at his superior in earnest. Hal-Dorat’s ears straightened, and it seemed like he was fighting something inside of himself. Then, he must have found the courage. “I understand your eminence. But what if they surrender if we simply threaten their core worlds with annihilation?”


    “They may,” Gor-Eben replied. “From my understanding of their psychology and from what you have told me, they are a reasonable species. But I already have a plan in motion to achieve that effect. Meanwhile Subjugator, as long as we are on this subject, proceed with the original plan for now. Conquer the neighboring stars with haste now that their fleet has been destroyed. I am glad to have heard what new plans you have thought up.”


    “Yes, I will, your eminence.” Hal-Dorat bowed.


    Finally, Gor-Eben sighed. “I will deliver your concern and your proposal to the Alpha Chiefs. It is not outrageous. These are extreme times we are exposed to, after all. We may in the future be forced to adopt your plan. Meanwhile, transfer to me all data you know about these fighters and missiles. Now, what are your other concerns?”


    Hal-Dorat stood there in the center of his bridge, looking puzzled, although he didn’t voice why he was puzzled. Instead, the fleet commander simply said, “There are several other things we must deal with, your eminence, but they are minor…”


    


    Remnants of the Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Temporary Flagship, Destroyer Demosthenes


    Temporary Admiral’s Flag Center, Deck 4…


    


    Sleep had come, not in the trickle of a raindrop, but as a waterfall. It came and rinsed Vier’s exhausted body until all that was left was once again, a refreshed but slightly worn woman in her mid-thirties.


    She stood there, in the middle of her new fleet command center, mesmerized by the degree to which her command had fallen to. The little cargo bay had been reshaped using whatever odd instruments and manual interfaces the crew of the ship could find and finally, after hours it became a true flag bridge filled with control interfaces and holographic projections.


    It would do, although it could have been a lot better. She would have preferred her old command center on board the deceased dreadnought’s bridge any day.


    She eyed her fleet, or what was left of it, as it zoomed back to the sector’s capital, Betelgeuse, so it could offload all the redundant crews. Her fleet would also be going to Betelgeuse so that it could be resupplied with fuel, missiles, and other armaments.


    The battle had been fought, and it had been decided.


    Now, she had to work with the leftovers.


    Vier sighed. At least now, she had a clear head after a good night’s sleep. With so little to actually do or prepare for, she thought about her situation, and the situation of the entire war.


    Facts: 90 percent of the combined fleet’s tonnage was lost. Eight hundred dead dreadnoughts. Fourteen hundred battlecruisers and heavy cruisers. Three hundred light cruisers. Four hundred destroyers. All gone. In terms of personnel, she tried to convince herself that it wasn’t so bad, that it could have been a lot worse. Instead of losing 10 million spacemen, she could have lost 14 out of the original 16… had she not thought to transport her crews from her big ships to her little ships. But, damn it! It was still 10 million naval crewmen gone within a day – a near instant within the scopes and timeline of the war.


    It was a rout. It had to be called a rout – one in which Vier partook on the losing side.


    Yet, what could she have done differently?


    There was no way she could have changed the end-result any differently, any better, even if she had known initially that there were eight times as many enemy ships – except in the case where she was able to prevent her fleet – Mu Pei’s fleet – from gathering for the attack in the beginning. Once they had gathered and once they came in contact with the enemy fleet, that end-result was assured.


    In fact, she had been lucky. Lucky…that the events happened in such a way that resulted in her being able to save 4 million men. If her MABs hadn’t worked, if she hadn’t begun winning, if the enemy hadn’t sent everything to attack her MABs and lose the overall battle even more, if the enemy hadn’t decided to run away to recombine with their reinforcements…thereby giving her enough time to transport her men to her faster ships…none of this would have happened.


    In the end, she had saved 4 million lives, and with that, she ought to feel proud. In the war that was to come, these four million men and their expertise and experience could impact the war’s outcome greatly. Of course, their ships would have to be recreated from scratch…


    Now that she was thinking about it…What types of weapons and war vessels ought she tell the admiralty to make now that she had experienced this battle?


    There were two priorities that came to mind. Missiles and fighters. A third one, too. Multi-shielded light attack ships. Anything slow would be a burden to the fleet, so fast ships that can zoom at speeds of 25,000 SL or more was a must. Preferably with as many h-deflectors as possible to counter the Cats’ h-waves. As for countering their wormhole weapons, there was no defense against that except speed, and that’s where the fighters came in. If humanity could create some type of fighter with an h-deflector, that would be even greater, but chances are it would be impossible to fit an h-deflector big enough for the whole fighter and put in a h-beam port as well. As for missiles, as many as missiles as the star nation could produce…


    What was the war’s outlook after this battle? How had the battle changed the odds of winning against the Cats?


    The loss of 10 million men and 30 billion tons of warship no doubt became a serious detriment to humanity’s chances. Now, the sector’s human fleet presence had been seriously exhausted. Without such a presence, the Cats could be more liberal and aggressive in attacking and conquering star systems. But the thing was…they could have already done that in the first place, because their hyperlight weapon tech was that advanced. No, Vier concluded, even if their hyper-tech was that advanced, the threat of a concentrated assault by human warships in hyperlight prior to the battle would have been enough to bring caution to their conquest of the sector – by forcing them to concentrate their forces more to meet such a threat. Because even with a feline hyper-tech advantage, a counterattack by human warships in overwhelming numbers was still a threat. But now that the sector fleet was gone, that threat was gone as well. Thus, the felines no longer had to make their forces as dense. They would be free to attack any nearby planets liberally without fear of serious counterattack in the short term before more human ships arrived from the nearby sectors.


    As for the war’s outlook on the human nation in general, not just how it looked for the sector—well, the sector was history, Vier knew. There was no doubt about it. Betelgeuse would fall. It was just a matter of time. But as for all the nearby sectors, what would determine their fate would be how humanity could pump out new weapons – missiles, hyperlight fighters, extremely defended warships with bigger stabilization shields.


    What did she learn? What did humanity learn about the aliens and themselves?


    She learned that slow ships of the line were useless against an enemy that could fight at a forty to one weight disadvantage. She learned that in terms of average kill to loss ratio by weight, her best bet if she was in charge of humanity’s production was to recommend that the star nation concentrate on fighters. Missiles had lower kill to loss ratio but they weren’t bad either, certainly not on the level of human warships’ kill to loss ratio by weight.


    The most satisfying thing was that she learned that her instincts had not deteriorated after even a decade of peace…


    But the most dangerous thing she learned was that the enemy was devious, willing to set traps, and willing to sacrifice small assets for greater gains – not only were they methodical, but they were creative as well. This unsettled Vier greatly, but it also drew up a hidden passion. Now that she thought about it, she liked the idea of fighting someone – something — with talent and gamble. As much as she hated the thought of losing, and she hated the Cats and their overwhelmingly advantaged weapons, she loved the thought of combat against a serious opponent, which gave her even more of a thrill.


    And the truth was… Vier dug deep into herself… she had enjoyed it, now that she wasn’t crying about the loss of so many good humans. She had enjoyed those minutes where she took command of the fleet.


    What a rush! Vier thought, gazing at the holos in the cargo bay.


    It had been nerve racking, adrenaline pumping… and, the best thing she could remotely think similar to it was… sex! It had been like sex!


    Although exhausting and putting a toll on her body, and even though now she was feeling the effects of that toll, she wouldn’t swap that entire experience for anything else. Again, she was aware that for other members of her race, it was a serious matter of life and death, and by no means was that fact not applicable for her, but that very fact made the experience all the more worthwhile.


    No wonder her contemporaries called her aggressive…she purposely desired getting into dangerous situations as long as it made sense. The very idea of it excited her. Despite her current physical condition, she found herself smiling.


    She was happy.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    CHAPTER TEN


    


    A day later.


    January 26th 3987 AD


    Light Cruiser Belerophon


    Command Bridge…


    


    He knew he was going to die when he saw them.


    Sixty feline ships speeding at max SL against one human straggler with a warp suspender malfunction.


    We’re dead…Tomly Bouchard, Captain R.S thought as he gazed at the holomap inside the command bridge of the human light attack cruiser Belerophon. They must be scouting parties, looking for crippled ships just like us.


    During the battle of Rigel, a feline magic burst – that’s what he called them…those mysterious wormhole weapons – had ruptured the primary plasma conduit on deck 5. The ensuing explosion had destroyed the entire deck. For the past three days, his team had tried to seal that plasma circuit even as it burnt its way into the hyperspace suspenders. Eventually, they had diverted power to the plasma flow, but not before it had destroyed a part of the machine that the created warp bubble around the ship. As a result, his ship could only move at 8,000 SL.


    8,000 SL. Against a flotilla of enemy ships moving at 24,000 SL.


    Yes, he and his crew were as good as dead.


    …Which was a sad thing, because he wanted to fight and kill more Cats before he left this universe.


    Tomly sighed. Somehow, somewhere, some all-powerful deity had decided to disappoint him.


    For a few seconds — it only took him that long to make peace with himself and everyone he had ever wanted to come to terms with – he sat like stone in his captain’s chair. Then, he barked, “Open the hyper-beam ports, Sarah! Let’s show the scoundrels what we got!”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Eight minutes later… the leading feline H-Ks entered hypermissile range but… they didn’t fire any missiles.


    This made sense to Captain Bouchard, because it meant that these ships came from the enemy’s main fleet that he had fought during the battle. The bad news was, he didn’t have any missiles either.


    Five minutes after that… the H-Ks entered h-beam range.


    Bouchard ordered, “Fire!” Then his h-beams slashed at the enemy ships, doing no damage as expected, because he had only one ship, and the enemy had enough h-deflectors to block any single direction. As Tomly waited and waited, and as his ship entered the enemy’s own h-wave envelope, still nothing happened.


    What? Are they afraid? Captain Bouchard wondered why they didn’t all fire for the kill.


    As the seconds passed, and as the enemy ships surrounded his isolated vessel – now, Tomly became ever more curious as to what they intended to do with him.


    He noticed around him, everywhere on the bridge, crewmen were puzzled as to why they were still alive. The Cats had never shown mercy, at least not needless mercy before.


    Then, the communication ensign shouted, “Sir! I don’t believe this. The Cats are hailing us on normal t-bands! And… they’re communicating in Standard Galactic English!”


    


    

  


  
    



    


    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    


    Two days later…


    January 28th 3987 AD


    Remnants of the Betelgeuse Combined Fleet


    Temporary Flagship, Destroyer Demosthenes


    Temporary Admiral’s Flag Center, Deck 4…


    


    Vier saw the female Cat in her workspace’s holodisplay. She looked—well—feminine. She reminded Vier of a lioness — proud, yet at the same time, a little camera shy and nervous.


    That was Vier’s first impressions.


    “…You will cease all hostilities against the Forces of the Home Sun. You will lower your arms and surrender all wartime assets to the armies of the Great Ka to submit to our judgment. Those are the words I must convey.” The Cat stared back at Vier in what appeared to be a sudden almost human-like attempt at honesty and sincerity. “Here are the words I wish to convey. I have served the Great Ka for many years. In particular, I have served this specific Warlord for as long as I have lived in my adulthood. Our Great Commander – His Eminence Gor of the Mighty Eben Clan – is a capable administrator and a merciful ruler. He is courageous and talented and if you bow to him, you will be allying your future in his protection. There are many, many species in this galaxy who would wish you harm, yet the Great Commander has the capability to defeat them all. I have spent many weeks analyzing your species, and we both know yours is reasonable and virtuous — how can you not see the reason in opening your hearts to such a magnanimous ruler?”


    Vier listened with interest.


    “You have seen how difficult it is to deny the Great Commander what he wants, and what he wants is this…your allegiance to him and him alone. You will be protected by the greatest armadas of warships in the galaxy, guarded by the strongest troops in his arsenal. You will be given technology beyond your dreams – medicine, engineering and construction, weapons and defenses, sociological and psychological wisdom, power to manipulate matter beyond your current wildest expectations — and the total sum of knowledge by our vast and generous race. All he requests is your obedience. The opposite is dreadful. Your race will fight a war it cannot win, one in which your industries and economies will be depleted in a futile exercise to rebel against the inevitable. You will suffer casualties on a scale hardly anyone in your society has so far imagined. And it will all be for nothing except your race’s stubborn pride. It is far wiser and easier…”


    Vier stood motionless as the female Cat paused to allow her words to sink in.


    “…Here are the exact terms and stipulations required of your surrender: One, your society will undergo a reeducation process, one in which you will be taught the ways of the Ka. Two, our regulator Ka will oversee the actions of all your government and military leaders. Three, your nation will undergo a process of governmental and societal modification in which those with necessary skills will be awarded positions in the new meritocracy. Four, no human will be allowed to bear arms except those processed by the regulator Ka. Five, educator Ka will be appointed to selected humans for their specialized training. Six…”


    Vier listened on and on about the surrender demands. She understood the gist of what the aliens wanted. They wanted to become humanity’s masters. They wanted humans to serve as their workforce. It was despicable! She felt the instinct of clenching her fist, but she cooled it knowing people around her would see.


    It didn’t take humanity 5000 years to develop technology to exit Mother Earth, then another 2000 years to expand to 20,000 star systems, all so everyone could become another race’s labor force. It was ridiculous, the concept that humanity was subordinate to another master race – it violated basic free will and dignity.


    Yet, the pragmatist in her told her that there was some truth in what the female feline said – humanity really did not stand a chance against a force so large and qualitatively powerful. The odds didn’t look good at all.


    But damn it! – This time Vier really did clench her fist — The Federation couldn’t just wave the white flag when 90 percent of the race’s starships and manpower had not yet entered the battlefield!


    There still had to be some way to defeat that monster.


    And as far as she knew, she was willing to gamble on just such a way. It wasn’t time to surrender yet. There was hope, even if she couldn’t see it…
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    CHAPTER TWELVE


    


    Seven days later…


    February 4thth 3987 AD


    Betelgeuse System


    Betelgeuse V, Northern Continent


    Sector Military Command Headquarters


    Chief Commander’s Office, Suite 1, floor 2408…


    


    The last time she’d been in this office was a month ago, thought Vier. How things have changed, and how they haven’t. Was it just her, or did a desperate air peruse the confines, noticeable to anyone who walked in?


    Senior Vice Admiral Mittermeyer stood up upon seeing her. “Please, have a seat, Vier.”


    “Hello, sir,” Vier greeted him, taking a seat in front of his desk. She gazed at the tall ferroglass window behind him. It was all black. The panoramic skyscraper view was dark this time. That was because the armor plates had been deployed.


    Mittermeyer gazed at her for several moments, silently, and then said, “Do you remember our last conversation here? Well, it seems the worst has happened, doesn’t it, Admiral?”


    “Yes, sir. I think so, too.”


    “I read your battle report and all your conclusions,” he stated. “I agree on almost all of them. You have a gift it seems.”


    “Yes, sir.” She paused. “I am told that I have a finely developed danger sense. I can see most traps before they’re unleashed.”


    He nodded. “For that, I am grateful. We are all grateful. Your sixth sense saved six million men. We could have lost the whole fleet that day, including our fastest and lightest elements.”


    She thought about that, again. If Admiral Mu Pei had listened to her before the deployment, the entire fleet could have been saved. But how could she blame a dead man for finally listening to her at the last possible minute? “Yes, sir. That outcome would have become true had I not convinced Mu Pei to retreat.”


    “Then I will be frank,” Mittermeyer announced. “I have decided, and my staff agrees, that you ought to be promoted one star rank for what you have done. Do you accept this promotion to Lower Vice Admiral?”


    A sudden jolt of glee spasmed throughout her body. She felt happy, then sad, then emotionally balanced…as the natural logical consequence of the outcome of her actions filled her. “What are my duties?” she asked. She didn’t know what her job would be since 90 percent of the sector fleet had been destroyed. There wasn’t much for a new vice admiral to command — at least not before new units got here.


    “I will come to that later, Vice Admiral. But first, I’d like to hear, personally, what your thoughts are about our current situation and our options as a nation.”


    Vier nodded. She knew she would be asked this vital question. She’d been thinking of this on her way down to the planet. She especially wanted to know what Mittermeyer thought about the same thing, and what his staff came up with. Since she was asked first, she went first. Vier cleared her throat.


    “Water?” Mittermeyer asked.


    “No, thank you, sir.” There was a silence…as she quickly recollected everything she knew about the subject. “At present, sir, our choices are very limited. We neither have a remotely close hyperlight nor sublight combat advantage in areas such as long range missiles or close range beam warfare. Nor do we have any comparable weight in warship hull as our numbers have been destroyed. A direct assault against their full force based on the technology factor alone is impossible. Even if it were possible, we no longer have the asset numbers to do so. So, our options rely on what we do with what we currently have and what we do with what we will have in the future when other sector fleets arrive and lastly – what we do with what new weapons we can produce in the far future. So what can we do with what we do have right now — which amounts to around 700 light ships? There’s several options…” She paused.


    Mittermeyer nodded for her to lay it all out.


    “…First, we can hold back our current ships and wait until more human ships arrive. In this method, the Cats will have free reign to conquer anything they want. But they’ll have free reign in the next method as well. Here’s the second option. Even though the Cats can win an all-out battle with all our ships together and all their ships together, the Cats will have such a large area to conquer, and it will grow with each new conquest they make. Therefore, the Cats will be dispersed over such a large area – therefore, we can use our remaining lighties to reconquer isolated systems in overwhelming force, hopefully winning the combat in sublight despite our massive disadvantage in that arena. It is not impossible to win the sublight battle if we use all our seven hundred ships against a feline defense of twenty ships. Of course, we won’t be able to hold them once enemy reinforcements arrive, but that shouldn’t be our goal. We just need to hold the system enough, so that once we retake a system, we can capture parts of the enemies stationed in that system and hopefully win their technology. Once we have their technology, the game will be entirely different.”


    Senior Vice Admiral Mittermeyer stapled his fingers together as though he was processing all of her suggestions.


    “On the other hand, if we chose to hold back our remaining light ships, we can also try this strategy in greater numbers once the other sector fleets arrive. But once the other human fleets arrive, we will have even more options. For instance, if the enemy fleet has compacted together, we can retake large swaths of territory back and retreat before the Cats arrive with their compacted fleet. This will delay the war and their expansion into our territory but it won’t win it. If the enemy fleet presence is spread out, we can fight parts of their fleet with overwhelming numbers and leave before their reinforcements arrive. We should never fight their units in equal numbers, but only engage when we have a twenty to one weight advantage. I must add that overall, we’re still in a very bad position because even if we do fight in a twenty to one number or weight advantage, we’ll be swapping twenty ships for five ships, or twenty ships for ten ships. Worse, even if we were able to make an advance into enemy territory, we’d be playing cat and mouse and as soon as the Cat catches us, we’re dead. We’ll simply be swapping ships for time…” Vier took a moment to breathe.


    “Mmm,” Mittermeyer muttered as he took in what she was proposing.


    “… But…Time is exactly what we need. We need time for production forces to come into play. If we can delay their attack on our production centers well enough, eventually we’ll have enough missiles and fighters and whatever the Strategic Engineering Corps can think of to create newer, better weapons that have a more destructive capability of beating them on a weight by weight basis. It is impossible to predict what type of future that’ll bring us, but…we have to realize that the enemy will be producing ships and weapons, too, and theirs are better — and worst of all, we have to assume that because they are a conquering empire, they have a bigger production force than we do. Even more troubling is that even if we don’t account for any of their future weapons produced from their production centers, it is still doubtful we can win with all of our future production. There is just too much doubt as to how well our future missiles, fighters, and whatever else we make, can do against what they have in the field right now. Our missiles only carry 1/4th the warhead payload, and our fighters’ weak hyperbeams cannot penetrate the larger feline ships. It is a very uphill battle in all respects. That’s all I have to say, sir.”


    Mittermeyer’s chest heaved as he inhaled deeply. Finally, he opened his hands and put them flat out on his desk. “Your analysis is sound,” he said. “My staff has analyzed these conclusions and mostly agree on all points – on the validity of all your options, in other words. It is a very uphill battle. But…” He looked into Vier’s eyes. “…There is one immediate option you have failed to imagine.”


    Vier opened her eyes wide, “What is that, sir?”


    “You have failed to account for the supply chain that the enemy will need to extend behind them as they push further and deeper into our territory.”


    Vier blinked. She fell silent. “Can you explain, sir?”


    “Missile transport ships. Troop transport ships. Auxiliaries and maintenance ships. Fuel mining and refining vessels. These types of ships will be clearly protected by their warships in convoys, but will there be enough protection against all seven hundred of your lighties?”


    “All seven hundred of my lighties?”


    “Yes,” Mittermeyer nodded, “Your light cruisers and destroyers. If you can take out the warships protecting just one of these convoys, you can destroy all the other ships in the convoy – you can wreak havoc to their supply lines from behind their main forward fleets. It is this option that I want to talk to you about.”


    Vier blinked, again. My god, it made sense. Why hadn’t she thought about it before? Had she been so obsessed with fighting a frontal war against opponents in the frontline that she forgot all about…? “What do you want me to do, exactly? Sir?”


    “As I just explained,” Mittermeyer replied with a crease of a smile. “You will command a large and fast force in a risky and dangerous maneuver behind enemy lines. You will be hunted by enemy forces the moment they realize what you’re about to do. I appoint you commander of this fleet so you may inflict maximum damage to their supply and auxiliary ships because I know you know when to be cautious and when to be aggressive – as you said, you can smell a trap like a sixth sense, but you can also be as combative and destructive when the opportunity opens itself. This is the perfect task for you, no?”


    Vier thought about it hard. She couldn’t help but feel excited. She felt a rush of energy, and instinctively, she answered, “Yes, I’ll do it. Sir. I’m the admiral you want.”


    “Good.” Mittermeyer grinned and shifted back in his chair. “Since they have invaded an incredible amount of space, their forces will be much dispersed. The more dispersed, the easier it will be to attack isolated units. Attack anything you think of, supply ships, maintenance vessels, fuel ships, transports, unprotected systems. It will be a dangerous task because, as you said, you will have to evade any combat in which your forces do not massively overwhelm the enemy, but one perfectly fit for you, because of your aggressiveness. In the larger scheme of things, your role will force them to slow their attack and be more careful in their advances because of the need to protect their rear and supply lines. And the purpose of all this, is, of course, to buy time for the human race to come up with something. And…” He smiled directly at her. “If you can obtain the Holy Grail and win a trophy, you will have done, as you said, an incredible service to our war effort. So, I have added our remaining twenty-eight MABs with your fleet of seven hundred or so warships and fifty fuel refinement ships — use your talents like never before, Admiral.”


    Vier nodded emphatically. “I will, sir!”


    “Now, onto other matters.” Mittermeyer stroked his chin. “I must thank you for the two feline prisoners you obtained during the Battle of Rigel. Our linguists and psychologists are studying them as hard as possible here on Serenal. Who knows? Maybe we can get one of them to crack and become our most valued ally. Perhaps we can gleam technology directly from them. You did well. Our scientists are also analyzing the scans of the enemy ships from your MAB assaults. Hopefully, it will help us create better counter weapons.”


    Vier nodded. “What did you think of their surrender offer?”


    “Well…besides learning their naming conventions,” Mittermeyer said. “I think they’re trying everything they can to win the war early. I think they’re pushing every available option. They have nothing to lose for trying, and I commend them, but I don’t think the war is over just yet. If I were in control, I would never surrender this easily, not until at least all our assets and resources have been exhausted. Yet if we cannot win on all combat arenas, surrender may be the only option. But… 90 percent of our combat fleet hasn’t yet been tested. Ultimately, the decision to surrender rests with Trantor and the Federation High Council. I have forwarded them my recommendation along with yours. It will be up to them to decide…”


    Vier nodded. It was up to Trantor to decide whether to surrender. All she could hope for was that they followed her recommendations about what types of weapons to produce. She hoped they didn’t surrender. “How fares the evacuation?”


    “The evacuation of civilians on the planets in their invasion route is still continuing at fastest pace. We do not have the transports to evacuate more than two or three percent. The same goes for Serenal and all the other planets in Betelgeuse.” He sighed, then he added, “Since we have nothing that can combat the Cats in hyperlight even with your fleet here, we won’t be able to offer the Cats even minimal opposition to their main thrust. Even when the other sector fleets arrive, the only thing we can do is delay their thrust with distraction attacks of our own, forcing them to reclaim territory while we escape combat to buy ourselves time…”


    Vier spoke with Mittermeyer more. Eventually, the meeting was done, and she stood up.


    Mittermeyer stood up, too. “I do not know when I will see you again, Vier Kleingelt, but I hope it will be in better times. There is always a chance that one or both of us will not survive the next month, but — it’s best not to dwell on pessimism.” He extended his hand. “Goodbye, Vice Admiral Kleingelt.”


    Vier felt overwhelmed with the earnestness in his words. She didn’t know what to do for a moment. Then, she bowed and shook his hand, a firm shake, like she had learned long ago. “As with you, sir. Goodbye.” She turned and headed out the door.


    “Oh, and Kleingelt,” Mittermeyer called out.


    She turned around and faced him, once again.


    “Show them how a Federation Vice Admiral fights up close.”


    She smiled. “Yes, sir. I will.”


    As she exited his office in a bout of excitement at the danger and opportunity, she was about to partake, little did she know that she would never meet him, again…


    


    

  


  
    



    


    Galactic Battlespace


    


    Across a thousand light years, the Ga attacked. Their wedge drove deep into human space – a wedge six hundred light years wide and one thousand light years deep. Without a sector fleet to hold the Ga back, the Ga conquered system after system at a pace unseen before in human military history. Eight hundred additional human colonized star systems fell to the Ga onslaught. Six billion humans fell into their control. Another seven million humans died in their wake. Their ground troops marched into every human city, proclaiming it and the citizens within it – theirs.


    Meanwhile, throughout the human sphere, the evacuation of its star citizens from the warzones proceeded at the quickest pace. Every transport, whether civilian, merchant, or military, now ferried as many civilians as it could from the incoming Ga menace.


    At the same time, newly appointed Vice Admiral Kleingelt prepared the sector’s remaining ships for a mission behind enemy lines. Her mission – to destroy as many vulnerable Ga supply and auxiliary ships she could find, while keeping her fleet alive — the most dangerous sortie she had ever taken on.


    She knew fully well that without those remaining human ships, the Ga would have no frontal opposition to their thrust, but hopefully her ships would slow the invasion down from behind.


    As for the battlefront, it was now up to the human ships from the other human Starzones to reach Betelgeuse to protect the sector capital…they were coming — in mass. The greatest human armadas the human side of the galaxy had ever seen were being assembled…


    


    

  


  
    



    Although the largest battle humanity had ever fought had already occurred – as well as the largest losses; the largest battle humanity will fight – and the largest losses humanity will lose – had yet to come…


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Letter from the Author


    


    Okay, so I did it. I actually ended a book at a cliffhanger. Now, this time I really do have to write a sequel. I imagine that if I don't, I will have readers fuming at me and no one will ever read another book of mine, again. So expect one in 2-6 months.


    This time, I really think the sequel will come quickly. In Stars at War (another book I wrote), I didn't plan to write a sequel at all initially. But in this book, I planned to have at least 4 books in this series from the very beginning.


    


    I intend to write a sequel to both SAW and to this. The order of books I intend to write is currently (as of 8/18/2015):


    


    War of the Dark Mage (progress: 50,000/70,000 words)


    Stars at War 2 (SAW series) (0/80,000)


    Warlord’s Invasion 2 (Starfight series) (0/80,000)


    Star Strike: Might of Empires (0/80,000)


    


    Starfight sequel’s name will probably be:


    Behind Enemy Lines? (Don’t know for sure yet)


    


    


    Glossary


    Blurza - forsaken


    Escarat - army


    Huka - trophy


    Ka - People


    Kael - Superior


    Kavic - shit


    Kohlar - Reception Room


    Krushcha - a large wild carnivorous reptile that could camouflage and could outrun most other predators.


    Nakra space - Hyperspace


    Pra - Inferior species


    Sela - Subordinate


    Skra - Soldier


    Subjugator - Fleet Commander


    Suffra - Clan Territory


    Sturka - general (as in army rank)


    Tesi – flotilla


    Tra – week


    


    


    Ga names work like this:


    Gor-Eben. Gor is their individual name. There is no such thing as first or last name.


    Eben is their clan name. Gor belongs in the clan called Eben


    Hal-Dorat. Hal belongs in the clan called Dorat


    


    


    Warship classes in the human starfleet:


    Dreadnought


    Battlecruiser


    Heavy Cruiser


    Light Cruiser


    Fast attack cruiser


    Destroyer


    


    

  


  
    



    Links


    For those that are interested…


    Here’s a link to a list of random trivia facts about this novel and its creation. http://leeguo.weebly.com/trivia----warlords-invasion.html


    Visit my website to see what books I’m coming up with and what I’m doing. I’m a frequent procrastinator, so don’t expect much. leeguo.weebly.com/


    If you’re a novelist and you liked my novel cover (or the clan/nation logos and emblems), here is the email of the cover artist who did it. She charges very low or sometimes even for free. oneofakindzahra@gmail.com


    I have a wikia set up for this series, called the Starfight Wikia. You’re welcome to browse or edit it, if you’re into that type of thing. http://starfight.wikia.com/wiki/Starfight_Wikia


    Any comments or questions can be sent to my email. guochel2@hotmail.com


    


    Bye, bye!! See you next time, I hope.
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