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 One 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    I stopped abruptly after stepping though the rift to Long Water from our living room on Haven station. 
 
    Serena stepped straight into me, and we both crashed towards the deck, which was fortunately carpeted. Jill stepped through and fell over Serena, going down over the top of both of us. Woof ended up lying on top of her. 
 
    “WAIT!” I yelled. 
 
    Metunga stuck his head through the rift, and started laughing. He vanished, and the sound of a lot of laughter came through the rift instead. Woof scrambled off the top of Jill, she rolled off Serena, who picked herself up, leaving me spread full length. I looked up at the three of them, but they were ignoring me completely. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised. We were not on Long Water. That much was obvious. 
 
    Someone had moved my rift. 
 
    Picking myself up was easy enough, but the girls helping me would have been nice. Instead, they were staring, mouths open, at the much bigger than expected room we were in. It was definitely a living room, but set up for a lot more people than we had. Long Water’s upper living room sat thirty comfortably. This one looked like it sat sixty. 
 
    “Where the hell are we?” asked Jill. 
 
    I moved away from the rift, noticing all the other rifts were in place as I expected, albeit the wall was a lot longer than needed for the rifts. The girls followed me, but Woof moved to the side of the rift we’d come in through, and stuck his head back through it. 
 
    “It’s okay now,” he said, pulled his head back, and stepped aside. 
 
    Metunga stepped through, looked around with an amazed look on his face, but kept moving. The rest followed. By the time all of them were through, I’d moved to the door to the main passageway, and they followed me out. A quick glance in each direction showed me this was a much bigger ship than the corvette I’d expected to return to. I turned for the bridge, and everyone followed me. 
 
    The bridge was substantially bigger than I was used to, and had three main chairs down the middle instead of two. The layout was bog standard Imperium, but the third chair was raised on a rostrum, and was obviously meant for an admiral.  
 
    Leanne and Tamsin were waiting, seated on opposite ends of the main console, but swiveled to watch us walking in. Both were grinning. We all still looked like we were sleep walking in someone’s dream, and hadn’t yet figured out whose. 
 
    A figure popped up on the console to one side of the helm chair. Not a head and shoulders as we normally saw, but a full half height figure. This one belonged to Admiral Jedburgh. 
 
    “Welcome to your new ship, Commander. All of you please be seated. I won’t keep you long.” 
 
    I sat in the captain’s chair, while Jill took the XO’s chair to my left, and Serena the third officer’s chair to my right. The others divided themselves to the left and right chairs. Given our ships had so far been designed for only three people and the ship AI, I had no idea why they still had so many chairs on the bridges. 
 
    Technically, as far as I knew, I still reported to Rear Admiral Jane. Even being promoted yesterday to lieutenant commander, there had been no word of anything changing, and the morning after a particularly good party was an unexpected time for things to change radically on you. Jedburgh wasn’t Jane’s superior, as she worked for the Imperator, but he was the Admiral who commanded the Imperium’s space navy. And so, my ultimate boss, no matter who was giving me orders.  
 
    “You’re all getting new ships,” he went on. “Commander, you get the biggest one, in the form of a new class of cruiser, which is essentially a scaled down Relentless class dreadnaught. It’s half the length, but not half the firepower by any means. I’ll leave you to find out what it does hit with.” 
 
    He looked directly at me. 
 
    “The class hasn’t been named, and so far, it’s one of a kind. It was built specifically for you, completed and acceptance tested several days ago, but we hadn’t at the time the ship was designed expected you to be promoted quite so soon. So instead of someone else getting her for a shakedown cruise, you do.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. May I ask her name?” 
 
    “You may change the name if you wish, but for now, she’s called ‘Judge Thorn’.” 
 
    I smiled at him, as did everyone else. Thorn had been my great-great uncle, and the most powerful mage ever. Naming a ship after him made sense, and me being her first captain was an honour. 
 
    “Sounds perfect to me, sir.” 
 
    He looked around the rest of my team. 
 
    “You remain Navy Mage Squadron One, but your corvettes are being reassigned in preparation for Navy Mage Two, when they are ready to step up. You’ll find the rifts in the squadron living room lead to twelve destroyers, which are also a new class, based on the Water class super corvette, but using a more scaled down version of this ship. The original idea was to use whatever destroyer hulls were available, but the first of them proved too difficult to modify the way your corvettes were. So we built twelve brand new destroyers instead.” 
 
    The rest were looking enthusiastic, and quite obviously wanted to sprint back to the living room rifts, and claim a ship. 
 
    “Are we still operating as carriers?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. Eagle Wing will be coming aboard as soon as you’re ready for them. You’ll get some time to get used to your new commands, and then receive orders to pick up more squadrons. For now, you’ll get a mix of Excalibur fours and fives. Most of the new squadrons will be fives though. You’ll shakedown for a day or two, and then we have a mission for you.” 
 
    “Are we getting an admiral, sir?” 
 
    I was wondering if we’d be seeing Jane again. 
 
    “Not immediately. And from now on, you report directly to me, as one of the independent commands. But Admiral Jane still has an interest in you, and of course, anything which needs an immediate response will have orders coming from her as usual. All ships cruiser sized and above are being fitted out for flagship duty now, so having the extra chair and rooms does not indicate they will be used. Likewise, we took what you did with Long Water to ensure the squadron had its own living rooms on the flagship, so you can remain a team while your squadrons have their own living areas. Any questions?” 
 
    “No, sir. I’ll await our formal orders.” 
 
    “Good. Carry on, Commander.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    The hollo vanished. 
 
    “YES!” said Woof, doing a fist pump. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Two 
 
      
 
    Their co-pilot AIs were waiting beside a rift. 
 
    We watched them all step through onto their own ship, and then Serena and I went back to our bridge. One by one they popped up on the much wider console between Leanne and Serena. No-one said anything, as we all dived into the ship systems to verify everything was as it should be. Even midshipmen were taught never to accept a ship without checking it first yourself. 
 
    An hour later, I was satisfied Judge Thorn was indeed ready for action. I’d even verified our cargos from our corvettes had followed us, mainly being Ralnor goodies we’d not really had a chance to sample properly yet. I suspected Syrinx had done the transfers of the rifts and cargos, as very few mages could move one end of a rift like this. It saved me the trouble of having to do them all again myself, or even Gitte or Haynes having to. 
 
    The Judge, as I was already thinking of this ship as, was essentially a pocket battleship. The length was a half kilometer, making her a cruiser hull, but everything had been retained at battleship levels. Three main turrets to each side of the basic oblong hull shape, two located forward and one aft on two sides, and one forward and two aft on the other two. All of them could fire in any direction at the same time, which somewhat negated the layout, I thought. While being cruiser sized turrets, what came out of each barrel was a battleship pulse. 
 
    The ship was covered in destroyer turrets, also overpowered, firing cruiser pulses. It also had standard one hundred firing mosquito launchers dotted all over the ship, and plenty of bigger missile launchers for the latest types. And wherever there was a spare bit of space on the hull, there were point defense turrets, and anti-fighter turrets. 
 
    With a bridge right in the middle of the front of the ship, there was no ship view ahead, just gun barrels visible if you looked in any direction. Apart from the battleship turrets and the forward facing overpowered cruiser guns, the main broadside was two hundred torpedo launchers, in groups on the nose in each quarter of the ship front. 
 
    There were internal fighter bays for four twelve ship squadrons, which was the same as a Scimitar class carrier, but only because we didn’t need maintenance bays or launch tubes, or fabricators for parts. The bays could do basic repair and rearming, but if we needed replacement fighters, they’d be jumped to us. In addition, there were four Lightning couriers aboard, and both captain and admiral’s gigs. 
 
    There was a cargo bay under the bridge level, running the length of the ship, which I thought we’d been phasing out of new ships, but some of it was allocated for the storage of wrecked fighters to go back to the shipyard for repair, and the rest had enough ordnance to completely resupply the destroyers twice. 
 
    Needless to say, there was enough pilot accommodation for fifty people, plus the usual living and training facilities for them. There were already rifts in place from each bedroom to a fighter bay, allowing a just woken up pilot to take seconds to reach their ship. Their main living room also had forty eight rifts which did the same thing, not leaving much in the way of actual wall space left. There was also a rift back to Haven station. 
 
    On the bridge level, there was of course captain, XO, and third officer quarters, plus admiral’s quarters which were bigger than mine, and the major living area we’d come in through. The wet room had two thirty person spas, and the mess and conference rooms sat the same as the living room. It made me wonder if the ship had been designed to support double the number of destroyers. Admiral, XO, and third officer had their own offices, and mine was the usual ready room off the bridge. We had our own small armoury as well, with combat suits already standing in recharge bays for both of us, and our AIs.  
 
    I turned my attention to the Boulder class destroyers. They were essentially a scaled down version of my ship, and while destroyer sized at two hundred and fifty meters long, they were pocket cruisers. Almost identical to Judge but smaller, the front end was only different in having one hundred torpedo launchers. The Boulder class were long and thin, the same as Judge, where the Water class corvette was short and squat. So the front end of the destroyer wasn’t much bigger than the corvette had been.  
 
    Each destroyer was carrier to two squadrons of fighters. There was enough cargo space for a single full reload of both fighters and the ship, after which they needed resupply from Judge. But the way we fought at the moment, no fighter was going to use a full load of torpedoes in one action.  
 
    The navy captain had the usual captain facilities, but was expected to come to Judge for any gathering of navy people. The pilots did have everything they needed, and the captain could of course join them.  
 
    All thirteen ships were lean mean fighting machines. Designed for moving a large fighter force as far as needed, and supporting them. All we needed now was the extra squadrons. 
 
    One by one the others checked in as being ready to proceed, and I had to chuckle as I found out the ship names, which largely mirrored the Water class. Jill had Long Boulder. Dorm had Small, Davis had Big, Fina with Hot, Haynes with Cold, Edna with Still, Metunga with Rolling, Woof with Carved, Norden with Falling, Gitte with Sliding, Mel with Ice, and Loren with Space Boulder. 
 
    The Imperium military leaders were really fast tracking us. Lieutenants were now captaining destroyers, where once this was the realm of full commanders. Captains used to command cruisers, and now here I was in command of a pocket battleship while a newly minted lieutenant commander. Mind you, experienced full commanders were now piloting dreadnaughts, so I was one step closer to our goal to get one of these ourselves. 
 
    Leanne laughed when Jill announced Long Boulder was ready for anything, given it was the third ship we knew of with Long being the first part of the name. Her change of name had been vindicated faster than expected. And since Jill’s AI had a unique name which was not the ships, there was only one Long named AI out there we knew about. Long Ocean. 
 
    “Announce us ready for fighters,” I told Tamsin. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Three 
 
      
 
    Sixteen squadrons jumped in to meet us. 
 
    Four of them jumped aboard Judge, and I recognized them as the original Eagle Wing, plus one. One squadron joined each destroyer. This meant three more squadrons had gone operational in the last few days. I assumed we had another twelve to go. 
 
    All four on Judge were equipped with the Excalibur mark five. Eight of the destroyer squadrons were still flying the mark four, including the newly activated squadrons. The dynamics of four different types of ships in the task force was going to require some thinking, and a lot of practice. I braced myself for a long boring day. 
 
    Squadron Leader Lacey, still with the callsign Eagle, which was still also the wing name, in spite of him being demoted yesterday from Space Commodore, bounded on to the bridge looking a much happier man than he’d been in recent weeks. He took the empty XO’s seat as he always did, and grinned at me. He now wore the same insignia I did, and so did another fifteen officers, all like him, leading squadrons. He still had Imperium time in service on his side, which is why he was still acting wing commander.  
 
    Technically, we were equals. In practice, I commanded the navy squadron, which was always senior. But he had donkey’s years of experience through multiple wars, and I didn’t. Finding a balance was going to be interesting. 
 
    He opened his mouth to say something, but didn’t get the chance. 
 
    “Orders, Commander,” said Admiral Jane, as her half height image popped up on the console next to Serena. “You’re to go through the rift the Imperator left in place to the other side of the core, and jump to a system I’ve sent Tamsin. There you will find a small convoy of traders, and some Trixone fighters.” 
 
    “You want us to destroy the fighters?” I asked. 
 
    “No. Protect them. They are the sole survivors of the battle there a day ago, and the Imperator and others who watched it cheered them on as they escaped. They successfully avoided several Rawtenuga fleets, but they don’t know they’re about to run into another one. Go and save all of them.” 
 
    “Do we really care about Trixone fighters?” asked Eagle. 
 
    “Just these ones.” 
 
    “What if they fire on us?” 
 
    “Ignore them if possible. Jump in, kill the dinosaurs, and jump back to the end of the rift again.” 
 
    “You do know we’ve never so much as done a simulator run flying these ships,” I said, “let alone with sixteen squadrons of fighters as well?” 
 
    “We have faith in you. Get moving.” 
 
    Her image vanished. I looked at Tamsin and nodded. 
 
    “All pilots to your ships. Prepare for combat launch. This is not a drill.”  
 
    There was a solid thump behind me, followed by a lesser thump, and we looked around to see Eagle lying flat on his back on the deck. 
 
    “Fuck!” he exclaimed, rolling onto his side, rubbing his nose. 
 
    Beyond him on the wall, there was no outline of a rift down to the hangar deck, like we’d had on Long Water. As he sluggishly made it back to his feet, I looked up where his fighter was located, and put a rift in place to take him directly there. I made it more than normal outlined as a door. He looked at it suspiciously, put his hand through, and then stepped into it. Needless to say, he was last popping up on the console, with even his eagle faced co-pilot beating him. 
 
    “Ready,” said Jill, from the other side of the console, rapidly followed by the rest of my squadron. 
 
    “Go,” I said, and all thirteen ships first jumped into a line astern formation in front of the rift, we powered through, and once Jill on the end was through, we began jumping again. 
 
    In under a minute, we appeared near to a jump point, but well above it, where below us a fleet of Rawtenuga battleships had staked it out, still in their normal wall formation. 
 
    “How the hell did they get there?” asked Gitte. 
 
    “They must have discovered a short cut,” suggested Mel.  
 
    “Very likely,” said Tamsin. 
 
    “Orders?” asked Woof, cutting off that discussion. 
 
    I’d been looking down on the formation, and at the other side, where there was indeed a half dozen ships and two hundred fighters approaching the jump point. We didn’t have long to do something. 
 
    The fastest thing to do was close the jump point, so it was done as soon as I thought of it. At the least, it would stop either side running into the others. I added extra intent to the other side so ships would come back out in a way they wouldn’t collide with any still going in. All the same though. 
 
    “Tamsin, send the traders on the other side of the jump point a message to not approach the jump point until told it’s clear to use. Inform them a Rawtenuga fleet is staking out the other side, and even when dealt with, the jump point will be too dangerous to use until any mess is cleaned up.” 
 
    “Sent.” 
 
    Below us were sixteen battleships, all identical looking, and three times as big as Judge in terms of length and width. The obvious way of dealing with them was a rift dragged across their nice neat wall formation, but that wasn’t going to keep the pilots happy. We had thirteen capital ships, and sixteen squadrons, for sixteen targets. It made the math easy. 
 
    “I want wall formations by squadrons, the shape of each wall so all fighters will fire direct into the front end of a battleship, without needing to strafe. Shift formation now.” 
 
    I didn’t bother looking to see what they did. 
 
    “Tamsin, I want jump-to locations for each squadron, and their destroyer. The squadron hits the front end, the destroyer hits the rear end. Judge gets three rapid jumps timed to torpedo fire rates, and three of the squadrons with fours attack synced to us.” 
 
    “Confirmed.” 
 
    “Formations completed,” said Eagle. 
 
    “This is a one hit jump, people. We jump in, hit them with everything, and jump out within a second. No-one takes the time for a second shot.” 
 
    “What if a second shot is needed,” asked one of the new squadron leaders. 
 
    “Then we take the time to reassess back here, and then someone does it as a deliberate strike. There is to be no improvisation in this attack. Clear?” 
 
    “Clear, sir.” 
 
    There wouldn’t need to be a second attack, I was pretty sure of that. 
 
    “Ready,” said Serena. 
 
    “Jump in ten, except for the two squadrons syncing with Judge,” said Tamsin. 
 
    We jumped, Judge suddenly behind the engines of a battleship. Serena fired everything, and we jumped again, fired again, this time just torpedoes, and again jumped and fired torpedoes. The last jump put us back where we started from, and Serena accidently fired a fourth salvo of torpedoes before she could get her finger off the button. 
 
    The ships below us were in varying states of devastation. The first one Judge had hit was gone, with the other two missing most of their rear ends, and chunks of their noses. The ones the fives had hit were nothing but debris, while the ones the fours had hit still had damaged front ends, and intact middle sections.  
 
    Only one ship looked like it still had power. I put a rift in front of the departing torpedoes, with the other end against the middle of the only ship with still moving gun turrets. They stopped moving when most of the middle of the ship vanished. 
 
    “Damn,” said a pilot. “No second run.” 
 
    “Not today,” said Eagle. “All squadrons, home jump.” 
 
    In a blink, they all vanished from the navmap and HUD. 
 
    “Salvage droids?” asked Loren. 
 
    “No need,” said Gitte. “Bud will send what’s left to join the other fleets we disabled the other day.” 
 
    And so I did. The interesting thing was, where I sent them now had what looked like Rawtenuga support ships trying to salvage what they could. There was a line of damaged ships being pulled by tugs in the direction of the nearest jump point. But I noticed they were only towing ships they must have thought they could repair. The rest, some with a third of their length missing, or the middle missing, were being ignored. 
 
    With no debris left in this system, I reopened the jump point, and nodded to Tamsin to send the traders the news. Nothing had come back from the previous message, and none came back now either. The ships also hadn’t stopped either, and were almost to the jump point. 
 
    “Put us in front of the jump point in a line abreast formation, Judge in the middle, but back out at titan range, so even if their fighters shoot at us, we get plenty of warning.” 
 
    Serena nodded to the mirror she had in front of her so she could see me without turning, and then Tamsin turned and nodded to me as well. We jumped again, now facing directly at the jump point. 
 
    The wait for the small convoy was something of an anti-climax. When they finally popped in, the fighters did indeed fire at us, from outside effective range. Leanne had a channel open before I could ask, since I was putting up a shield at the same time. 
 
    “My Imperator’s complements to the Trixone fighters. You fought a great battle, you survived, and managed to avoid the Rawtenuga fleets on your way here. Alas, they beat you here, and waited in ambush. We’ve removed them for you. Have a good journey to your destination.” 
 
    Their cruiser fire weakly hit my shield at that point, way beyond its effective hitting range. I let it flare as if being badly hit, and then dropped it, leaving us sitting there undamaged. 
 
    “Jump us out of their path,” I ordered, and a blink later, were well above them. 
 
    They hadn't slowed down, which had we been ordered to take them, would have been suicidal. They hadn’t fired a second time. Finally, a bridge showed up on the main screen. 
 
    “The warriors with us will not respond,” said a white rat, in the center chair. “But on their behalf, we thank you for the consideration. We were not aware of any force being in front of us, but we have confirmed a fleet’s worth of debris has appeared suddenly in another system behind us. That may sound contradictory, but there are holes in local communications now. In any case, we thank you for your help.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    The channel closed. 
 
    “Jump us back to the rift we came through,” I ordered. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Four 
 
      
 
    I left the bridge to Serena. 
 
    My ready room was bigger than my previous one on Long Water, with both a conference table for six, and the same number of lounge chairs. The desk was bigger, and behind it was a larger display case where my medals and actual insignia were laid out for striking effect.  
 
    I sat with my back to the case, and the ship status displays lit up on the wall opposite me. For the first time I pulled up a record screen, and set it running. 
 
    “Admiral. The Trixone fighters are safe, as are the traders. The fighters fired on us, but the traders seems to be appreciative of removing a threat they didn’t know about. It seems their communications network in this area is partly compromised, probably due to enemy action.” 
 
    “I can report that attacks of less than one second duration were effective, with no return fire reported. We were just too fast, with a capital ship hitting the stern, and a squadron hitting the nose. I’m not sure how long we’ll get away with this, but for now, I suspect it’s probably safe for other ships to use in the short term. You might like to suggest to the fleet admirals that attacks lasting less than a second might work against the Trixone as well, and if they can keep them below half a second, only automated systems can possibly respond. In theory.” 
 
    “Shakedown cruise completed. Awaiting further orders, sir. Lieutenant Commander Bud, out.” 
 
    I stopped recording, reviewed it, wondered if having your awards behind you while talking to your boss was a good idea or not, and sent it to Admiral Jedburgh anyway. After all, I hadn’t put them there. It was only at that point I realized I could have talked to him in real time, since we were currently a rift away from Haven. But then, I wasn’t game to just request a chat with a four star admiral. If he wanted one, he’d call me. 
 
    “Eagle on his way up,” said the voice of Leanne. 
 
    “Send him in. And when you get a moment, move the medal case to where it’s not visible in a vid recording, and looks like a decoration instead of an ego wank.” 
 
    The ‘Aye’ which came back was more of a laugh. 
 
    Eagle strode in about a minute later, and took a seat across the desk from me. I saw his eyes go behind me. 
 
    “Nice display,” he grinned. 
 
    “Not my choice of where to put them, I assure you.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s a little blatant, and way too much like an ego running amok.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “Glad to hear you say so.” 
 
    “Where would you prefer them?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “Actually, not in here at all. In the office in my quarters. But not where any vid I record will see them, and not in my line of sight as I sit at the desk.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it while you’re at lunch. What would you prefer behind you?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. 
 
    “Three images. An Excalibur five, Long Water, and Judge.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “Good choice,” said Eagle, “but are you open to suggestions?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Have two images, the same size. The one on the left is previous ships. The one on the right is your current command. And I’d include a Brawler and an Excalibur four on the left.” 
 
    “Noted,” said Leanne, before I could say anything. 
 
    I chuckled, and he grinned again. 
 
    “Fine. Let’s see how they look. What can I do for you, Squadron Leader?” 
 
    “I thought we should go over some ground rules, before someone sends us somewhere else.” 
 
    “I was expecting a very boring day today, doing nothing more than formation flying.” 
 
    “I was too. And we need to do some after lunch if we get the chance, just to get the new squadrons up to speed.” 
 
    “Plan on that then. How are the pilots doing?” 
 
    “You mean, are they satisfied with the plan of attack, and how well it went?” 
 
    “That bad?” 
 
    He chuckled again. 
 
    “Not really, but it was only marginally more satisfying than being a mobile weapons platform that sits in one place.” 
 
    “Practical reality at this point in time, for where we are. The dinosaurs don’t appear to have fighters, or at least we haven’t seen any yet, and if we take more than a second to jump in and fire, we’re going to lose people, or at least lose ships. And I’d rather we didn’t until the fours are all replaced with fives.” 
 
    “That’s what I told them. All the same, fighter pilots never really do want to be bomber pilots. Never have. Bomber pilots were a different breed according to history, and we’ve not needed them in centuries. Anyone with that mindset joined the navy.” 
 
    He grinned at me, and I took the joke and grinned back. 
 
    The discussion got technical for a while, and we hammered out tactics for different situations, depending on who we were likely to fight now, and what sort of formation they’d be in. It turned out we thought very alike in a tactical sense, but I could tell he was hoping we saw more action against the Trixone than the Rawtenuga. 
 
    “Oh, by the way,” he said as he rose to leave, “I authorized trying some of the Ralnor food we’ve had in storage for lunch. Your captains are invited to dine with us, each on their own ship. I thought we needed to get navy and pilots acquainted with each other a bit better, and trying exotic food seemed like a good idea.” 
 
    “You want to prove navy and pilots all puke the same way?” 
 
    He laughed all the way out. 
 
    As it turned out, Ralnor cuisine was different, but not hugely so. Like us, they were omnivores, so they had a mixture of all types of food. Some of it tasted vile, but everyone was different in which did or didn’t. The after dinner Ralnor Port was as lethal as the liquors we’d already sampled, but with the limit being a small glass, no-one was either in need of medical attention nor intoxicated as a result of trying it.  
 
    Quite a few of the AIs had sampled a separate buffet designed for single bite taste tests, and all of them tried the port. It was gratifying to see a big eagle spitting out a mouthful of what most had thought was ‘a good drop’. I wasn’t sure port was my thing though. It was a bit heavy and sweet for me. But we had nothing like it at home, so it was something different to try. 
 
    Everyone got a half hour for their lunch to settle before we started to do formation training. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Five 
 
      
 
    I might have known we wouldn’t get the chance to train. 
 
    I was no sooner back in my chair on the bridge, having decided I didn’t need more than a freshen up break myself, when Leanne stiffened, and a section of map went up on the main screen. 
 
    “Distress call,” announced Leanne. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The station we saved the other day. Their defense fleet made it back in time to intercept the next Rawtenuga fleet coming at them, but they were destroyed.” 
 
    “How much damage did they inflict?” 
 
    “It was a thirty two ship formation, and they lost twenty taking out sixty Trixone.” 
 
    “The advantage of being all battleships, against mainly destroyers I assume. What’s the situation now?” 
 
    “The dinosaurs have started boarding the station. While they have warriors who managed to get barricades up in time for some defense, they’re yelling for help.” 
 
    “Are we going to help them?” asked Tamsin. 
 
    “Yes. Open a channel to all ships.” 
 
    “Open.” 
 
    “All captains to your bridge. All pilots to your armoury. Prepare for station assault using combat suits. You have two minutes.” I thought for a moment and went on. “This is not a drill.” 
 
    Heads popped up on the console rapidly, with all of my captains looking surprised, but ready for anything. Serena ran to her seat at the same time. Eagle’s head joined them as well, even though he appeared to be running hard. 
 
    “Prepare to jump. We’ve got a dozen Rawtenuga ships to chase away from the station we helped the other day, while the pilots go in and clear the station of dinosaurs.” 
 
    “How many on the station,” asked Eagle. 
 
    “Unknown. Also unknown is if stunners will work or not.” 
 
    “Understood. We try using stunners, but if they don’t work, we change to pulse rifles. If they don’t work, we try mesons.” 
 
    His face shadowed for a moment as he dived into the back of his combat suit. 
 
    “If the mesons don’t work?” I asked. 
 
    “We go hand to hand.” 
 
    “Better take swords then, as well.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    “Anything which can take a meson pulse isn’t going to care much about swords,” said Woof.  
 
    “They will with the strength of a combat suit running them through,” said Norden. 
 
    “Let’s hope they don’t need to find out,” said Gitte. 
 
    “What about us?” asked Metunga. 
 
    “We’ll wait and see what the situation is, and how long it takes us to deal with the ships.” 
 
    “Seconds?” suggested Mel. 
 
    “Not for any ship docked at the station, which decides not to come out and play.” 
 
    “I can deal with that,” said Gitte. “Removing docking clamps is easy.” 
 
    “Ditto,” said Haynes. “You want to rift the pilots in?” 
 
    “Yes, but wait until we find out where they’re needed.” 
 
    “Jumping in five,” said Tamsin. 
 
    “Put us where they can see us.” 
 
    She didn’t answer, mainly because we were there anyway before she could. The station was off in the distance, with six of the twelve remaining ships between us. They immediately altered course to come at us, and three more detached from the station and followed after them. As far as I could see, the remaining three were damaged, and might not even be combat capable. 
 
    A channel opened, and a Trixone with a red flower looked at me. 
 
    “You came. And in bigger ships. We were beginning to think you would not. Can you help us?” 
 
    “Give us access to whatever you have in the way of internal surveillance.” 
 
    The flower looked to one side, which was strange, as it had nothing which looked like eyes. Then it looked back at me. 
 
    “Done. We can’t stop them. Can you?” 
 
    “We’ll find out shortly. Have your civilian population hide as best they can, and make sure your warriors don’t take offensive action against our troops.” 
 
    “Already done, and the orders have been given. But we have very few warriors left. Please hurry.” 
 
    The channel ended abruptly. 
 
    Tamsin had the station internal layout up on a side screen, and it was rotating and changing levels too fast for me to keep up. Finally, it vanished, and she looked at me. 
 
    “Ready,” she said. 
 
    “What’s ready?” 
 
    “The troop rifts.” 
 
    “The what?” asked Woof. 
 
    “Understood,” said Eagle. “All pilots follow your squadron leader.” 
 
    “What am I missing?” I asked Tamsin. 
 
    “Each of our ships have a marked area on the cargo deck, where a rift box is enabled. As soon as the ship AI feeds the box where the rift is to go, it will send anyone standing in the marked area. Works much the same as the jump drive.” 
 
    “Who thought up that mad idea?” asked Dorm. 
 
    “Commander Tapping.” 
 
    “Chaos?” asked Woof. 
 
    “Yes. She suggested the idea while they were getting the jump drive working.” 
 
    “Why do we have it?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s only recently been tested by one of the marine battalions. Ours were the first ships to get it as standard, and others are having them added at the moment.” 
 
    “All combats suits ready,” said Eagle. “Let’s get this done!” 
 
    “Sending in five.” 
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    “WAIT!” 
 
    The voice exploded across the bridge with a level of command I’d not experienced before. 
 
    Three new heads popped up on the console, only one of which I knew, and one I remembered from social functions. Sergeant Colonel BA Baracas hadn't been the voice, but was someone we knew from early training. The other two were also youngish looking women. The one on the left was tagged as Colonel Amanda Peck, and the one on the right was tagged as Master Sergeant Caitlin Brown. All three were running hard, and it turned out the colonel had the voice. 
 
    “We want those three docked ships, Captain Bud. Hold for our arrival.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Not my chain of command, but definitely a senior officer. 
 
    “What’s the hold up?” asked Eagle, who’d obviously not heard the wait command. 
 
    “We’re being joined by marines, who want the three docked ships.” 
 
    “Who’s coming?” 
 
    “Colonel Peck, BA, and a Master Sergeant Brown.” 
 
    “Which Peck?” 
 
    “Amanda.” 
 
    “Right. Sounds like three platoons only. They’ll want a precision insertion. Tamsin, connect me in with them, please.” 
 
    “Confirmed.” 
 
    “Amanda, it’s Algy.” 
 
    “Be with you in a minute.” 
 
    “I suggest you go direct to separate destroyers. Be quicker deploying there than from Judge.” 
 
    “Which?” 
 
    “Long Boulder, Carved Boulder, Rolling Boulder. You’re coming through Bud’s squadron living room?” 
 
    “Is that where we’re going? Fine, almost there.” 
 
    They were obviously moving with an arrow, without knowing where it was taking them. I wondered if our living room was going to need a new door. Combat suits with heavy weapons wouldn’t leave much space going through. But I had other things to worry about. 
 
    “Approaching range for Judge’s main guns,” said Leanne. “They’re coming on at what looks like their full speed.” 
 
    “Do they know who we are?” asked Jill. 
 
    “I doubt it,” said Tamsin. “They’ve not seen this design of ship before.” 
 
    “Good,” I interrupted. “We’re pulling a one eighty, and going to run from them at their speed for a bit.” 
 
    “We’re doing what?” demanded Woof. 
 
    “Pretending we feel overmatched to give our troops time to get here.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “How do you want to do it,” growled Metunga, who was obviously with Woof on the necessity. 
 
    “Tamsin, pull half our speed off, and bring the squadron around in as tight a curve as we can, then match speed.” 
 
    “Confirmed. Executing.” 
 
    We slowed, and came around to a reverse course a lot slower than we normally would. The ships behind us kept coming after us. The three at the station remained where they were. 
 
    “Someone feed the drop rift the locations for all three engineering sections,” said Peck. “Once we go through, the pilots from the same ships go to the bridge of the same Rawtenuga ship.” 
 
    “Done,” said Tamsin. “Local ship AI will coordinate.” 
 
    “On board our Boulders, stand by for deployment on my command.” 
 
    The squadron leaders were all now listening in, as they all acknowledged. A screen popped up showing an outlined area on Judge’s cargo deck, with a dozen combat suits arranged back to back, so all directions were covered. Half of them had arms raised with stunners ready to fire, and the other half had pulse rifles ready. 
 
    “Deploy,” ordered Peck, and the dozen combat suits simply vanished. 
 
    The next squadron practically jumped into the same formation, and they too vanished. The third and fourth squadrons followed them. 
 
    Screens popped up showing squadron leader and platoon leader feeds. A lot of rapid pulses hit a lot of dinosaurs at the same time, and none of them dropped. 
 
    “Stunners failed,” said BA. “Go to pulse rifles.” 
 
    These did better, but it was taking several hits to slow a dino down. I watched BA change weapons again, and this time her meson blast blew a large round hole in the center mass of a dino coming right at her. It went down and stayed there. 
 
    “Go to mesons if you can,” she ordered. 
 
    By now we had the feeds from everyone, and in many places combat suits now had teeth trying to crush them. Several had drawn swords for close range, and were actively lopping off arms, tails, and sometimes heads.  
 
    All the battles across ships and the station became a melee of close range fighting. Those able were now firing heavy pulses of whatever they had to hand, trying to relieve those fighting too close to get a rifle aimed properly. 
 
    I saw BA smash a dinosaur face in with her fist, and the damned thing just bounced back, shook its head, and came at her again, mouth opened wide and showing long razor sharp teeth. Someone else blew it away with a meson pulse. BA picked up her dropped gun, and started firing again. 
 
    “They’re turning,” said Leanne, bringing me back to what I should have been concentrating on. 
 
    And so they were. Obviously their troops on the station and ships were calling for help. I waited until they were heading directly towards the station again, before nodding to Tamsin. 
 
    Nine of us jumped behind a ship for just a second, and all of us jumped again to a wall formation above the station and pointing down at it. I put a rift in front of the mess we’d created, and eight severely truncated ships, and one complete set of debris, vanished through to the system I was now considering the dinosaur graveyard. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the main fights. Some of the dinos were now firing their own version of heavy weapons, and hand to hand fights had mainly stopped for now. None of them had any sort of armour though. 
 
    “Captain Bud,” said Peck. “I hate to admit it, but we’re pinned down in here. Can you offer some assistance?” 
 
    “Would some unexpectedly opened airlocks help?” 
 
    “Definitely. At the least we’ll find out how good their emergency systems are.” 
 
    “Stand by for vacuum.”  
 
    I shifted my attention to the ship the colonel was on, and located her people in the engine spaces, and the pilots holding the bridge. Both were under constant assault with weapons which they were obviously taking seriously. There appeared to be a considerable amount of damage done in there already. 
 
    The nearest airlock to the engine spaces was not far away, and with a thought, I removed both inner and outer doors at the same time. Bulkheads crashed shut across the ship, trapping dinos and our people where they were. I kept going, around the outside of the ship, ripping out airlock doors wherever I saw them. 
 
    “Gitte, put holes in all the airlocks for BA’s ship. Haynes, you do Brown’s.” 
 
    “Then?” asked Gitte. 
 
    “Work your way through your ship removing the pressure doors.” 
 
    “On it,” said Haynes. 
 
    I did the same thing myself, using my magic sight to move through the ship, and removing any shut doors I found, starting with the door into where the colonel was. Dinos began rushing for breathing gear. The marines emerged from where they’d been pinned down, and started cutting down those not ready for an airless fight.  
 
    I noticed they left a downed combat suit behind them, and I moved it to my cargo deck. Cargo droids rushed over to it, and ripped the back open, pulling out the marine. She picked herself up, screamed an order to be directed to our armoury, and started sprinting towards where her HUD arrow pointed. 
 
    I stopped doing doors. 
 
    “Show me any disabled or badly damaged combat suits,” I said to Tamsin. 
 
    A new screen popped up, showing me combat suits in the same colouring as for fighters. I moved three red ones straight away, and then four more orange ones. A yellow was limping badly, and I moved that one as well. 
 
    A pilot pulled himself out of his badly mangled combat suit, and stood looking down at it. 
 
    “I didn’t sign up to be a marine.” 
 
    He continued looking down for a moment, and then looked at the others who were also now out of their suits and looking at him. 
 
    “Where do I get a new combat suit?” he demanded, showing his first comment to have just been mouthing off, and the lot of them took off after the marine. 
 
    Of course, we only had four spares. They’d have to decide who got them. It was just as well I wasn’t personally attached to mine. 
 
    “New arrival,” said Leanne. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “General Custer. Assault frigate, Lieutenant General Smith in command.” 
 
    The face of an older looking woman popped up on the console. 
 
    “Captain Bud, status please?” 
 
    “All three ships require more troops to take them. I quite frankly don’t know how to report on the station. We have a lot of pilots there, but some of them are obviously pinned down. Sir, I’m out of my depth here.” 
 
    “Continue to offer whatever magical aid you can. We’ve a battalion with us, and there’s another one coming.” 
 
    I saw that white dot appear. 
 
    “More magic, aye, sir.” 
 
    Her face vanished. 
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    Marines relieved pilots. 
 
    Another assault frigate turned up, as well as a support cruiser carrying a load of replacement combat suits, to which I sent anyone wanting to resume the battle after being trashed already, and I gave in and let the rest of the squadron and their AIs suit up and join the fight.  
 
    Only Serena and I refrained from fighting, citing not having combat suits to use, but everyone knowing it was just an excuse. Besides, someone needed to yank people out of fights before they got killed. While no-one was injured, several were down to their last belt suit before I could get them out of there. 
 
    I’d had to warn Gitte and Haynes not to use magic unless absolutely necessary. The Trixone knew we used something they didn’t understand, but there was no reason for demonstrating it to them. And I wanted it kept from the Rawtenuga as long as possible. But having to pull so many out probably negated this, although it’s possible they thought we had the same tech in our suits as we did in our ships for appearing and disappearing. 
 
    By the time we had all three ships captured, and the station secured, it was late afternoon. My captains returned to their ships looking satisfied with themselves. 
 
    The pilots were also back on their ships now, sitting down because most of them were too tired to stand, and drinking heavily, while telling tall tales of the one that didn’t get away, as only pilots can. The original three platoons were still on the station, and now out of their combat suits, but looking like stims were the only thing holding them up. The rest of their three battalions were spread out through the station, double checking there were no live dinosaurs left anywhere. 
 
    The ships were already gone. Once secured, they’d been cut loose from the station, and the three assault frigates had towed them over to a rift I’d opened to Haven. Once they’d delivered their loads and returned, they docked to the station themselves, after which I’d closed the rift. 
 
    Someone somewhere was going to be dissecting dinosaur all night, and I for one was quite happy to miss that. The shipyard people on the other hand would be spending all night checking dinosaur tech. Which for me, was probably worse. Maybe not. Tech didn’t smell. Well, not the way a carcass did. 
 
    The station was a wreck internally in a lot of places where the fighting had devolved into heavy weapons at long range, and even had a few holes in its external hull from errant meson pulses. I’d sealed those as soon as they happened, but there’d been some civilian deaths from explosive decompression.  
 
    The civvies though seemed to be in high spirits now, were thanking every marine they came across, while already cleaning up.  
 
    The dino bodies disappeared very rapidly, and somewhat suspiciously, we were invited for barbeque once the eating areas of the station were ready to serve again. Blood and guts were quickly removed, and I suspected the Trixone were going to be dining well for a while as they walked their dirt in their own part of the station, which some of our marines and pilots had fought through. Rats and other large creatures hacked the dino bodies into manageable pieces, and whatever meat processing facilities were on board were presumably immediately busy. 
 
    I must admit, I had no hankering to taste dinosaur. But as the squadron commander and the one who’d talked to the station the most, I guessed there was no way I’d be saying no to the barbeque invitation. 
 
    The red flower Trixone enquired as to our meal cycle, and what we preferred to eat and didn’t, and dinner time was set. I couldn’t tell them how many would turn up, as a lot of the pilots probably wouldn’t be rising from their lounge chairs now for anything short of an emergency trip to the fresher, or heading for bed.  
 
    The food available on the station seemed to be very varied, which was probably indicative of the different species who lived there, and who they traded with. The rats apparently ate almost anything, and I made it quite clear to the plant we’d not be eating anything rodent like, but we did normally enjoy a thick steak. That didn’t rule out rodent steak of course, and I wasn’t sure how we’d tell. 
 
    Discussing plants to eat with a plant was nothing short of bizarre, but apparently they had no inhibitions about using other plants for fertilizer, and so nothing was off the menu. We agreed they should provide any options they wished, and we’d see what we liked. 
 
    Red also asked about the opportunity to sample our food, and I told them I’d organize something for the following day. I remembered then we had Ralnor food on board as well, but said nothing about it. We could mix it in with ours and see if they liked it or not. You never knew. If they loved Ralnor food, they might just stop making war on them and start trading instead. Or it might just intensify the war as they decided to take their food, or enslave them to continue providing it. Only one way to find that out. 
 
    I sent the food request to David Tollin, asking if someone could organize take out, perhaps using a hastily fitted out support cruiser cargo deck as a food hall. We could invite those interested in sampling our food into where we could control things, and perhaps also have some diplomats on hand to see if anyone was interested in talking. It would mean having some rooms with soil floors, but the makers of fertilizer could also display their wares this way for the plants to sample. 
 
    By the time I’d finished talking, either live or to vids, and Tamsin had sent off the dinner invitations, I was summoned to my own conference room. 
 
    General Smith was at the head of the table, with identical twins sitting either side of her, a tall blonde woman next to one of them, and BA next to the other. The twins were both wearing eagles on their shoulders, while the blonde wore oak leaves.  
 
    BA waved me next to her, and when Eagle came in a moment later, he immediately headed to the chair next to the blonde. Belatedly, I paid attention to the popups my PC was showing me. The twin on the general’s right was Amanda Peck, the other one was Aleesha Peck, and the blonde was Alison Vogane.  
 
    The three of them looked surprised to see three stripes on Eagle’s shoulders, which presumably meant his demotion wasn’t a widely known thing outside of pilot circles, yet. Needless to say, he had to explain it before anything else. In spite of looking exhausted, he looked really happy, and that must have helped them accept the change. It was obvious General Smith had known, and she was their next target for not having told them. This was a very close group. That much was obvious. They used first names all the time, even with a junior officer they didn’t know listening in. 
 
    The general took charge of the meeting, and we covered the basics of both the space, station, and ship battles between us. Amanda and BA freely admitted they’d underestimated the Rawtenuga, partly because of no data on them, and mainly because they’d not had a decent ground enemy since the Darkness War. They were too used to soft targets now, and suddenly coming up against a hard target had taken too long to adjust to. 
 
    The need for a meson based sidearm came up quickly, and if it should be an actual gun, or just replacing the stunners on the suits. They decided to ask for both to be developed.  
 
    It made me wonder what the official Imperium line was in relation to the Rawtenuga. Were we just helping out here, or were we going to fight a proper war? But that was a question it was not my place to ask. The answer would probably arrive with new guns, and updated combat suits, along with orders to stay here. I’d just have to wait. 
 
    Eagle said he was happy with the performance of his pilots, but if this was going to be something they did again, they needed a lot more assault course training in the suits. Most of their suits had been damaged enough to need replacing. Some had been breached, and we now knew our belt suits could protect against dinosaur teeth, but no-one wanted to go against them without the extra layer of actual armour. 
 
    One thing I knew was coming, was enough spare combat suits to equip us for doing the same job on our own if we needed to. But the discussion reinforced we were going to need more than just pilots for this kind of action. Those decisions were above all of our pay grades though. 
 
    With dinner time approaching, the general ended the meeting, but the twins stopped me from leaving as I was rising. 
 
    “Who’s the short firebrand in the strange short long-nosed combat suit?” asked Amanda. 
 
    “Might be Woof, or his AI. Why?” 
 
    “He seemed to revel in the destruction.” 
 
    “That would be Woof. Never make a big hole if you can make an even bigger one. You ought to know what Lufaflufs are like.” 
 
    “That we do,” said Aleesha, and all of them were laughing as we left the room. 
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    “I owe you an apology.” 
 
    David Tollin had turned up with some of the group who’d been there when I’d met the fungus. Most of those who’d fought during the afternoon were now in the main food court of the station, and the locals had gone all out to host a celebration. It was too good an opportunity for the Imperium to miss sending some diplomats and Trixone experts to get a better understanding of our enemy.  
 
    Tollin himself had taken me aside when I finished eating what I’d been assured was not dinosaur steak. They couldn’t do fries worth a damn, but the locals did have some interesting vegetable combinations to go with really good steak. I hadn't been game to ask what the steak was from. 
 
    Most of the food on display was fit for us to eat, but there were some exceptions, and medical monitors went primary and issued a warning every time I looked at one of them. Presumably our PCs were using the suit sensors to test everything as we got near it. I had no doubt if we tried to eat any of the bad stuff, our suits would have prevented it, which wasn’t something we really wanted to demonstrate to the locals. 
 
    Finding a spot to talk hadn’t been easy, so we’d walked back to the nearest assault frigate, and used the conference room behind the bridge. 
 
    “Not really,” I told him. 
 
    “Yes really. I was totally wrong, you were completely right, and the consequences of me getting my way are terrifying.” 
 
    He was talking about telepathic fungus taking over the Imperium to rule the galaxy. 
 
    “I learnt some good lessons as well. And we all went there to make an ally. It’s no-one’s fault the way it all happened.” 
 
    “I should have known better.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He looked at me with surprise on his face. Then he sighed. 
 
    “My position dictates I should be more open about possibilities.” 
 
    “What exactly is your position?” 
 
    More surprise. I guess he hadn’t come across someone like me in a long time, who had very little real political understanding of what the Imperium was. I mean, group of societies come together for mutual protection, was about as far as I knew. 
 
    “I’ve two positions. Head of the Haven council, which admittedly is for such a small nation, it’s actually smaller than yours. And head of the Imperium council, which takes up most of my time.” 
 
    He sighed again. 
 
    “I lost sight of reality the other day, and took it out on you. So I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No-one saw it coming. And at least you never issued orders which made things worse.” 
 
    “True. But I could have listened when you were trying to stop us making a huge mistake.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you? No, don’t answer that. Not my business. Politics is not my thing, and I probably wouldn’t understand it anyway.” 
 
    “It wasn’t politics. Truth to tell, I’m just horribly tired. The Imperium has been growing rapidly, but with mainly new societies without any serious ability to help expand our military in the short term. We’re getting plenty of recruits, but we need ship building facilities much more, and no-one but the Keerah and Ralnor can build anything bigger than a battleship. I was hoping the fungus was finally a society which could supply us with new dreadnaughts.” 
 
    “Not a bad aim. But why are you so tired? The Imperium isn’t that old. Or were you already that way before the Imperium formed?” 
 
    “You mean a career politician?” I nodded. “No. Two years ago I was just an administrator, working for the Hunter family. Then Jon had me running administration for his duchy when it formed, and then I was elected to the Haven council after he refused to be our king. When the Imperium formed, because Jon refused to be an emperor, I found myself head of that as well. If someone had told me three years ago I’d be running a political entity made up of alien societies with billions of member beings, I’d have laughed my arse off at them, and then made them an appointment with a shrink.” He paused. “Maybe it’s me who needs one.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “We probably all will, if this war goes on long enough.” 
 
    “Well, anyway, I think I reached the level of my own incompetence the other day when I told you off. Jon won’t let me stand down though, pointing out I really just need a holiday. He’s probably right. I’m going to start tomorrow, with a visit to the planet Arthur was protecting. You and your team are welcome to join me, and before you ask, I got approval for you. Nine sharp on your ship, and we’ll dock with the station now in orbit. There’s a rift we want you to do, and then after, we get all morning to enjoy the planet. They tell me it’s a natural wilderness. I’m thinking of just finding some grass where I won’t get sunburn, and just lie there for a few hours.” 
 
    The thought did seem to be cheering him up. 
 
    “Maybe not,” he went on. “Once we get the rift done, and have it okayed by the locals, my wife and kids will follow us, and no doubt keep me upright. I gather it’s going to be a family day for some of us.” 
 
    “We’ll try to keep our distance then.” 
 
    “Why? You don’t consider your team ‘kid friendly’?” 
 
    “Actually, I’ve no idea if they are or not.” I paused this time. “Actually, maybe they are. Metunga took a young girl for a run around my island not long ago. He’s probably the most frightening of us, but Jill keeps calling him a pussycat, so we should be fine.” 
 
    “Tell me something. Your people don’t appear to have a representative on the council at the moment. Is there any reason for that?” 
 
    I shook my head, sadly. 
 
    “I’m out of touch. Last I heard the mayor of our main city was going to head up a new government of sorts, but he wasn’t enthusiastic about it. Truth to tell, we’ve never needed or wanted the sort of government the rest of the Imperium members have. Thorn provided us with everything we needed, and most of that is still being provided. So we never needed politicians, and probably no-one wants to be one.” 
 
    “Do you have any decent administrators?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know that either. I was focused on getting off planet, not serving at home. My dad might know, as he does that sort of thing, but if you want to find out, you best go through the mayor’s office.” 
 
    “What about mages? Any of them worth elevating to the council?” 
 
    “I doubt it. Beware of mages who want to serve at that level. Actually, I’m one of those who think if someone wants to serve at that level, you shouldn’t let them. Mages or anyone. Better to find people capable of doing a good job who don’t have their ego invested in it.” 
 
    “Mages are ego driven?” 
 
    “Isn’t almost everyone?” 
 
    “Touché.”  
 
    He was grinning now. And a lot more relaxed. 
 
    “You don’t want a seat on the council by any chance?” he went on. 
 
    “Nope. And if anyone suggests it, I know this nice penal planet I can send them to.” 
 
    “Ouch! Remind me never to piss you off.” 
 
    People seemed to keep saying that to me these days. A lot. 
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    Tollin went home to bed, and I went back to the party on the station. 
 
    I needed an arrow to find Serena, who was with Metunga and his AI, and Tamsin. The two big cats were being very protective about the two girls. I’d been wondering about that. Metunga had been very expressive when Serena had been affected badly by the fungus. But I didn’t yet know if his protectiveness was just for her, or if it was for the whole team, but she was the most vulnerable at the moment. 
 
    As soon as I walked up to her, the cats melted away, almost as if they’d been doing guard duty while I wasn’t there, but now didn’t need to. 
 
    One thing I’d noticed was we were not attracting any specific attention, given as we were literally the new species on the block. Even the cats and Lufaflufs were not getting any real glances out of the ordinary, and certainly no alarm at how big cats were on their hind feet. Neither did they attract attention while eating, with claws and teeth on display. Mind you, they were not the largest creature around, and nor were the Lufaflufs or wyvern the smallest. What it did suggest was that even though we were so far from home, we were not unknown here. 
 
    It was a strange sort of party, but also very familiar. Each species had its own sort of music, and this included, much to my surprise, the plants. And yes, the plants did dance. In fact, almost all the species living on the station had their own variation of dancing, and they also had their own versions of getting drunk as well.  
 
    Drunk dancing plants. The galaxy was indeed a strange and wonderful place. 
 
    We returned to the gig we’d taken over to the station, and Leanne took us back to Judge. Once back on board, she took it back to the station to wait for some of the pilots still over there. Only the three assault frigates had actually docked, and the rest of us had used our gigs. Surprisingly, not all the pilots had wanted to go, but then again, not all of them were capable of going, having not only had too much to drink, but having chosen not to have medical monitors sober them up. 
 
    I wasn’t going to be surprised if Eagle Wing had some requests to transfer to the Claymore Task Force, where they were not in the habit of assaulting stations in combat suits, at least as far as I’d heard. Actually, I was interested to see what Eagle’s reaction to it was going to be. He’d envisioned pilots needing to be marines before anyone else, but now he’d experienced it, the possibility existed it had changed his mind. However, I’d not seen him at all during the evening. 
 
    Serena followed me into my suite, and after a short period of bed sport, and a longer joint shower, we both slept soundly through the remainder of the night. I didn’t ask if she’d decided to move in with me now, figuring her actions in the days ahead would tell me. Cowards way of finding out I guess, but if she hadn’t actually decided anything yet, I didn’t want to trigger it in case it had the opposite effect. We’d need to talk sometime though. 
 
    She kept up with me on the running track the next morning for the first five laps, and then fell behind as I stepped up my own pace. Only about a dozen of the pilots ran, which I can’t say I was surprised about, and Eagle wasn’t one of them. After I lapped Serena the first time, she stopped running at the end of that lap, as she wasn’t there next time I went past where I expected her to be. I didn’t see her again until breakfast. 
 
    We both went straight to the bridge after eating, where Leanne confirmed everyone was back on board, and Tamsin confirmed this was true for all the ships. With one exception. Eagle wasn’t here at all, and it turned out he’d gone back to Haven at the same time those of us who’d gone to the station had left for it. He was apparently still there. 
 
    After a short conversation with the red flowered Trixone on the station, which included comments about how great the party had been, and that we’d be back at the same time our diplomatic ship arrived, we jumped for the planet Arthur and Rogue had been protecting. 
 
    In orbit, we found one of the small four dock stations the Imperium used as first contact stations just to provide basic rift access for diplomats and troops. They were easy enough to move these days, as they had their own jump drive and station AI. What I didn’t understand was why the rifts down to the planet hadn't been done yet. 
 
    “You’re to go down alone,” said Serena suddenly, grinning. 
 
    “How do you…” I started, and then stopped as her grin widened.  
 
    Obviously she’d had a seeing just as we arrived. 
 
    “We should dock first,” she added. “The others can access the station through us.” 
 
    “So we’ll need a rift from the living room to our airlock then?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Fine. Leanne, dock us, if you please.” I tuned back to Serena. “Where am I supposed to go on the planet?” 
 
    “I know that,” said Tamsin, popping up a screen which had an image of water a short walk away. “That’s where the Imperator visited. The locals there will tell you where to put the rifts.” I gave her an enquiring look. “Jane sent it to me.” 
 
    Which explained that. If the Imperator had been there, so had Jane. The image was all I needed. I nodded to the three of them, rose, and walked back to the living room, where I put in another rift door, and labeled it as the main airlock. 
 
    With the sound of locking clamps engaging in the distance, I connected to the local sun, and simply moved myself to that spot where the image had been taken. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Ten 
 
      
 
    “Welcome,” said a voice. 
 
    I turned to find a horse standing close by. While we had no horses back home, our space neighbors did have them, and all kids on my homeworld knew about them and hoped to ride one someday. This usually lasted until they either went off-world and did ride one, or they grew up. I can’t say I’d ever felt the urge to ride one myself. But I’d seen them in vids often enough.  
 
    This one was rather odd, in having a long horn with a sharp looking point on the end, right in the middle of its forehead.  
 
    “Thank you,” I responded, already turning towards a flapping noise. 
 
    My mouth fell open for a moment. There was another horse coming towards us, and this one had wings instead of a horn. It landed a short way away, and walked calmly over to us, folding its wings in the exact same way birds did. 
 
    “Greetings,” it said. 
 
    “Greetings to you as well.” 
 
    “We’ve been waiting for you,” said horn. 
 
    “Me specifically? Or someone in general?” 
 
    “You,” said wings. “Bud, nephew of Thorn.” 
 
    “Thorn came here?” 
 
    “He did. A long time ago now, and before both of our times. But the meeting was remembered, and prepared for.” 
 
    “I had no idea he’d been this far away from home.” 
 
    “Few did. He came several times, and brought an oracle here once as well. Talking of which, why haven’t you brought your mate with you?” 
 
    Mate? Oh, Serena. How did they know? 
 
    “She told me to come down alone.” 
 
    “Was she grinning when she said it?” asked horn. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Both of them laughed.  
 
    “Then you better bring her down here before she feels let down, or thinks her vision was wrong.” 
 
    I concentrated for a moment, and Serena appeared next to me. She was still grinning. 
 
    “Is Serena with you?” asked Leanne, through my PC. 
 
    “Yes,” I sub-vocalized back.  
 
    “Just checking.” 
 
    The two horses had repeated their greetings while I was interacting with Leanne. 
 
    “Will you please come with us?” asked wings. 
 
    “The aquatics are ready for you,” added horn. 
 
    A short walk took us to water, where a solid jetty had been constructed. Two fish like beings were waiting there, one on each side of the jetty. While home was a small continent surrounded by water on a largely inhospitable planet, and my island was just that, a small island, I’d never paid much attention to what was in the sea. My eyes were always on space.  
 
    Popups told me the one on the left was a dolphin, and on the right was a whale. The whale was substantially larger than the dolphin, and they looked nothing alike, except being sea creatures. 
 
    “One falls, another rises,” said the whale. 
 
    I had no idea what it meant, until I saw all five of them were looking at me. Serena was beaming. 
 
    “You mean Thorn is gone, and I’m here instead?” I asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” said the dolphin. “You both carry the same burden. A carrier is gone, another rises to continue.” 
 
    Great. They loved riddles. Or being vague. Or annoying. I wasn’t sure which. 
 
    “And?” I prompted. 
 
    “We make you the same offer as we did Thorn and his mate,” said horn. 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    I had no idea where this was going. 
 
    “When they ask too much of you, you may come here.” 
 
    Wings sounded serious, but with a horse face, how could you be sure? 
 
    “Who asks too much what?” 
 
    The four of them laughed. The two horses sounded pretty much the same, although tonally different. The dolphin’s laugh was high and somehow infectious, while the whale’s was low and booming. Serena had her hand over her mouth. I shot her an annoyed look, which she ignored. 
 
    “They will ask much of you,” said the whale, when it stopped laughing. 
 
    “They will not stop asking you,” said the dolphin. 
 
    “As they did not stop asking Thorn,” said wings. 
 
    Now I was beginning to get a handle on the situation. They seemed to know enough about Thorn’s life to think mine was going to go the same way. 
 
    “Thorn was a judge. I’m Imperium military. No-one is going to be asking me anything.” 
 
    They all laughed again. The horses looked like they were going to fall over. The whale almost flopped out onto the jetty. The dolphin went under. 
 
    “Dream on, dearest,” said Serena. 
 
    I waited until the four locals were again in control of themselves. 
 
    “I’m not accepting that for a moment, but I will accept your offer. What do you mean by come here?” 
 
    “We have accepted your Imperium as our protectors,” said the dolphin, “and we will allow some limited visiting of our planet. But not allow anyone to settle here who was not born here.” 
 
    “But you are the sole exception,” said the whale. 
 
    “You and your mate,” added horn. 
 
    “We understand you like islands,” said wings. 
 
    “We will give you one,” said the dolphin, “when you are ready to hide from those who won’t let you.” 
 
    I chose the easy path, and bowed my head in acceptance, after which the whale and dolphin departed. The two horses showed us back to where we’d arrived, and pointed out where to put the station rifts on this end. 
 
    We discussed the need for two of them, one coming down, and the other going up. They were to be wide enough for a grav sled to come through, but nothing larger, and to not allow any weapons or any implement which could cut or dig, or anything with wheels or which might mark the landscape in any way. They didn’t care how I prevented them, as long as they couldn’t get here. It wouldn’t stop anything coming down from orbit in a more conventional way, of course. 
 
    The station AI sent me a station plan with where to put the rifts, and an image of how that area looked now. It was in the place where a standard airlock would normally be, but had been replaced by a fake wall to avoid freaking people out with the illusion of stepping into space. Two arrows were already marked on the deck in front, showing the way down, and the way coming back. 
 
    I concentrated, and put both single direction rifts into place. Over the top of one of them, I added the word ‘up’ as a permanent sign hanging there magically, and added ‘down’ over the other one. At the station end on the down side, I put a sign saying anyone with weapons, or cutting or digging implements would not be allowed through. Neither would anything with wheels. 
 
    After a moment’s thought, I suggested to the station AI it needed somewhere on hand for people to lock away anything not allowed through, while they were down planet, and possibly an avatar to keep things in order. 
 
    I motioned to Serena, and she stepped into the up side, didn’t reappear for over a minute, and when she did, she was no longer wearing a sidearm. 
 
    Almost immediately, Tollin stepped out with a woman and two kids behind him, and the kids immediately squealed and headed for the horses. The thunder of hooves and flapping of wings indicated they were about to be reinforced. 
 
    More families came through, all of them awed by the scenery and horses, as well as some other animals and birds which began appearing. Among them was my own team, and their AI’s, along with Leanne and Tamsin. 
 
    But it was Jill who had the biggest reaction. 
 
    “Oh my giddy aunt!” she shrieked. “A unicorn!” She looked around, and took a big breath. “And a pegasus!” 
 
    She was rooted to the spot for a moment. 
 
    “Oh my fucking god!” she yelled, drawing some frowns from a few of the parents, and ran over to hug the neck of Horn. 
 
    The bewildered horse looked at me with a definitely confused look on its face, as she let go, and hugged Wings as well. 
 
    Tollin and his family were laughing, as was quite a few of those who’d just arrived. I looked at him with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Mythical beasts on old Earth,” he said, as if that was all that needed saying. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Eleven 
 
      
 
    The diplomatic cruiser arrived at the station promptly at midday. 
 
    It was the same ship we’d been going to use when we met the fungus, but it had been substantially remodeled around the cargo deck. While about the same size as Judge, it was a completely different configuration, and much older. While it was armed, they were conventional cruiser and smaller turrets, firing what they appeared to be with no upgrades. In a one on one fight, Judge would rip it apart quickly. This also meant it was useless as a warship. But as an armed diplomatic vessel, it was ideal.  
 
    If the station denizens considered it odd for a diplomatic ship to be armed, none of them ever said anything within the hearing of any of our AIs. 
 
    Judge had been the only ship to jump back, the rest of the team still down on the horses’ planet. The last I’d seen of Metunga was on all fours, with a child on his back, racing another child riding a unicorn. A number of other kids were swimming with a bunch of dolphins who’d turned up to see what was going on. All of them were wearing suit belts, so their parents were not worried about accidents. 
 
    I rifted the four of us, myself, Serena, Leanne, and Tamsin, over to the cargo deck of Diplomat, as the ship had now been named. We found a large group of people waiting near the airlock, and as I looked into the ship using my magic sight, I could see areas created on both sides of a central walkway, waiting for beings to sample the wares of different planets. People from those planets, a lot of them chefs, cooks, and sales-beings, were waiting to serve. A lot of butlers were waiting as well, especially in sections which were obviously bars. With the ship being a half kilometer long, and the cargo deck being most of that length, there were a lot of kiosks, bars, and beings to operate them. 
 
    Then I noticed there were stairwells and ramps leading both up and down, along the length.  
 
    Down led to another deck, this one not as long, but covered in dirt. It had obviously been designed for Trixone, and again, people and butlers were waiting in various sections to talk about whatever was mixed in with the dirt in that place, or to add things to it. There were bar areas there as well, which I found surprising, but a popup told me the Rogue people had found out the plants liked their alcohol as much as we did.  
 
    Up led to a series of conference rooms. 
 
    The clunk of the docking clamps was more obvious down here. There was a short pause, and the inner airlock doors opened, followed a moment later by the outer doors. The station airlock was already open, and a very large crowd of station denizens were waiting, with the red flower Trixone being in the lead. It led them onto the ship, greeted the man and woman who were the official hosts, both of them diplomats, and then headed for me, where I was standing out of the way of the inflow. 
 
    “Greetings, Admiral,” it said to me, bowing its flower for a moment. 
 
    “Commander will do just fine,” I said quietly.  
 
    “Greetings also to you,” it said, the flower looking at the three women with me, and apparently ignoring what I’d said. It looked back at me. “Is there somewhere where we can talk privately?” 
 
    “How privately?” 
 
    “Just the two of us.” 
 
    “Why with me? Wouldn’t a diplomat be better?” 
 
    “Not just yet. We have plenty of time for diplomacy. This is station business.” 
 
    “You won’t mind my aides accompanying us?” 
 
    The flower contracted a bit on the end, but returned to its normal shape. Was that a frown? 
 
    “That will be fine.” 
 
    “This way,” said Leanne. “If you care to follow me?” 
 
    The flower bobbed, and it started shuffling after her. We followed along, as she led us to the nearest up ramp. At the top, she led us a short way down the central corridor, and into a small conference room. Half of the floor was covered in dirt, and the plant went straight for it. There was a small table in the middle, with four chairs on one side. We sat on the normal deck side, and the plant moved to face us on the dirt side. 
 
    “Your attention to detail is welcomed,” it said. “Very tasty as well. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” said Tamsin. 
 
    “I must admit to some deception, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “You’re not here to discuss station business?” I asked. 
 
    Shocker. Not. I repressed a smile. So were the others. 
 
    “Unfortunately not. This may come as a shock to you, but I represent a group who wish to defect.” 
 
    “Defect?” asked Leanne. “How many, what species, and what exactly do you mean by defect?” 
 
    “Defect in terms of joining the Imperium.” It must have understood the shock on our faces now. “Let me explain.” 
 
    “You’d better,” I said. “But we’re probably not the best people to be talking to about this.” 
 
    “We think you are. Since the Rawtenuga first started ravaging this part of the galaxy, it has become apparent our warrior sub-species is both incapable of defending us, and also not particularly interested in doing so.” 
 
    “Not interested? How can they be not interested?” 
 
    “It is part of the way they were originally propagated. Their instinct is to expand our territory, always looking outward. And for millennia they have done so. We here know of the Keerah and the Ralnor over in the center of the galaxy, and how they stopped the original push that way. But both species had no real interest in taking our space from us, although they’ve been tested from time to time. But until the Imperium was discovered, we’d never had an enemy capable of pushing us back.” 
 
    “And now you have two?” asked Serena. 
 
    “Yes. We understand the Imperium is relatively small, and so can only affect a small amount of space. But the Rawtenuga are a completely different threat, particularly here as they push inwards through this area of space. We have nothing which can counter them effectively. This is mostly our fault, of course.” 
 
    “How?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “We destroyed all animal warrior species we couldn’t conquer. When I say we, I mean the warrior class, and so long ago no-one remembers who or what was destroyed. Those we left alive, became vassals to design and build things for us. Animals have always been better at building than we will ever be, but channeled in the right direction, they developed ways for even us to do our own building. This of course was many millennia ago. We achieved balance with the other two dominant species, and our warrior sub-species concentrated on consolidating our third of the core galaxy. And as you should know, there are areas within what we consider our space which we still do not control.” 
 
    “When did the Rawtenuga show up?” 
 
    “Oddly, about the same time the Imperium did.” 
 
    I looked at Serena, who looked at me. We both knew why this was happening. The time line shift had obviously changed the Rawtenuga in much the same ways it had the Keerah. Much more warlike than before, and a change towards outward expansion. 
 
    “All very interesting,” I said. “But you still haven’t explained what you mean by defect.” 
 
    “We want you to join this system to your Imperium.” 
 
    “And how many of you are there who want this?” 
 
    “Hard to tell without coming out into the open. Perhaps fifty five percent of the station population across all species, and thirty percent of the planet?” 
 
    “But you’re not sure?” 
 
    “No. And without an indication our defection will even be considered, the question will not be asked formally.” 
 
    “What of your warrior class? What will they think?” 
 
    “There are very few of them left here. Our defense fleet was destroyed, as were all previous ones. The only warrior sub-species here now are for local control of rule breakers. Or are still seedlings.” 
 
    “You mean police?” asked Serena. 
 
    She wasn’t talking about the seedlings. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Serena and I made eye contact again. 
 
    “And what do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Take word to your Imperator. You have saved this station twice now, but it is only a matter of time before this system is lost, and most of our lives with it. Only with Imperium help can we survive.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can do that.” I paused, and it waited for me. “But tell me something. Do all of your species have the warrior stinger?” 
 
    “Stinger? What stinger are you referring to?” 
 
    “The one which kills if it touches the skin of an animal.” 
 
    “Is that why you war on us?” 
 
    “Partly. Your warriors attacked us. But a stinger which kills on contact is a strong motivation for fighting back.” 
 
    “I can see that. But I don’t understand.” 
 
    “What don’t you understand?” 
 
    “None of our species have a stinger.” 
 
    “What is it then which comes out of what we call your flower?” 
 
    “This?” 
 
    Its stinger emerged, but wasn’t as long as the warrior ones, which could have been because this plant was not as large as the warriors were. 
 
    “That. Its touch is fatal to us, and every other animal we’ve come across.” 
 
    “But it’s not a stinger.” 
 
    “What is it then?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “It is how we fertilize our seed to provide consciousness for the next generation. Like all plants, we produce seed before death. We use what you call a stinger to pollinate the seeds of the departed. Without this, the seeds grow a plant without mind.” 
 
    It looked around at all four of us. 
 
    “It is not a stinger. In the animal way of thinking, it’s how we make babies.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twelve 
 
      
 
    “They want what?” 
 
    I’d told Red Flower I’d see what I could do, and sent it down to join other Trixone, with the promise I’d send Leanne to get it when there was news. Back in my ready room on Judge, I’d coaxed Tollin to join me. Serena had stayed on Diplomat to see what was happening, with Tamsin staying with her, and Leanne coming back with me. Tollin had walked back to Haven station, to get to the rift to Judge through our station living room. He wasn’t all that happy about his family time being interrupted. Especially as he hadn't had his lying-in-the-grass time yet. 
 
    He was as surprised as we’d been at what was being asked. 
 
    “The Trixone which talked to us doesn’t represent a majority in the system, or even the local government, but is asking for the system to be allowed to join the Imperium.” 
 
    “What does it represent?” 
 
    “Station management, I think.” 
 
    “This is crazy. It does know we’re technically at war with its people?” 
 
    “I’m not sure they see things that way. They know some areas of their space are at war with us, especially in the center of the galaxy, but the rest of them consider themselves not at war, or have no reason to go to war with us. And around here, every reason to ally with us formally against the Rawtenuga.” 
 
    “I guess I can see that. But we can’t have a species joining the Imperium whose touch is fatal.” 
 
    “It explained that. They don’t actually have a stinger. It’s a part of their propagation method, and from the sound of it, only coincidently poisonous to animals. I might also point out that station is full of animals of one kind or another, and they don’t appear to have a problem.” 
 
    “So why do their warriors use it as a weapon?” 
 
    “I’m just guessing, but it saves them needing anything heavier. If our touch killed, we’d probably never have developed hand guns at all. They have them of course, but animal species developed them. But when you put tens of thousands of touch-killers down on a planet, without any warning, you don’t really need heavy weapons except for breaking into structures.” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    He didn’t sound convinced. And I certainly didn’t blame him. I waited while he thought about it. 
 
    “I’ll need to take this to the council. But I’ll be damned if I do it today. It’s going to need a lot of people brought in on the discussion, and definitely won’t be a quick decision.” 
 
    “What do I tell the plant?” 
 
    “Tell it the matter will be discussed at the highest levels, including the results of how this afternoon progresses, and how our people assessing the reactions report back. There will be no quick decision though. And there won’t be any decision until we have a request by a system government. We can however discuss it in the abstract, ready for such a formal request to arrive.” 
 
    “What about keeping the Rawtenuga out?” 
 
    He thought some more. 
 
    “You’re authorized to close the jump points if they request it, at least temporarily. I’m going to have to brief the Imperator anyway, so I’ll ask him to send you orders.” 
 
    “They may not be able to handle a closure of the jump points. The system gets a reasonable amount of traders coming through, so blocking them might be bad for the planet or the station.” 
 
    “Find out. Can you keep only warships out?” 
 
    From memory, the Imperator had done just that already, so it must be possible. 
 
    “I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Good. Thanks for the hot potato.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    He nodded, still not looking happy, rose, and left. I sat there and pondered if this was a good idea or not. But didn’t reach any conclusions except it was going to be complicated. Too many pros and cons, not the least of the cons being it might be a backdoor attempt to gain access to our systems. I had no doubt many would be suggesting it as it was discussed, and was glad I wasn’t going to be part of it. 
 
    Cancel, clear, and delete that. I ought to know by now when I think things like that, the cosmos responds by putting me where I don’t want to be. So I put those thoughts aside, and took Leanne back to Diplomat, and sent her to get Red again. 
 
    I waited in the same conference room as before, with the door open, and noted quite a bit of traffic going to and fro now, using other rooms. The mix of species was representative of all I’d seen so far, and included a few I hadn’t. But the white rats were very obvious, as were a few brown ones, and several variations of frogs. Even a llama went past as I watched. All had Imperium people with them. 
 
    Serena and Tamsin returned with Leanne and Red Flower. The plant was not quite as steady as it walked now. 
 
    “Welcome back, Admiral,” it said. “How were your talks with your Imperator?” 
 
    “Preliminary only,” I responded, deciding not to tell it I wasn’t an admiral, again, and I didn’t have any access to the Imperator directly. “This is going to take time to discuss at the highest levels. In the meantime, I have a question for you.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “How reliant is this system on traders?” 
 
    “What are you asking?” 
 
    “Can you do without them for a while?” 
 
    “No. Why would we?” 
 
    “Protecting you from the Rawtenuga is best done by denying all ships access to this system. Other options are available though.” 
 
    “Maybe for a short time, but we rely on trade in the local cluster. Of course, the local cluster is also under threat, and part of it already conquered.” 
 
    “Understood. Talking of which, you must understand the Imperium cannot deal with groups, but only with governments. System or local cluster, preferably. We will consider all implications of your request, but a formal approach would need to be made by a government, or an officer representing a government, before anything more than discussion happens.” 
 
    “I do understand that. If you can give me any indication of how our request is being received?” 
 
    “We’re taking it seriously, but given the war, there will be a lot of opposition.” 
 
    “I accept that. There will be here as well. But if my short time on this ship is any indication, the trade possibilities are endless, and there will now be a large call by many of our vassal species to open trade up as much as possible. I want trade opened up, and I wasn’t saying that yesterday. The Nerg are already making noises about wanting to import huge quantities from you.” 
 
    “Nerg?” 
 
    “What you call rats. The white ones. The brown ones are a separate species called the Narg. The few we have here are saying the same thing, which for them is quite rare. When they agree, we listen.” 
 
    “Trade in itself has its own difficulties. We use a digital currency, which is exchange rated for each Imperium member. We’d need to establish some sort of exchange currency with you before any trade could commence.” 
 
    “I believe that has already been discussed with some of your people, and is being considered on both sides. And it also provides me with a reason for this meeting. As head controller for the station, it falls to me to ensure ships docking here have the right connections, and pay the appropriate fees. So for now, our meetings today have been about these issues, and the possibility of one of your trading ships making a visit here to ensure trading is actually possible. Can you set that up?” 
 
    “Me? No. But I will pass on the request. It should be possible in a day or two, depending on the outcome of today.” 
 
    “Good. I will start the process of allowing Imperium ships to dock, and see what objections arise. Before anything else, I need permission to allow you to dock, and since your military vessels are no longer docked here, any further dockings must have appropriate approval.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Bureaucracy was everywhere. 
 
    “Thank you for your assistance. I will see myself out.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I’ll send word when I have any.” 
 
    The flower bobbed, and it turned and walked away, although Tamsin had to open the door for it. It was still more than a little unsteady. 
 
    “Was that plant drunk?” I asked Serena. 
 
    She laughed, nodding. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Serena had already eaten down on the main deck. 
 
    She led me to where I could get a late lunch, after I’d sent a message to Tollin about organizing a trader visit. On the way to where she told me some really good food was located, we went past kiosks from many different worlds. One of the kiosks was Ralnor, and it was packed. There was even a couple of Ralnor working it, and they were getting as much attention as their food was. The big cats had sent several kiosks, and while not as popular, were still attracting a lot of attention.  
 
    The Ralnor bar was also packed, as was the Wyvern bar. Not all the bars were however. The America bar was only lightly patronized, and the Australian one wasn’t much better off. I paused near both of them, wondering why. 
 
    “The American beer is very lightweight,” said Leanne. “And while the Australian beers have double the alcohol content, something they call Fosters isn’t being received all that well. Which is not all that surprising, since I’ve heard some of the pilots call it ‘panther’s piss’ in comparison with wyvern beer.” 
 
    “What do the panthers think about it?” asked Serena, clearly enjoying herself. 
 
    “As far as I know, they’ve not heard the comparison yet.” 
 
    “Might be an idea to make sure they don’t,” I added. “Do they have their own beers?” 
 
    “Not beer. Something different I understand. Metunga might know the differences.” 
 
    He’d never commented about alcohol as far as I knew. And come to think of it, the last thing we needed was a drunk big cat. 
 
    “The same bars downstairs are doing the opposite,” said Tamsin. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “The plants prefer Fosters over all the beers, the American beers next, and the Wyvern beers last.” 
 
    “Why is that?” asked Serena, before I could. 
 
    “Probably the same reason. Alcohol content and taste. American bourbon is really popular with everyone though, but more than a few drops really seems to affect the plants.” 
 
    “Maybe we should be bombing them with bourbon instead of shooting them?” laughed Serena. 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself joining in, and with the four of us chuckling, we moved on to find me some food. The place Serena took me too turned out to be something called Chinese. I vaguely recalled there was an Imperium member called China, but not realized their food was available outside their area of space. When I mentioned that, Leanne informed me the Imperator was very partial to it, and had standing invitations to quite a few of the restaurants now scattered through the Imperium stations. 
 
    By the time I’d finished sampling the dishes, I understood why Serena had brought me here, and also why the Imperator ate it regularly. I enquired about how to get a bulk order suitable for ships, and was simply told to have my ship AI put in an order. I enquired about payment, and was told it could be arranged to be part of the normal ship allocation which the Imperium paid for, or if just for personal consumption, it could be billed individually. I left Leanne there to organize an order just for the two of us, billed to me. It wasn’t as if I was short of money or anything, and needed to be fed only by the Imperium military setup. 
 
    Which reminded me to actually check on what the Wyvern were providing now. It turned out they did barbeque really well. Although I suspected it was the dragons which did the barbequing more often than not. All the same, the meat was different, and very tasty, so I told Leanne to go there next, and do another order with them. Technically they were not yet an Imperium member, but they had a full trading agreement in place. 
 
    Oddly enough, the coffee kiosk was almost empty. Every single instance of human like life had its own version of coffee. But apparently no-one else in the galaxy shared the taste for it. 
 
    But the chocolate kiosk next door was full, and had lines well out into the passageway.  
 
    On the way back, we stopped at the wyvern bar, and tasted just about everything they had on display. Even taking sips, by the time we finished, both of us had to put the alcohol suppressor in primary mode, and needed meds to dull the pain of burnt mouths and throats. But the tastes were worth it. I had Leanne order us in a selection, not so much for general use, although a pallet of beer was on the order, but for dinner parties. 
 
    I hadn't realized Serena was thinking about dinner parties, but technically the captain could invite anyone for dinner in the special dining room, and such times should be accompanied by appropriate lubrication. And as flagship, Judge needed to be able to entertain properly. 
 
    We also stopped at the American bar, and tried their bourbon, but I didn’t find it to my taste. Not far along was a British bar, and they had a whole range of what they called whiskey, which also did nothing for me. But they also had a number of fine liqueurs, which I did like. I listened to a sales person with what sounded like a broken translator, which Leanne told me was in fact the Scot dialect, trying to convince a rat to buy a series of liqueurs to go with a list of cocktail recipes.  
 
    Downstairs we found plants with so many variations and flower colours, I began wondering if Trixone was just the name for an intelligent plant, and in fact they had so many species variations they didn’t bother telling anyone about them due to the extreme complication of differentiating them. Leanne thought that was a good insight, and sent it to Jane for consideration. She then proceeded to talk about the thousands of rose species from spine systems, some going all the way back to homeworld Earth, until I told her to shut up about it. 
 
    All in all, I think I enjoyed the afternoon on Diplomat more than I would have on the planet the rest of team had remained on. Mentioning that proved to be a bad idea as well, as Leanne mentioned it was now being called Sanctuary, and I had to shut her up again before she went on and on about what was being found there. 
 
    When the four of us returned to Judge, Leanne informed me we had enough of the first orders on board to feed the team several times over, and so I issued invitations to dinner to them and the squadron leaders, and had Leanne coordinate with the butlers for preparation. 
 
    I had enough time beforehand to spend some time in my ready room, where I found a whole series of emails thanking me for making rift travel possible between ships and stations, and even between locations on planets. Dreamwalker and Chaos sent separate ones, but were both thanking me for the link between their ships, which now allowed them to ‘visit’ with each other whenever they could, without anyone knowing. Chaos was a little overenthusiastic about it, and the implications were almost blush worthy.  
 
    A lot of the married ship captains had sent thanks, as now they could walk home for dinner when not actively on Imperium business. And some of Arthur’s people were very appreciative of their squeezes being more available now, and from memory, that included a number of colonels and admirals. 
 
    The thing was, I had no idea why they were thanking me. Until I finally caught up, and found a message from Syrinx saying she’d taken her little band of trainee rift mages on the road, where they practiced putting in rifts where people wanted them. When people asked who to thank, they’d all been saying me. Gee, thanks. 
 
    The last message was from Jane, saying she was thinking of setting up a new rift hub for the military, so all of the capital ships were accessible from one place. She’d let me know if they needed my help to set it up. I really hoped not. The last thing I wanted was to be roped into doing mundane magic.  
 
    What I really needed was a good battle to make us unavailable for anything else. However, nothing was forthcoming for the moment, although the Rawtenuga were moving new fleets up into this area still, and it was only a matter of time. What I didn’t understand was why we hadn't been called home yet, as the Ralnor and Keerah were still fighting daily battles that we knew about, but with a few exceptions, they were handling them themselves. 
 
    One thing I did find out was the Claymore Task Force now had a rift mage, and was doing our role of using a directed rift to demolish Trixone fleets with, and then taking the fighters the conventional way. What I didn’t understand was why they were doing that, and we were stuck out here. 
 
    To my surprise, none of the pilots turned up for dinner, with one of the squadron leaders responding at the last moment they were attending a mandatory dinner on Haven instead. The rest of my ships jumped back in just before dinner time, and I met the team in the living room, and led them directly to the dining room, where Serena and a much smaller table waited, with the normal large one pushed against one wall. 
 
    Leanne obviously needed some coaching about menus. We had wyvern barbeque with Chinese fried rice and green vegetables no-one recognized, which turned out to be from the planet below. Followed by American ice cream and Australian chocolate for dessert, and a Ralnor port actually in our coffee. Oddly, it all worked. And the coffee was in fact a great deal better tasting that way. 
 
    Strangely, although no-one said anything, everyone had eaten everything. Even Metunga. 
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    Our pilots didn’t come back. 
 
    Even before going to bed, I’d been informed Eagle Wing had been reassigned. Jill and I joked about it after everyone else had gone to bed. Here we had brand new ships designed as carriers, and we no longer had anything to carry. 
 
    I found Serena already asleep in my bed, which presumably meant it was now officially our bed. We still hadn’t talked about anything, but it looked like she’d decided we were a couple now. Just to confirm it, I found all her stuff behind the wardrobe doors, with what little I had moved to one end, making the other end hers. 
 
    As I looked down at her sleeping, I suddenly wondered if she’d had another vision, and was moving our relationship on faster as a result. That was a scary thought. She’d never discussed her visions, and had never wanted to, so she could be keeping anything from me in that regard. On the other hand, I’m not sure I’d want to know what she saw on a regular basis. Which was probably why a lot of seers, and every oracle I’d heard of, remained single most of their lives. 
 
    Sleep came quickly, dreams I didn’t remember, and there were not even any fighters on board when I woke up. I didn’t find out until after training and breakfast with everyone on Judge, that Eagle Wing was now assigned to the Galactica Task Force, which was now working with the Claymore force. That put the Imperator’s father in command of practically all of our active fighter pilots. 
 
    Galactica, and her two sister ships from before the time line shift, had been reinforced with the two upgraded similar shaped, but after the time line, cousins. The five ships couldn’t launch Excaliburs, but between them they had more than enough space for Eagle Wing to park, and jump in to and out from. The same information included the two Scimitar class getting an additional newly activated squadron each, which brought them up to the limit of their accommodation, rather than parking space. 
 
    I suspected Eagle had convinced the Imperator his fighter pilots were wasted out here, and suggested they gather them all together. Nor did I know if this was a reaction to pilots acting as troops.  
 
    I didn’t know if they had a rift mage yet, and suspected they didn’t. But probably would have soon. I’d just have to wait for reports now, to see if it proved to be a good idea or not. It probably was. If anything, the Imperium was still figuring out how best to use fighter pilots, without treating them like cannon fodder. 
 
    Diplomat was still here, and my squadron was ordered to remain where we were in support of what was proving to be a very valuable diplomatic and trade mission. I had authorization to seal off jump points across the entire area to keep the local cluster clear of Rawtenuga. And was warned to expect one of our civilian traders later on in the day. 
 
    My first order of business for the day was checking in with Red Flower, who wasn’t available, but I was informed discussions about financial systems were in progress on Diplomat, and I’d be advised when Red Flower was available. I passed on the news an actual Imperium trader was expected later on in the day, although I had no details, so we’d need docking issues resolved by then. 
 
    This all reminded me to ask Leanne how she’d paid for vegetables from the planet. She reminded me all Imperium ships had a small stash of diamonds on board to use as barter, and she’d used several of these. She pointed out the rats wanted diamonds, particularly our industrial ones, especially because they were perfect. This ran counter to everything I knew about diamond values, which wasn’t much, but it might provide a means of credit conversion in the short term, with diamonds providing a middle exchange between different currencies. Fortunately, not my problem to figure out. 
 
    I’d just started looking at where we needed to close jump points in the local cluster, when Leanne interrupted me with an order to report to Admiral Jedburgh. So I tasked Jill with figuring out what needed doing, and if I wasn’t back when the team had a plan in place, to begin the work without me. Gitte and Haynes were perfectly capable of closing jump points, after all. And for now, protection of Diplomat didn’t need the whole squadron. 
 
    It only took a few minutes to reach the admiral’s ready room, where I found Syrinx and Tanith waiting. 
 
    “Here he is,” said Jedburgh, looking at Syrinx. He turned to me. “Commander, when you’re finished with mage duties, return here. I’ve new orders for you.” 
 
    “Aye sir,” I said, feeling more than a little confused. 
 
    Syrinx waved for me to follow her, and the three of us left.  
 
    “What’s this about?” I asked, after we’d left Jedburgh’s titan, and were walking towards a travel car on Haven station.  
 
    “We’ve been asked to attend a trial on the Democratic Union capital planet,” she said. 
 
    “We’ve what?” 
 
    Neither of them looked any happier than I was.  
 
    “They don’t have any mages,” said Tanith. “But apparently the defense is claiming magic has been used. They wanted us as impartial observers to the description of what they claim has happened, and they wanted you as Thorn’s heir, in case they need lie detection to sort out the truth.” 
 
    I stopped dead, and it took them a moment to realize I wasn’t with them. They stopped, turned, and waited for me. The frown on my face seemed to have a life of its own, and it caused them both to smile. I sighed, and resumed walking.  
 
    Someone was not going to be happy about where this went, that much I was certain about. 
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    Two stations later, we joined a line of people, and walked through a rift down to a planet. Syrinx led us to a spot with no people movement, opened another rift, and we stepped into a building which had ‘court house’ written all over its decoration style. The nearest doors had people going in through them, and we entered as well, and sat at the back. 
 
    We rose with everyone else when the judge entered, and sat when bidden. I knew the drill. Thorn had dragged me along to a number of trials he’d presided over back when I was younger, and before I’d decided on space. I guess he’d wanted to find out if I was interested in being the next judge in the family. I hadn't been then, and I still wasn’t now. 
 
    The judge looked at the three of us specifically, but did nothing to acknowledge our presence. But someone had obviously warned her we were coming, or she’d recognized us. 
 
    I was expecting the trial itself to bore me, and be exciting for everyone else. The only two witnesses were the accused, and the accuser. So it proceeded fairly rapidly to start with, with the accuser being taken through her story of being drugged and raped. It sounded particularly horrible for her, and the jury and gallery ate it up, along with evidence not being disputed by the defense, which proved semen from the accused being found inside the accuser’s body. She was also now pregnant, and the child was confirmed to be his. 
 
    Slam dunk for the prosecution. Or so you’d think.  
 
    Which brought the accused to the stand. He told a story which was identical to hers, up to the point where, in her home, he’d passed out on the couch. He’d woken with a major headache the following morning, and had left without seeing the woman at all. He admitted he knew her from previous encounters, found her attractive in a sisterly kind of way, and had gone to her home without any intention of sleeping with her. He had in fact been walking her home as a gentleman would, and she’d invited him in. He had no recollection of anything between sitting on the couch, and when he’d woken on it and left. 
 
    Also undisputed evidence was introduced which showed her dna was not found anywhere on his person or clothes, although by the time he’d been arrested, he’d had ample time to shower. He insisted he hadn't showered at all, and hadn’t needed to. 
 
    Still a slam dunk for the prosecution. Everyone thought he was obviously lying. 
 
    With a look in our direction first, the defense lawyer then asked what had happened before he’d been arrested. He claimed he’d had to take a major pain killer, so had missed work that day, and had slept for a while before being woken by the phone. 
 
    A male voice had accused him of raping his daughter, and demanded he marry her that day, or face the consequences. He refused, thinking it was some sort of sick joke which would turn into a money scam. He’d never heard the voice before or since, and both defense and prosecution lawyers stipulated to the woman’s father being in fact, dead.  
 
    At this point you had to wonder what the defense lawyer was doing, as it wasn’t so much of a slam dunk now, as why hadn't he just pleaded guilty and saved the court’s time. All the evidence was against him. 
 
    And then it entered the realm of farce. 
 
    When asked what he thought had happened, he told the court a mage had drugged him, removed the sperm from his body, and placed it inside the woman’s body in such a way as she was guaranteed to become pregnant. 
 
    The whole court laughed really hard, with the exception of the defense lawyer, the judge, and the three of us mages. The judge had to do the gavel banging thing a lot to get the court back under control. 
 
    He was asked why he believed this, and said he’d subsequently hired a private detective to find out more about the woman who’d accused him, and during the investigation, another five cases over the previous month on different planets had turned up, all with the exact same events. Three of the men involved had married the woman, and the other two were in jail. One of the men had been encouraged to have too much to drink one night, and he’d spilled the story of his wife using a mage to entrap him. 
 
    The court wasn’t laughing now, but no-one I looked at was in any doubt he was making it up. 
 
    Both lawyers did their summing up, the jury left, and deliberations took minutes. They returned, and the man was pronounced guilty. 
 
    Which was when I stood up. 
 
    All eyes turned to me. 
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    “The court recognizes Mage Master Bud.” 
 
    I could feel anger inside me, but I kept it off my face, as I walked to the front of the public area, and pushed through the short swing doors into the actual court space. 
 
    The judge was looking at me with an expectant expression on her face, but I stopped inside the doors, and said nothing. There was complete silence now. 
 
    “Who is this?” demanded the prosecution lawyer. 
 
    “Are you here in the capacity of judge,” the judge asked me. 
 
    “I’m not a judge. My uncle Thorn was,” which drew a reaction from the prosecution lawyer, “but I’m Imperium military. I am however a master mage, and since I’m here, and have at least had some training in court room procedures from my uncle, I cannot let this travesty of justice continue.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” said prosecution. 
 
    I ignored him, still looking at the judge. 
 
    “Do you possess the ability to ensure truth,” asked the judge. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Prosecution, who had been standing, now sat abruptly. 
 
    “You may proceed, mage master. The court grants you leave to determine the truth.” 
 
    “Thank you, your honour.” 
 
    I turned to face the full gallery. 
 
    “You will not make a sound until I say you can.” 
 
    The words were said with the appropriate magic, and people suddenly found they could open their mouths, but no sound came out. I turned back to the court, walked up to below the bench, and turned so I could see both sides. 
 
    “Only truth can be said now. Any attempt to say a falsehood will result in nothing being said at all.” 
 
    Again, I put the magic intent into the words. The prosecutor rose, and worked his jaw for a few moments without any sound coming out, and abruptly sat again. I approached the defendant. 
 
    “Do you swear the evidence you have given at this trial is the truth.” 
 
    “I swear.” 
 
    The jury all suddenly looked shocked. So did a lot of the gallery. I walked over to the accuser. She visibly flinched as I approached.  
 
    “Do you swear the evidence you have given at this trial is the truth.” 
 
    She tried really hard to answer the question, but nothing came out. When she stopped trying, she glared at me. 
 
    “What part of your evidence was the truth?” 
 
    Again she tried to answer and failed, then silently sighed. 
 
    “The events up until he passed out on the couch were true. Him leaving was true. I watched him leave.” 
 
    “And the mage?” 
 
    She’d given up fighting now. 
 
    “Exists.” 
 
    Everyone including the judge now looked shocked. Even the defendant and defense lawyer hadn't been prepared for that admission. 
 
    “Whose idea was this?” 
 
    “His.” 
 
    “Describe the events leading up to meeting the defendant.” 
 
    “I’d been stalking him for months, but it was like I was invisible. I’ve been madly in love with him since the first time I saw him, but he just wouldn’t ask me out. A group of us girls were discussing magic, and suggested I find out if love potions were real. I thought they were joking, and but I found an ad in the local news service, and met a man who claimed to be a mage. He suggested a magically arranged baby would convince anyone to marry me. I just needed to meet his price.” 
 
    “And did you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you describe the man?” 
 
    She screwed her face up so much trying, I thought for a moment she was trying to lie. 
 
    “No, I can’t. 
 
    Odd. Everything she’d said was the truth, and yet it was also all lies. 
 
    “Do you want the baby?” 
 
    “He told me it could be removed just as easily as it was created, and initially I didn’t when we didn’t get married, but now I do. So yes.” 
 
    I looked over at the defendant. 
 
    “Do you want the baby?” 
 
    “No. But I will not see it terminated as long as I’m not asked to be part of its or the mother’s life in any way, including financially.” 
 
    “So ordered,” said the judge. “Anything else to present, mage master?” 
 
    “No. I think that will be enough. For now. But the court should be aware there are only victims here. One had genetic material stolen from him, and the other had it added in such a way as to create a life, while at the same time appears to have had her memories altered. There was no rape, even though the accuser remembers it happening.” 
 
    “Then you may release your magic, with the court’s thanks.” 
 
    I did so, and the noise level went up immediately, causing the judge to bang her gavel again. The room went silent. 
 
    “The conviction is overturned. The defendant is free to go. The bailiff will take the accuser into protective custody, pending investigations.” She banged her gavel. “Court is adjourned. The mage masters will see me in chambers immediately please.” 
 
    She rose, the bailiff bid everyone rise, and the judge left. Officers led the woman out, while the man sat sobbing. The court emptied, with an officer leading the three of us towards where the judge waited in her office. She’d removed her robes, and made herself comfortable. She waved us to the three seats in front of her desk. 
 
    “What now?” she asked. 
 
    Syrinx and Tanith both looked at me. 
 
    “This is now an Imperium matter. You’ll be hearing from either Chief Burnside or Detective Jane, or both, in due course. If you’d had your own mages, this would have remained a local matter until proved otherwise, but since you don’t, it means a mage from another Imperium member is acting illegally here. Imperium security will take the lead in the investigation, with mage support.” 
 
    Syrinx nodded. Tanith just kept looking at me. I wasn’t sure if he was stunned with what I’d done in the courtroom, or just wasn’t game to say anything. Like as not, both of them would end up involved in the investigation. It wasn’t certain the mage came from either of their people, but it was highly likely. And since neither of them had any ties to their own people, they would be completely impartial. 
 
    “I will pass that on to the local authorities. I assume you’ll be wanting to see the recordings of the other two trials mentioned?” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Yes. I may also need to confront the parties to determine the truth again. And also the three men forced into marriage, should they want out.” 
 
    “When those investigating require it, I’ll issue the warrants.” She paused for a moment, looking at me. “You don’t look happy, but I consider it unlikely this case is the cause. Can I help you further?” 
 
    “I don’t know who called me here, or even how they arranged for me to be ordered here by my superior officer, but I’d like you to spread the word it will not happen again. I am Imperium military. I have no intensions of becoming a civil judge like my uncle, and anyone who thinks they can change that will find themselves regretting trying it.” 
 
    “But we obviously need your help, as we needed your uncle’s help.” 
 
    I looked at her. She met my gaze, and didn’t flinch. 
 
    “What was your reaction to the verdict?” 
 
    “I thought it wrong, but there was no evidence supporting the defenses claims. Not until you ensured the truth was spoken.” 
 
    She was telling the truth. 
 
    “I will allow the judiciary to refer recordings of trials to be sent to me, through Chief Burnside, where the presiding judge is of the same mind that justice has not been done, but there is no legal avenue to change it. I will give no time frame for looking at the recordings, and I will not tolerate my time being wasted. Anyone wasting my time will regret it.” 
 
    “Your uncle was well known to hold the same view point. We called on him sparingly. I shall ensure it is known that you are not to be bothered without special cause.” 
 
    “Thank you, your honour. I have a job to do, and very little time of my own as it is. I will help in cases like this one, but when we find a mage who can do the same thing I did, you will be referred to that person instead of me. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, mage master. I do not know who called you in today, but I did of course recognize you when I saw you. All three of you are known. Would you like to be informed when I find out who it was?” 
 
    I thought about it. 
 
    “Only if the motives of that person were not pure.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    “I’d need you to determine that.” 
 
    “Got you there,” said Tanith, finally smiling. 
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    We went straight to Burnside’s office. 
 
    As soon as we were back on the local station, I’d pinged Jane we were on our way, so the two of them were waiting for us. The older version of Jane made me feel uncomfortable, and I had no idea why. They were both in civvies, with him wearing eagles on his shoulders, and her wearing just her AI insignia. That was just wrong, in my opinion. 
 
    I gave a short version of what had happened, outlined what I thought needed to happen, and made it quite clear I didn’t want to be involved if someone else could handle it. A rogue mage happened every now and then, even at home, and the fact we had one now just meant the Imperium security services needed to step up their game.  
 
    I could see the wheels turning in the man’s head, and when he asked, I confirmed there were probably a lot more cases of magic being used illegally, and not just where we’d found this case. Mages had just as much ability to move around the Imperium as anyone else. And there was just as little control over what they could access, as any other person. The only wonder was, something like this hadn't happened already.  
 
    Magical insemination though was something even I hadn't thought was possible, but apparently was for a movement master. It narrowed the field for this rogue mage down a lot. The stupid thing was, he could probably make a good living doing it legitimately, for couples unable for some reason to have the child they wanted, and technology still failing them. 
 
    Modifying memories was a known thing, although mages known to be able to do this were rare. Much more rare than spine entertainments made it out to be. Jill kept trying to get us interested in watching them, because they had imaginative versions of what mages should be able to do. So far I’d resisted, but I couldn’t avoid discussions of them at the dinner table. 
 
    A mage capable of both was unheard of. If there had been in the past, it hadn't been documented. But that was probably the point. You don’t document what you don’t want to encourage mages to try. Someone obviously had though, or we were dealing with two mages, which was actually much more likely. 
 
    Burnside and Jane listened, made notes, and said little. But I could see the fire burning in his eyes, and realized this sort of hunt was what got him up in the morning. It was pretty obvious he was yet another draftee, doing a job he didn’t really want to do, because no-one else could. So I was happy to give him the sort of challenge he relished. 
 
    After we left security, we again followed Syrinx. This time to a conference room on the Terminus station, where we were quickly joined by a group of senior mages. This included the Mage King of Kelewan himself, who was none too happy being summoned.  
 
    Syrinx outlined what we’d discovered, and what I’d done to discover it. Even the Mage King looked surprised, both for having a rogue mage with the sort of power and control this one did, and what I’d done. Personally I hadn’t considered what I’d done as all that impressive as far as magic was concerned, but it quickly became apparent I was the only known lie detector since Thorn, there’d never been one before him, and no-one had ever heard of anyone silencing a group of people before. Truth to tell, I only did it because I didn’t know it was impossible. Now I knew it was considered impossible, so obviously I wouldn’t be doing it again. Yes, I was annoyed, and I made an effort to keep my thoughts civil.  
 
    I made it quite clear I was only here to supply information, and it was up to them to chase down whoever was responsible for the crimes. They looked at me as if I was mad. Maybe I was, but that was beside the point. I was Imperium, had a full time job, and civilian matters were their concern. I had a few ugly thoughts about mage leaders who couldn’t control their mages, but didn’t voice them. 
 
    We went over the skills necessary to pull off what we knew had been done to two people, and most thought it had to be more than one mage involved. But the Mage King looked troubled, and when pressed suggested it might be a mage master called Pangbornd, who hadn’t been seen since returning from the ill-fated first jump drive test. He certainly had the move magic skills, but no-one had known he could do memory altering. If indeed he had. But it gave them a start for someone to look for. 
 
    That out of the way, Syrinx proposed a new level of master insignia for those considered a grand master skill level. Instead of the normally flat insignia, she proposed the new one be the same size as the current master insignia, but be half of a sphere shape instead. The only other people who had a non-flat insignia was the Imperator, who wore a starburst with a red gem in the middle, and flag officers who wore stars. All other insignia was flat. 
 
    This was accepted by all present, but I was pretty sure only because no-one alive at the moment had this level of magic skill. Thorn would definitely have qualified as one, but he was gone. 
 
    So naturally as soon as the vote had been taken, and the insignia design authorized, Tanith proposed me to be elevated to grand master. I looked at him as if he was crazy. The Mage King looked at him as if he was a traitor, and everyone else just nodded. The formal vote was redundant, and no-one opposed the motion. 
 
    It made me the senior mage.  
 
    Of everyone.  
 
    Which was exactly what I didn’t want. 
 
    After I took my hand away from my face, I told them they still had to run their civilian affairs themselves, and if it became necessary to bother me with them, no-one was going to like what bothering me looked like. Syrinx and Tanith actually laughed. The King looked relieved, which suggested he’d been none too pleased with the idea of having a grand master who wanted to run things, and me not wanting to suited him just fine. 
 
    Did I want to be keep apprised of the search for the rogue mage? Yes. But summaries only. Did I want to be kept apprised of other mage infractions? Hell no I didn’t, unless such action was of a level which required consideration by senior masters. Did I want to hold regular meetings at this level? 
 
    I told them to stop asking stupid questions, and moved myself back to Judge without realizing I was jumping myself, without a ship, half the length of the core galaxy. I appeared in my ready room, and surprised the hell out of Serena when I walked out unexpectedly and took my chair. The two AIs gaped at me as well, having had a few seconds more warning than Serena did. 
 
    “What did the Admiral want?” asked Serena. 
 
    “Fuck!” I said, causing them to grin back at me. 
 
    I’d forgotten he still wanted to see me. 
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    “Congratulations, Grand Master.” 
 
    I’d had Leanne contact the admiral’s aide, asking if I could have half an hour to eat before I came to see him, now that mage duties were concluded, and I hadn't eaten since breakfast, it now being half way through the afternoon.  
 
    While I was wolfing down fast food on the bridge, and getting a status update on the squadron, my insignia shifted on my uniform. Serena caught the change in her mirror, looked surprised for a moment, then squealed and rushed over to hug me. After a butler brought me a second helping of food to cover what had gone all over my uniform and chair, I managed to complete eating without anyone else knowing. The suit of course didn’t stain, and had only needed to be shifted to be rid of anything sticking to it. The cleaning bots dealt with the mess while I finished eating in the XO’s chair. 
 
    Only Mel and Loren were still here, the rest being out in two groups, as jump points were being closed. There were several dinosaur fleets inside the closed area still, but we had time to deal with them. Or someone did if we continued being on Diplomat detail. They would of course run into Trixone fleets within a day anyway. 
 
    I walked back to see the admiral, with my calm back in place. After the greeting, which I’d thanked him for, he waved me to the other side of his desk. 
 
    “Well commander, I guess you’re wondering what’s next for your squadron.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Right. Your current orders will continue for a day or two more. There are two civilian vessels going to join Diplomat later this afternoon. Both belong to the Imperator. One will have a full cargo of trade items we’ve already established are wanted by the locals, and will be picking up a load of, shall we say, private orders. The deal is already done, so the ship just needs to unload and load up again. But that in itself will be a test, since we know Trixone stations don’t have our freight transfer facilities. It’s also a test of whether the locals will deliver what they agreed to, but none of that is your concern.” 
 
    “Are we expecting any trouble?” 
 
    “Possibly. Which is why the ship is also bringing you a hundred security droids with suit belts to make them look a cross section of Imperium species, but all uniformed as security guards for the shipment. After the ship leaves, they’ll stay with you, to augment the ones already doing security on Diplomat.” 
 
    I hadn't known there were any. 
 
    “And the other ship?” 
 
    “A liner, carrying a good cross section of the Imperium’s shipping bigwigs, and major independent traders. Or at least, their representatives. They’ll be spending time on the station, figuring out if trading with the Trixone and their vassals is something worth doing. I expect them to be there for a few days at least. Where that leads is anyone’s guess at the moment, but for now, your squadron are security for our people.” 
 
    I nodded without saying anything.  
 
    “Once the trading has ended and all three ships have returned to Haven space, you’ll be getting replacement squadrons. All of them will be flying Excalibur fives, but none of them will have any experience at all.” 
 
    “How does that happen?” I blurted. 
 
    It made no sense. All of our recruits were experienced fighter pilots, and just needed additional training. That didn’t mean they were inexperienced squadrons when they went live. 
 
    “You’ll see. When you get them, you’ll understand what we’re sending you. It was Eagle’s idea, by the way.” 
 
    “Where are the fives coming from?” 
 
    As far as I knew, there were still a lot of squadrons still flying fours. 
 
    “Corona has started producing them under license. They have no use for fighters, but have the excess industrial capacity we need. We’re paying with food, I understand, and especially alcohol. Their society doesn’t produce anything requiring a person to coax the process of development along by tasting it regularly, so there are a lot of gaps in what they have, which we can supply.” 
 
    It made sense. Corona wasn’t joining the Imperium, but as a trading partner, had a lot to offer. The promised upgrades to holographics were coming from there as well. And I already knew we’d received some of them, since Judge had much better console hollos than any previous ship I’d had. 
 
    “The big cats and the Lufaflufs are building them too. So production is ramping up to meet our demand. Part of the tradeoff Eagle made to get his wing transferred to the Galactica carrier fleet, was your squadrons would be receiving fives until you were fully supplied, before his wing received any more.” 
 
    Which told me Eagle expected to be fighting more conventional fighter battles now, where the fours were not at a disadvantage. I had my doubts, but the new carrier fleet was certainly capable of dealing with the sort of fighter numbers the Keerah and Ralnor were having to deal with. While having enough firepower to take the fleets as well using rift tactics. Those Galactica class ships had dreadnaught firepower, as well as being designed to carry fighters. They were of course, quite larger than our actual dreadnaughts, and the only ships the Imperium had on par with the size of everyone else’s battleships. 
 
    “Once you have a full carrier force again, we’re giving you a mission. Any guesses as to what?” 
 
    “Clean up the Rawtenuga fleets still inside the area being separated today?” 
 
    “That’s just the start of it.” 
 
    He paused, and looked me straight in the eyes. 
 
    “We want you to find where the Rawtenuga are coming from, and stop them.” 
 
    He looked steadily at me for another moment. 
 
    “Permanently.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Nineteen 
 
      
 
    I returned to Judge feeling a bit overwhelmed. 
 
    It was one thing to be promoted to the junior commander level and actually now be a squadron leader in rank as well as position, but to then give me an independent mission which an admiral should be overseeing, seemed to indicate either the top brass had too high expectations of me, or they had no-one else to send. 
 
    Although, it was true that if I failed, it wouldn’t impact on the Imperium very much at all. Not unless peace was attained with the Trixone, and whatever was signed included us defending some of their territory. And I couldn’t see a peace coming any time soon, or anyone agreeing to defend someone not an Imperium member or significant trading partner. The irony I’d already done just that was not lost on me. 
 
    Of course, trading was the name of the game at the moment, but it remained to be seen if the locals could be trusted, if there were in fact markets going both ways, and if the actual shipping part of it was even feasible. 
 
    Serena was curious about our orders, but I told her I’d tell everyone at dinner that night. I spent some time looking at the map she’d been watching change, which was still undergoing jump point changes even now. I was actually surprised as to how much area was being quarantined. But the orders had been to cut out an area based on trading in the cluster. 
 
    Tamsin must have seen me frowning, and popped up another map, this time showing actual trade routes for the area, as the station knew about them. It provided some context to what my two mages were doing. 
 
    Before the squadron returned, the two trader ships jumped in. Both of them appeared about fifteen minutes out from the station, to give ample warning of their approach. Red Flower connected me into the docking chat with both ships, and it sounded pretty normal to me, as if we were anywhere in the Imperium, or even pre-Imperium on my home station. Docking was docking, basically. They were given adjoining docks to Diplomat. 
 
    The trader turned out to be Hurndalls Stallion, which made sense, as it was a cruiser hull, including the original guns, but internally modified to carry cargo, with only a family of three running the ship. It was also the only trader I knew of which had a jump drive. The big question for me was if the Hurndalls were going to expose their ten year old daughter Suzy to the denizens of this end of the galaxy, or not. 
 
    The liner was named Midnight Rose, and was something between the length of a destroyer and cruiser, but more of a long cylinder shape, which maximized the number of cabins with views of space. Although I had no doubt the internal ones had screens which showed the views outside. 
 
    I told Leanne to send the gig over to the liner for appearances sake, and after telling Serena she had the ship again, and getting a pout in return, I jumped myself to the bridge of the liner. There I found a Jane clone in civilian merchant captain uniform.  
 
    Now I understood why the Imperium had not gone for the four rings of a post captain for Fleet Captain rank, and used the eagle instead. Merchant senior captains used them, and it was better they were never confused. I looked up merchant uniforms, and the normal was the four rings on the end of the sleeve of a jacket, or the four cloth bars across epaulettes. Jane’s uniform included the jacket, which was black over a white shirt, with black pants. The stripes were gold. Interestingly, this Jane was not showing the cleavage the comnavsat freighter captain Jane had been.  
 
    Turned out she’d been running this ship for several years now, moving people around as necessary, and even before Imperium days, doing cruises of Australian sector system planets. The bridge itself was nothing short of antique, having been done out, as she assured me was quite accurate, like water sailing ships long before the age of steam. So instead of a console, there was a large wooden wheel to steer the ship with, and a set of levers which changed the attitude of the ship, and her speed. 
 
    She was the only one of her class left. Not many had been built, and the only other one the Imperator had owned had gone to the other galaxy laden with refugees. This one had been in the shipyard for repairs when the exodus had happened, and for the last couple of months, had been cruising around my end of space. 
 
    Of course, none of this décor was even necessary given she was an AI, but she took great delight in telling me on some cruises she allowed passengers to come onto the bridge, and see the ship as something from a bygone era. At such times she had other ‘people’ manning the bridge so it looked like the ship had a full crew. The actual crew were all either butlers, maid droids I’d never heard of, or herself using a security droid with a belt.  
 
    I stayed with her until the ship was actually docked, and then followed her into a rift which led directly to the side of the main airlock in the nose of the ship. There were a lot of people waiting for the airlock to open, and even more walking towards us in the distance down the middle of the ship. 
 
    The inner door opened, followed by the outer one, and a ramp pushed out and into the station to allow easy access for everyone. Jane moved to the bottom of the ramp, with me following a step behind, and greeted Red Flower and an entourage of a mixture of species. The customs formalities were quickly dispensed with, and people started down the ramp. Jane went back onto the ship. 
 
    I followed Red Flower and the customs group around to where Stallion was just docking. This time I saw the ramp extending from the other side. Two people walked down it. A smaller third remained at the top of the ramp, with several people minding her, who I knew were combat droids, not actual people. Suzy waved to me when she saw me, and I waved back. 
 
    Her parents, Richard and Mary, greeted me with congratulations on both my promotions, and then had to explain my elevation to grand master had been on the Imperium news. So much for a low profile. I put that aside, and introduced them to Red Flower, and the customs procedures took longer this time. One of the rats produced their equivalent of a pad, and it did some sort of sync with Richard’s, before transferring the manifest across to the rat’s. A second manifest went the other way. 
 
    I stayed long enough to see unloading begin. The ship had standard containers, but the station couldn’t handle them. So large cargo droids opened and emptied the first container, and carried the pallets down to the dock, placing them in marked out areas. There were plenty of onlookers to the process, and a lot of them were eagerly watching the droids make light work of the job. I could see us getting orders soon for just the droids. 
 
    The pallets on the dock were removed by large insects, using mechanical moving devices. They made the work look back breaking, but didn’t seem to mind. All the mechanical part did was raise the pallet off the ground, putting wheels capable of moving on disturbed dirt under the load, but did nothing to reduce its weight, so it was muscle power doing all the moving. Interesting from a learning something new perspective, but rather boring. 
 
    I went back to Midnight Rose, rifted myself back to Judge, and Leanne sent the gig back. Serena was now watching cam feeds of the station areas where our people had reached. I felt pretty certain a lot of those were the security droids I’d been told about, and presumably they would monitor as much as they could, and pretend to return to the liner, before changing appearance and heading out again. 
 
    It wasn’t perfect coverage, but it made someone getting into serious trouble less likely to go unobserved by our AIs. 
 
    The rest of the squadron jumped back in shortly after I arrived back on the bridge, and being late afternoon by now, I invited everyone over for an early dinner. 
 
    Dinner turned into a celebration for my mage promotion, and instead of the normal mess table, we found a round table with room for fifteen, which had a carrousel in the middle. Butlers loaded it with an amazing array of food, with Chinese being prominent, and the carrousel revolved around allowing us to take what we wished. Some of the AIs were sitting at the normal table, and went back and forth, getting tastes of anything they hadn't tried. The butlers kept putting replacement plates down until we were all full. Then they removed everything and replaced them with a whole range of desserts. We found we were not as full as we thought. 
 
    Over coffee, liqueurs, and ports, some of them all in the same mug, I outlined our orders. They looked relieved the current posting was almost over, and we’d be venturing outside the known area on the hunt for trouble. Well, I didn’t put it that way, but I’m pretty sure most of them took it like that. I could see the anticipation on Woof’s face, and Metunga was showing fangs. 
 
    Finally, as I was getting ready to leave the table, Gitte gave me a funny look. 
 
    “So,” she said. “Mage Master is an equivalent rank to a lieutenant colonel, which makes me and Haynes lieutenant-colonel lieutenants. This morning, you were a lieutenant-colonel lieutenant commander. Now what are you?” 
 
    I had no answer to that. 
 
    “What do you think?” asked Jill, looking at both Gitte and Haynes. 
 
    “At least a colonel lieutenant commander,” said Haynes, keeping his face straight. 
 
    “No,” said Gitte. “My guess is a brigadier general lieutenant commander.” 
 
    I face palmed, and everyone laughed. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty 
 
      
 
    Tamsin woke us up at five the next morning. 
 
    Dinner had stretched out, been followed by a spa, and then two antique entertainments. Some group called the Avengers went up against a big alien and lost. The universe suffered for five years, and then they broke all the laws of time, and completely messed up getting everything back to normal. In the process, two of the prettier women died, and because they’d lost their souls, never came back, and one of them fought with someone for the honour of who was saving whom, with the winner dying. One man went back in time and lived to a ripe old age with some woman who liked dancing, which meant there were two aspects of him living at the same time.  
 
    Basically, I had no clue what was really going on, but it was a rollicking good story. 
 
    It did however have a current day message. You could do everything right, and still lose. You could be so fixated on your truth that the whole universe opposes you, and still win. And emotion in battle had a way of screwing everything up. Twice a different single person had made an emotional decision, and the result was disaster. It brought back to me the problem of sleeping with a member of your crew, or squadron.  
 
    But as was also pointed out to me, sometimes self-sacrifice was the wrong move, and you wouldn’t be allowed to do it. And so if you were sleeping with crew, better you both go out together. So being on the same ship, and only a couple of arm lengths away, was a good way of ensuring whatever happened, did to both of you. 
 
    I’m not sure any of that was part of Jill’s intensions for showing us the entertainments. But I did tell her if she wanted to do that again, plan it so we got the origin story first, and things in sequence, instead of starting at the end first. 
 
    Also, fortunately, we all went to bed instead of debating all the things wrong with the ending, and how the time travel was, as Eagle might have said, bollocks. I don’t mind time travel being portrayed differently, and I’d read a lot of stories as a kid trying to understand what Thorn had told me he’d done. But when a writer establishes the rules for time travel, and then breaks them? It somewhat detracts from the enjoyment of the story, when it leaves unresolvable issues behind.  
 
    Leanne must have seen my face reacting, as she told me by ping that in the six hundred years odd years since those entertainments were first released, no-one had ever explained the paradoxes created, in any way adequately. I believed it. 
 
    Serena of course had loved the whole thing, and had then kept us both up into the small hours of the morning. I think watching girls beating up boys had turned her on. So an earlier than normal start was exactly the worse thing we needed.  
 
    We were already jumping when I made it to the bridge, Serena a few seconds behind me. 
 
    “What’s the panic?” I asked, as I buckled up. 
 
    “The Rawtenuga trashed a small Trixone fleet defending a planet,” said Leanne, “and are about to land troops. It’s inside our cluster, and the planet has asked for help.” 
 
    “Why didn’t I know that was coming?” 
 
    “They didn’t look like they were interested in the planet. But the Trixone must have had forces we didn’t see, as they suddenly appeared, and the dinosaurs took it as a challenge, and went after them.” 
 
    “How soon…” 
 
    We stopped jumping, with a planet below us, and thirty battleships between us and them. There was wreckage further out, and some dino escape pods moving around. 
 
    “My turn?” asked Gitte. 
 
    “By all means. In fact, Tamsin will divide us up, and you can both do the rifts. Probably a good idea to get some practice in.” 
 
    “Won’t that slow down the kills?” asked Woof. 
 
    “Sure, but we don’t really need to kill, just permanently disable.” 
 
    “Run that past me at a slow walk?” said Jill. 
 
    “Our orders are to protect the cluster. I could just rift these ships somewhere outside it, but they’d just keep coming at someone else. So we need to kill the ships, but it’s not necessary to kill the crews.” 
 
    “Same argument,” said Norden. “I would have thought the crews would just get a new ship, and keep coming anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Loren. “We should be sending them a message that entering space we control is fatal.” 
 
    I sighed. They had a point. 
 
    “Up to the person doing the rift. To disable, aim at the engines, and then change ships. To destroy, shift the rift along the hull until the required level of devastation is reached. Either way, I’ll move what’s left to our dump system.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Gitte and Haynes together. 
 
    The ships jumped a short way, now formed up into two groups. Rifts formed in front of each group, and the order to fire was given. Thirty ships took a lot longer to kill this time, mainly because we had no fighters adding torpedoes to the mix, and neither mage could hold open the other end for the full width of the ship.  
 
    Haynes simply wiped the rift along the hull of each of his fifteen targets, with an almost total destruction level. Gitte did the first few by destroying the stern area only, and then shifted to wiping along the hull as well. She went back and finished off the first ones last. 
 
    While they were doing that, I had Leanne fire the side facing turrets into two rifts which both merged over the top of shuttles heading down to the planet, where there was nothing underneath of any importance. Debris rained down on the planet in twenty nine places.  
 
    One shuttle was already on the ground, and being engaged by the locals as troops left the ship. I had an idea, and smiled. 
 
    “Fina and Dorm. Want to make some dinosaurs learn the meaning of fear?” 
 
    “Damned right,” said Fina, and her hollo vanished from the console, with Dorm’s a few moments later. 
 
    I moved a drone to a position above the shuttle, so we could watch what happened. Both girls appeared a short way away from the shuttle, and drew the attention of both dinos and locals, which as far as I could see, were mainly white rats. They had some sort of armour on, and heavy weapons, but were being slaughtered all the same. 
 
    Neither of the girls were carrying a weapon, and both just stood there, some distance apart, while dinosaurs started running at them. Then when the first was within seconds of running them down, they both shifted. They held their suits in flight suit mode until the moment of shifting, and too fast to see, the suits shifted to a belt, they shifted into their dragon and wyvern forms, and the lead dinos both ran into something they couldn’t handle.  
 
    Fina simply stomped on the first couple to reach her, while Dorm grabbed the first one, and bit its head off. 
 
    The entire battle area came to a standstill, with the exception of the next few dinos which couldn’t stop in time, getting the same attention as the first ones had. Both girls opened their mouths, and fire erupted from them. Fina’s reached all the way to the ship. 
 
    The rats turned and fled, heading towards the nearest building, which I thought was a farm house. They left their vehicles behind in what I could only image was sheer terror. 
 
    The dinosaurs all showed teeth, grouped together in a hurry, and ran at the two much larger beings. Fina stomped on the first few, knocked a whole group of them down with her tail with such force none of them moved again, and fried the next group. Dorm had to do it the harder way, by taking them on one at a time, and so one of the dinos managed to get teeth around one of her arms. Even from high above, broken teeth falling to the ground was very obvious. The dino had only a few seconds to be surprised, before its head joined its teeth on the grass, followed a few seconds later by the rest of it. 
 
    A few with better senses of self-preservation stopped far enough away to survive, and headed for the shuttle. The rats which were still in the open over by the building, started cheering. The dinos made it inside, and the shuttle started to take off. Probably shuttle was the wrong word, being more of a troop transport, but not as big as a Cobra. Of course, our Cobra drop ships could carry a battalion, and this one had only had several platoons. But they were a much bigger being, and must have been close packed inside. 
 
    Fina took off faster than it could, and as the ship made it a few meters above the ground, she came down solidly on top of it, and it smashed back down again. Her talons on one hand drove straight through the cockpit area, and the skewered dino was pulled out through the holes, and thrown away.  
 
    The ramp on the underside started coming down again, and Dorm moved towards it. Before any dinos could emerge, she and Fina both shot fire into the ship. The ramp continued to go down, but nothing came out, except flames. 
 
    Both of them moved to empty spaces, and shifted back into humanoid form, with their belts shifting back into flight suits. They both looked up. 
 
    “Two to beam up,” laughed Jill. 
 
    I had no idea what ‘beam up’ meant, but I knew the jump squares were only one way, and since they were looking up indicating they wanted to come back, I moved both of them to Judge’s bridge, off to one side. 
 
    “That was fun,” said Fina. 
 
    “You didn’t like the taste of dinosaur?” Serena asked Dorm. 
 
    “Not so much the taste, as the fact the heads were a bit too crunchy.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty One 
 
      
 
    Hurndalls Stallion was gone already when we got back. 
 
    Leanne informed me the family had declined an invitation to dinner last night on the basis of being on a fast turnaround schedule, and the ship had left while we were asleep. 
 
    The rest of the team came over as soon as we’d assumed our original positions around the station, and they’d gone straight to the running track, while I went into my ready room to do a report. 
 
    I sent a vid and battle feeds to Admiral Jedburgh’s aide, in which I recommended any ground forces allocated for squadron support include at least one dragon or wyvern unit, if at all possible. I also suggested we needed meson based heavy weapons for said dragon and wyvern troops, and for Fina and Dorm in any case. The dinos hadn't had any form of armour on, but if we had enough battles with them on the ground, they would start equipping themselves better. At which point, we needed more than teeth and talons to counter it. 
 
    Almost immediately, a message came in from Admiral Jane, forwarding a request from Arthur’s trader friends. They’d changed course as soon as they’d heard we’d taken a station back from the Rawtenuga, but hoped we could speed up their journey. Jane had recommended rifting them in. 
 
    The message had a location, and it was inside our comnavsat network. In fact, since yesterday, the freighter dropping the satellites had filled in the whole cluster we’d sealed off, and was working on the area around it. I brought up a navmap, zoomed it in until I could see exactly where the ship was, and put a rift in front of it, coming out about a half hour away from the station at their current speed. It took a minute before they changed course once through, so I guessed there was a surprise factor to moving systems in a blink, even when you’d asked for something like that to happen. 
 
    It took another few minutes before a channel opened, showing me the rat captain, and the frog standing next to his seat. 
 
    “We thank whoever was responsible for moving us,” said the rat. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    The frog whispered something in the rat’s ear. 
 
    “You appear to have been promoted?” asked the rat. 
 
    “I was. Thank you for noticing.” 
 
    “Do we thank you for our rapid transit?” 
 
    “You do, but the request came from Jane.” 
 
    “We see you have two ships docked at the station. Are we allowed to visit them?” 
 
    “You are allowed on one of them. It is promoting some of our trade goods, particularly food and alcohol, and anyone may visit it. The other is accommodation for trader’s representatives, here to find trade. You’ll find them on the station. I would presume the station has ways of letting our people know if you want to meet with some of them on your own ship, or you can meet them on the station.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    The frog had a big grin on its face, the rat was rubbing its hands together. 
 
    “Perhaps we’ll see you on the station?” asked the frog. 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Then for now,” said the captain, “we repeat our thanks, and let you get on with your business.” 
 
    I nodded to them, and the channel closed. 
 
    “Message from Hubaisha,” said Leanne, through room coms.  
 
    “Play it.” 
 
    “You can speak to her live if you want.” 
 
    I’d forgotten we had live coms with my home system. Even though it was a long way from Haven, the rifts made real time talk possible. Which triggered another thought. 
 
    “Leanne?” 
 
    “Yes, Bud?” 
 
    “Why have we been losing touch with the network when we go outside it?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we?” 
 
    “We have rifts back to Haven station open all the time.” 
 
    There was silence, and I let it hang there while she figured out how to answer that.  
 
    “Okay. I’m officially the dumbest AI, ever.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because that was so obvious, it never occurred to me. We get the feeds through the main sensors. No-one, not even Jane thought to focus the sensors on internal rifts.” 
 
    “So that makes all AIs dumb, not just you.” 
 
    She laughed.  
 
    “I won’t suggest that to Jane.” 
 
    “No, better not. It also means we have a direct link to my home planet, and the station via the beach link on my island. So yes, real time conversations are possible.” 
 
    “You do that, while I figure out how to subtly tell all the ship AIs to start including internal rifts as com channels.” 
 
    “That should take all of a millisecond, shouldn’t it?” 
 
    “How long did it take you to learn subtlety and diplomacy?” 
 
    “I’m still working on it.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    I waited for her to say more, but she didn’t. 
 
    “Open me a channel to Hubaisha then.” 
 
    A full figure, if somewhat downsized from the original, popped up on my desk, causing me to have to look up. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said. “How about a resize, please.” 
 
    The image changed to being head and torso, so it now looked like she was sitting on the other side of the desk from me, except she was in fact sticking out of the desk. 
 
    “What took you so long?” she asked. 
 
    “Ramifications of rifts.” 
 
    She laughed.  
 
    “I wondered how long it would take for anyone to notice that.” 
 
    “You knew?” 
 
    “It was pretty obvious. I keep track of you wherever you are, and the first time you vanished off the navmap in Long Water, I didn’t lose contact with you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something?” said Leanne, still using room coms. 
 
    “Why would I? I’m a station AI. Not my place to tell you ship AIs anything, especially when you should have figured it out yourselves.” 
 
    “Let’s not go there,” I suggested. “Was there a reason for wanting to talk to me?” 
 
    “Of course. There is a rumour going around the station AIs at the moment that there is consideration being made to sending a Trixone station we captured early in the war, over your way. And the station in question is getting a lot of work done on it at the moment, so it seems like it might be true.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Think about it. If they send a station, it will be so your locals can dock at a station we control. But they won’t want a rift into the system, either for ships, or connected to the trade network, because of the danger of it being used to attack Haven. So they’re going to need to transfer goods to and from this station using contracted freighters.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “So do you want me to bid on the contracts?” 
 
    “Do we have enough freighters?” 
 
    “I’m still working on the last of the derelict hulls, but yes, we do. More freighters than I can use in our local space anyway. I was working up a request for you to move some of them, but this is better.” 
 
    “They won’t be any use without jump drives.” 
 
    “True, but the Imperium will need to supply them for whatever ships get used, so it’ll be part of the contract. And I’m pretty sure they’ll prefer to use your ships in preference to civilian shipping outfits, given jump drives are not yet authorized for sales to civilians.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. Put in a bid, or at least, let whoever is organizing it know we want to put in a bid. Anything you need from me?” 
 
    “Other than the decision to go forward, no. Although, I noticed you dumped a lot of broken hulls into a system recently. Any chance of claiming some of them?” 
 
    “None of them have intact drive sections. And even if they did, they don’t maneuver like ours do. It would take a lot of work to get them usable.” 
 
    “What else do I have to do?” 
 
    “Run a station, the ship upgrade facility, and now apparently, a freighter business.” 
 
    “So I have plenty of time for doing more ship work.” 
 
    “I guess so. I’ll see what the dinos left behind, and send you anything which looks useful.” 
 
    “All we really need is a relatively intact hull for most of the available length. I’ll be gutting the interiors anyway, so putting in new engines will just add inside whatever hull there is.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll look.” 
 
    In the end, I parked a dozen hulls in the desert where the last time I’d looked there were ship hulks. None of them were the same length, but all of them were intact forward of where the damage finished. There were plenty there with worse damage, but I chose the best ones. The newly commissioned freighters were all in orbit, parked not far from the station. As I looked through the comnavsat’s view down on the desert, I saw builder droids begin moving towards the new ship hulks. 
 
    I guess it was stealing, but the Rawtenuga seemed to have abandoned the area. There were no longer any intact ships in the system, and the escape pods I’d sent there not long before were all grouped together now, and heading for a jump point. I had no idea if they had the life support to get somewhere safe. 
 
    In another system I found one of the titan transports and its assault fleet, and with a bit of sun energy, I moved all the escape pods to a spot not far away from the transport. Almost immediately, a lander launched, and moved to pick them up. 
 
    On a whim, I moved all the remaining broken hulls and debris to a spot in my home system, where no-one would likely come across them. 
 
    “Nice,” said Hubaisha. “Can I buy some salvage droids so I can access all that?” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty Two 
 
      
 
    Over breakfast, the battle adrenalin wore off. 
 
    Not enough sleep was evident on everyone’s faces. Even the AIs looked tired in sympathy for the rest of us. I told them to knock it off. They took it well, but I drew a few sharp glances from the team, surprised at my tone. 
 
    Now I was up, I wasn’t going to go back to bed, but Loren and Mel asked if they could, so I gave permission for standing down for the morning. Norden said he was going over to the station again, and he had a few takers as well. But I told them they had to go back to their own ships, and fly their own gigs over. I wasn’t sure why we needed to do this, but it felt like a good idea to hide we could do long distance moves at the personal level, as well as moving ships. It was just a gut feeling. 
 
    Serena went back to bed, and with Leanne and Tamsin on the bridge as usual, I went to my ready room and checked on the status of this enclosed cluster we’d created. There were still two large Rawtenuga fleets inside the area, but neither were going to be close to anything important before lunch time. 
 
    On the outside of the cluster, the dinosaurs had wised up to where they couldn’t get through, and were actively moving around the area as fast as they could. I told Tamsin to keep an eye on them, and monitor for distress calls. But as far as I could see for now, the troop transport titans were lagging the general advance, and only being used to hit planets with significant populations which refused to submit.  
 
    I was guessing though. But it seemed likely based on our last encounter with them, that when they visited a planet, they sent down ship marines to get it to surrender. If they fought back, they sent for the titans, but moved on and left the planet behind their lines. They did have plenty of time to consolidate rear areas as the front lines moved ever outward for them. They were only making sure fleets which might challenge them were being destroyed. 
 
    Which did account for what had happened to Arthur’s ships and Rogue. They fought back, and kept prevailing, so more and more resources were flung at them, as the dinosaurs simply were not prepared to leave any force intact behind them. 
 
    It made our job a bit easier, as it meant that unlike the Trixone in Keerah or Ralnor territory, they were not hitting every planet they came across with life on it. All the same, I suspected we’d find throwing them back a hard task. Which was presumably why my orders were to find where they were coming from, and closing that door on them. We could clean things up at our own pace afterwards, or leave it to the locals to do. 
 
    “Admiral Jedburgh on the horn,” said Leanne, suddenly. 
 
    “On the horn?” 
 
    “Old Earth slang, or so I’ve been told. The admiral would like a word with you.” 
 
    “Don’t keep him waiting then.” 
 
    The Admiral popped up as a head and torso. 
 
    “Commander. Take Judge to the Corona system, and collect the Excalibur fives they have waiting there for you. There will also be a container of parts. Swing back through Haven, as you’ll need to collect enough jump drives from the shipyard to fit to them.” 
 
    “Do we have pilots for them yet?” 
 
    “You will do soon. I suggest once they have drives fitted, they be jumped to one of your other ships. It’s likely you’ll need to pick up all of yours yourself, over a number of trips.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Any time frame for this?” 
 
    “The ships are waiting now.” 
 
    “I’ll get on it then.” 
 
    “Carry on, Commander.” 
 
    The hollo vanished. 
 
    I walked out onto the bridge, and took my seat. 
 
    “Did Jill go back to bed?” 
 
    “No, she’s in her ready room.” 
 
    “Get her.” 
 
    The hollo popped up a moment later, and she looked up with surprise on her face. 
 
    “Did we get orders?” she asked. 
 
    “I did. You have squadron command for a while. I’m off to pick up some Excalibur fives.” 
 
    “Pilots too?” 
 
    “Not yet, but being organized.” 
 
    “I’ll hold the fort then.” 
 
    “What fort?” 
 
    She chuckled. 
 
    “Old Earth saying.” 
 
    “Seems to be the day for them. I’m going via Haven.” 
 
    “Oh good. Can you order pizza for lunch?” 
 
    I face palmed, and her chuckle became a full laugh. 
 
    “Order it yourself.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Have fun.” 
 
    “Milk run. What could possibly go wrong?” 
 
    “Famous last words.” 
 
    I assumed that was another old earth saying, but her hollo vanished without me finding out. I looked over at Leanne, who was keeping her face straight. 
 
    “Corona, please. And no more old Earth sayings.” 
 
    “Damn,” she muttered, and this time it was Tamsin who laughed. 
 
    Within minutes, we were in orbit of Corona. It took longer to raise the planet itself to find out where we were supposed to be, and where the Excaliburs were. Leanne jumped us again, and this time we were right over where the ships were waiting in neat rows. They had neither jump drives nor AIs, so were not able to get up into orbit without pilots, which we didn’t have. Which is why the admiral had sent me, apparently.  
 
    With permission to take possession granted, I concentrated on them all as a group, and moved them into orbit next to Judge. Then I concentrated on each one in turn, and moved it to a fighter bay. Once done, I found a shipping container sitting on its own, and moved it to a spot on the cargo deck which Leanne had highlighted for me. 
 
    The manifest appeared on a screen in front of Tamsin, and seemed to be mostly varying sized seats for the fighters, from large ones for big cats, down to Lufafluf sized. The seats included appropriate sized controls. There were far more of them than there were fighters, so someone had over ordered.  
 
    “Who gets to check the ships out?” asked Tamsin. 
 
    “You can,” answered Leanne, “as long as Bud doesn’t mind.” 
 
    “Whoever. I wasn’t given any orders about delivery acceptance, just to pick them up.” 
 
    “All the same,” said Tamsin, “best we check them out before issuing them to pilots.” 
 
    “Probably true. I know if Jane was still my ship AI, she’d just do it without asking.” 
 
    Both of them smiled at this. They knew their mother. What I wasn’t sure if they were aware of, was the likelihood they would need to clone AIs for the new ships themselves, and I wasn’t sure if they were ready for that, or not. I wasn’t going to ask yet, though. 
 
    Ground control wished us a safe journey, and seemed to be assuming we’d be back for more sometime soon. Maybe we would be. But as I was about to tell Leanne to move us, I had a thought. 
 
    “Anyone know why Corona isn’t joining the Imperium?” 
 
    “Should be pretty obvious,” said Tamsin, grinning at me. 
 
    “Spell it out.” 
 
    “They won’t leave their planet, so there is no way anyone can attend Imperium meetings.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment, and opened a coms only sized rift to Haven, to link the two systems. Then had another thought. Which was immediately answered when I thought about it. 
 
    “Get me a channel to the person we spoke to originally, on our first visit here.” 
 
    It took a few moments, but his full body half sized image popped up on the console. 
 
    “Hello again,” he said. “Can I help you with something?” 
 
    “You can. And maybe it’s me who can help you.” 
 
    “Do tell.” 
 
    “Can you change into a full hollo standing on my deck please?” 
 
    The hollo jumped a couple of meters, and now was full height. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He nodded, but I was looking at Leanne. She jumped us to Haven, putting us not far off the shipyard. The station AI supplied her the location of another container, and I moved it next to the other one. Both were close to shafts leading down to the hangar decks. Almost immediately, cargo droids opened both containers, and started moving the contents downwards.  
 
    The hollo hadn't so much as flickered when we jumped. He was now looking out the viewscreen with surprise on his face. 
 
    “What just happened?” 
 
    “I’ll explain in a minute.” 
 
    I made a head movement towards the Haven station, and Leanne started moving us that way. I left it to her to arrange docking. Curiosity swept over the meercat’s face as we approached the station. But I continued to say nothing until we were docked. A thought produced a rift down to the main airlock, and I unbuckled and rose. 
 
    “Please follow me.” 
 
    He nodded, followed me to the rift, and watched me step through, doing the same himself. Again, no flicker. I indicated the ramp in front of us through the open doors, and started walking down. He hurried to catch up, and side by side we walked around the station to the Terminus rift, with him behaving like a first time tourist, looking at everything. I noticed some degradation of his hollo in a few places, but near where the public information and media screens were, his hollo was as strong as back on the ship. 
 
    Through the rift, and once again walking around the station, and his hollo hadn't changed. My arrow was pointing me to an administration section, and we walked into an obvious outer office. The receptionist looked up in surprise. 
 
    “Can I help you gentlemen?” 
 
    “Is Councilor Tollin in?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, but he has a full schedule.” 
 
    “You’re going to want to juggle it. Tell him Bud is here with a guest.” 
 
    She did just that, but the meercat had no idea she’d done anything. He was looking confused now. 
 
    David Tollin opened the door, looked at me for a moment, shifted his eyes to the meercat, and did a double take, before grinning. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    He waved us to follow him, and took the seat behind his desk, where there were already two chairs in front of it. We sat. 
 
    “Councilor Tollin,” I said. “I’d like to present the ambassador from Corona.” 
 
    “Welcome,” he said, to a now completely confused meercat. 
 
    “This isn’t a virtual reality? Is it?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “You appeared on my ship in your system, the ship moved to the Haven system, where we docked at the main station there, and walked to the Terminus system’s main station, which is the Imperium’s diplomatic hub.” 
 
    Confusion turned to amazement, and even Tollin was looking amazed now. 
 
    “How did you manage that?” they both asked together. 
 
    “It occurred to me with their superior bandwidth and the fact we put entertainment level holographics almost everywhere, if I put a com rift between their planet and Haven, we might be able to get them here using their normal hollo system. It appears to be working.” 
 
    “This is really real?” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “Yes, it’s really real. Your image suffered a bit in places on the way here where the holographics nearby wasn’t up to it, but no-one noticed anything but a new visitor shape they hadn't seen before. I’m not sure you even noticed the drop off yourself?” 
 
    “No. I was too busy looking around. That was two stations you said?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m not sure exactly how far along the network you can go, but I’d guess maybe another one or two stations without needing some sort of signal booster at your end.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really. If you want to test it out, be our guests. Someone will be assigned to give you a tour if you want one.” 
 
    “This changes everything!” 
 
    “Yes, I thought it might. Before you leave, and please do that where someone vanishing won’t freak people out, why not find out everything you need to know about Imperium membership.” 
 
    “I can help you with that,” smiled Tollin. “Thank you, Commander. I believe you have other duties?” 
 
    I stood, wished them both a good day, and walked out into the reception area. The receptionist was gone, so I jumped myself back to Judge, and then sent Jane a ping saying if she didn’t see it, she needed to talk to Tollin, and then start thinking about expanding the freight network to allow military sized loads to be sent to shipyards or wherever. She acknowledged, but said nothing. 
 
    Less than an hour after leaving, Judge jumped back to the same spot it had left. 
 
    Repair droids began completing the new fives, with the expectation of human pilots. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty Three 
 
      
 
    We did have pizza for lunch. 
 
    Tamsin announced the delivery arriving in the mess, and within a couple of minutes, everyone had arrived from their ships, or in the case of Norden, by gig to a topside airlock. The whole concept of a large circular flatbread, topped with cheese, tomato paste, and varying kinds of extras, was something my people had never thought of. I’d seen it before on stations, but never tried it.  
 
    It was tasty enough, and filling, but some of the combinations were quite bizarre. I mean, who puts fish on cheese? Metunga of course had several large ones to himself, and they had nothing but variations of fish on them. Had to be custom orders. 
 
    Lunch over, and the fives all ready for pilots, I received orders for my next collection run. I assigned half the fives to Jill, and her AI took possession of them, and jumped them over. The other half went to Norden.  
 
    Three of us jumped this time, for Lufafluf. I brought Woof and Dorn with me. On the ground we found another four squadrons of fives, which I jumped into orbit. Tamsin looked over the first one, and withdrew, letting me know it was already fitted out for a Lufafluf pilot. So I moved them directly to the two destroyers.  
 
    A shuttle was already on its way up, and Tamsin directed it to Carved Boulder, where Woof was waiting for his own people. Once docking was complete, and the pilots aboard, the shuttle started back for the ground, and I sent Woof back to the squadron on his own, after moving a box of jump drives over for his repair droids to install. 
 
    Dorm and I moved on to her home planet, which still didn’t have a name, although was unofficially called Dragon’s Nest. There she met another shuttle, with a squadron each of wyvern and dragon pilots. This time I sent over dragon suitable seats with the jump drives. She also headed back to the squadron, with orders to send the dragons over to Fina. 
 
    Metunga met me at my next destination, which was his homeworld. Twenty four Excalibur fives were already waiting in orbit, having been flown there by cheetah pilots. I moved each ship into a bay on Metunga’s ship, transferred over the jump drives for them, and he headed back. 
 
    I moved on to the Bhockah homeworld, where twenty four more were waiting for me in space with panther pilots, and once on board, my next stop was the leopard and lion homeworlds, where shuttles were waiting with twelve pilots on each. 
 
    Haven was my next stop, where the shipyard AI jumped another twenty four Excaliburs on board for the unassigned pilots, and then withdrew from all of them. These ones were fitted out for big cats. Shortly after, another forty eight Excaliburs launched from the shipyard normally, and the senior squadron leader requested jump instructions. Tamsin sent them, and we all jumped back to the squadron in formation. 
 
    The four squadrons in space had to wait while AI’s, seats, and jump drives were installed on the forty eight ships I had on board, as needed since half of them had appropriate seats, after which the Bhockah ships jumped themselves to Jill’s destroyer, the leopards went to Fina, and the lions to Dorm. 
 
    Having panthers, leopards, and lions on board proved to be interesting while it lasted, as while they tolerated each other, they were not exactly friendly. Jill laughed when I mentioned it, saying that was common among species of cats, and the big cats being the same was no surprise. We’d just have to make sure they could work together in space. 
 
    The four squadrons of new pilots had been assigned to Judge, and I found out why when they assembled in their living room. Most of them were inexperienced pilots. I recognized all of the squadron leaders as having been promoted from Claymore or Katana, but the rest were either pilot officers just promoted from midshipmen, or flight officers I recognized as having been assigned to drop ships from midshipmen at the same time we’d made ensigns. I had no idea why I was getting them now. 
 
    With twelve squadrons assigned, and an abundance of inexperienced pilots, I was wondering what I was supposed to be doing with them. Which was when I heard footsteps entering the bridge behind me. 
 
    “I guess you’re wondering what to do with these squadrons,” said a voice, not unlike Eagle’s accent, but definitely not Eagle. 
 
    I looked around, and recognized him. Alexander Brown, and one of Eagle’s original 266 squadron pilots if my information was right. 
 
    “Wing commander,” I said to him, waving him into the XOs seat. “Are they all yours?” 
 
    “They are, but not the way you think. This is not Buzzard Wing, if that’s what you were thinking.” Buzzard was his callsign. “I’ve been heading up the training program. All the good fighter pilots went to Eagle Wing. There’s more coming along, but you won’t be getting them.” 
 
    “We know how that turned out, so I’m not surprised. What are we getting? Have got?” 
 
    “A bomber wing. You’re getting pilots who don’t have the fighter pilot mentality. The ones who are more than happy to sit in one place and rain the pain down where they’re pointed at. The ones who accept having a co-pilot who does most of the flying. And, some who will enjoy ground or station actions.” 
 
    “Hence the big cats?” 
 
    “And the dragons and wyvern. Instead of getting combat troops, you’re getting rookie pilots who will double as shock troops. The heavy weapons for all of them are in development, and you’ll be getting the first batches for your pilots. That includes new sidearms, by the way. Everyone in this fleet will wear two. A for Trixone designed rapid firer, and a heavy blaster for dinosaurs. By the time your pilots are up to speed, you should be fully equipped as well.” 
 
    I’d heard the Imperator had his own version of quick firer, but this sounded like something new was being developed. 
 
    “Are you staying?”  
 
    “Just until the wing is fully assembled and the in space training is completed. My Excalibur is parked where one of your Lightnings was. It’s doing a run for more pilots, along with your other three. I’m afraid these pilots are not even proper rookies. They’ve been in simulators on their home planets, but have never even sat in a cockpit before. I’ll get them up to speed, but this is your command.” 
 
    Once again, I was outranked, but still had the command. All the same, his oak leaf wasn’t that big a rank jump from my three bars. And he was used to being second in command, if what Eagle had told me about him was right. It might work. 
 
    “When do we get ships for them?” 
 
    “Over the next day or so. The ones you picked up from Corona were just the first batch, and they’ve been sitting there for a couple of days now while we worked out the logistics of setting up a second wing this big. You’ll be going back for the next batch later this afternoon. Pilots without them will be going back into the simulators here as soon as they settle in.” 
 
    “Who’s running the training now?” 
 
    “They imported a few wing commanders who’d been put out to pasture, who’re renowned for their training regimes. I’ve never heard of them, but I’m more than happy to get back to a front line squadron.” 
 
    “And yet, you’re not staying?” 
 
    “No. Algy and I are working on another new squadron idea. Once we get people capable of leading, we’re going to push that at the Imperator.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “Yeah. We’ll need it. You taught Algy some much needed lessons, you know.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Your squadron is what he wanted to set up, but he now knows he had no idea what to do with it, and admits he wasn’t the right person to run it. He was pretty pissed originally when Jane formed Navy Mage One, but his time with you opened his eyes, and he freely admits now, fighter pilots are not the right people for what you’re doing. Hence you now getting a bomber wing, with pilots who have a different mindset.” 
 
    “As long as he’s happy.” 
 
    “He will be, once we get the next idea floated and happening. In the meantime, we’re collaborating on a new fighter design.” 
 
    “Have fun with that.” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    “Lighting arriving,” said Leanne. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty Four 
 
      
 
    The rest of our pilots arrived during the afternoon. 
 
    I was quite surprised to find Haynes now had two squadrons of his own Kelewan people, and Gitte had the same from Karn. Even more surprising was only one in each squadron was a mage, and both sets were a mixture of genders. As I understood it, Kelewan was still a patriarchal society, and Karn was very matriarchal, with both being dominated by mages. So getting non mages of both genders from both planets was a big step forward for both. But they were among the never having been in a fighter category, and only a few of them had ever flown something like a shuttle before. 
 
    Tamsin officially signed off on the first batch of Corona fighters, and the word was passed up the chain of command, and over to their production people. The authorization to complete the next batch was given at the same time. She insisted they were just as good as the fighters coming out of our own shipyard. As were the other not-Haven built fighters. Whoever did the quality control specifications had done a good job. Most likely Jane I expected. There might even have been an AI sent to monitor production. 
 
    Loren and Norden also received two squadrons of pilots from their societies, if not from their home planets. They were a mix of experience, some of whom had been in the original batches of trainees before the midshipman program had been established, and were now experienced fighters. Again, the squadron leaders had been promoted from the Claymore force. A good half were inexperienced though. 
 
    Another Lightning brought in two squadrons from Solidario, but none of the pilots were mages. It docked with Mel’s Ice Boulder.  
 
    The last group of pilots turned up in their own fighters, and were assigned to Davis and Edna. I recognized a number of them from Eagle Wing, and they did all have fives. It turned out the rest of them had been serving aboard the carrier titans in a ground support role. Presumably the titans were getting rookie replacements, or retrained recruits. As I later found out, some of my own pilots had been flying drop ships off the titans, but had never been happy in that role, and never good enough for fighters. 
 
    I spent the time between arrivals on court matters. The two rogue mage cases which had resulted in previous convictions were identical, with both defendants telling the truth. I confirmed it for the courts involved just by watching the vids, and recommended immediate release. There were also statements from the three husbands who’d chosen to get married, and they were telling the truth as well. All had decided to stay married, although one of them was actually lying about that, and was pretty obviously planning something. I sent that on as well. 
 
    They’d sent me dozens of other cases, and I looked at the two with the highest priority, confirming innocence in one, and guilt in the other. The rest I put aside, and started looking at the jackets for each of the new squadron leaders. Most of them at least had some military experience, even though some of them were new to flying. Several had been police officers with decent middle ranks, but again, no space experience. But at least they all knew how to command their own people, if not how to run a squadron. 
 
    It was pretty obvious why they’d been sent to us. We’d be teaching the squadron leaders how to run their squadrons, while we ourselves were getting leadership and teaching experience. I wasn’t all that convinced it wasn’t a case of the blind leading the blind, but only time would tell. And what concerned me the most was all the squadron leaders were much older than we were. Mostly. I still didn’t know how old Fina, Dorm, and Metunga were. 
 
    In the late afternoon, Judge jumped out with those destroyers’ still needing fighters. This time Corona had enough for what we needed, and it took a while for me to move them all to bays on ships. As each ship completed loading, and took on seats and jump drives, they left. By the time the job was done, they had drones already moving newly completed fighters out to the parking places I’d emptied. Eagle would be getting the rest of his fives very shortly as well by the look of it. But he’d have to bring the pilots there to get them off the ground, and have the jump drives fitted in orbit. Unless they used a move mage up to speed on ground to orbit movement. Not my concern though. 
 
    Back with my destroyers, I had all the squadron leaders join me for dinner, while my team ate with their squadrons. They all had co-pilots, but most of them had not yet created an avatar, although they all had faces for console hollos. All the destroyers had the fabricators for avatar bodies, so it wouldn’t be long before they were all walking around. And they’d already taken control of their ships, although I didn’t know how that was done at this distance. Then I remembered all AIs had a primary on their homeworld, and we were only a few rifts away. As such, it wouldn’t have been Leanne and Tamsin creating new AI’s after all. 
 
    The way the AIs were multiplying, they’d soon have a society bigger than my own. 
 
    Dinner was interesting. Those who’d never eaten food from a different world were surprised by the choices available, and while most of them were not very adventurous, the buffet the butlers prepared allowed them familiar local choices, as well as plenty of unfamiliar ones to sample. I tried a few dishes I hadn't come across so far, fortunately just tasting them first, and found some of the offerings to be quite tasty. 
 
    I pinged Leanne about where the food came from, and was told the Lightnings had brought enough for a few days. But we were due a supply shipment shortly, and several months’ food and drink for the newcomers would be coming then. 
 
    With dinner over, and us lingering over drinks, I’d asked each of them for a brief introduction of themselves, since none of them had worked together before. As things were about to break up, Tamsin’s voice made us all stop. 
 
    “All pilots to your ships. This is not a drill.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty Five 
 
      
 
    We appeared above a thirty two ship Rawtenuga fleet. 
 
    It was in our protected cluster, and had just done another course change towards a planet. I’d been hoping we’d get some practice sessions in before needing to deal with these remaining fleets, but we all know how that goes. Once again, Trixone militia ships appearing over the planet had triggered the change of course towards it. This time we’d had enough notice we’d intercept them well before the militia ships were in danger. 
 
    I’d been thinking about a new way of doing this, but first things first. 
 
    “Do the fighter AIs know how to form a wall formation from a jump?” I asked Tamsin. 
 
    “They do now. While you were at dinner, we all had a virtual AI meeting. We laid out several sets of grids, so while the pilots might not know what is happening, the fighters will go into the right place.” 
 
    “Which grids?” 
 
    “Walls with the carrier in the center, and walls where each squadron is separate. Which one do you want here?” 
 
    “Squadrons separate, please. Allocate each a target, with the inexperienced squadrons doubling up. Give me a tactical view so I can put rifts in.” 
 
    The tactical screen popped up immediately, but we had to wait for all pilots to indicate being ready, before I could tell Tamsin to call the jump out. Response times needed serious work. And of course, none of the pilots knew their quarters were linked to their fighter bay, so they’d all gone the long way, and not all of them running it seemed. 
 
    I connected to the local sun, as what I intended doing would take some effort, and I wasn’t totally sure it could be done. By the time I had the intent in my mind, we had a grid of fighter walls in space, with all ships pointing down to where the Rawtenuga ships were oblivious to us. 
 
    With a thought, I initiated what I had in my mind, and a rift formed in front of each capital ship, and each squadron, all at the same time. The other ends were against the hulls of the ships below us, and moving with the ships. So far, so good. That had worked better than I’d expected. 
 
    “All ships,” I said into the open channel to everyone, “This is Commander Bud. Fire torpedoes and main guns on my command. For those new to the Excalibur Five, you’re firing nine torpedoes at a time, and it should only need one button press for the squadron to deliver enough to destroy the ship. Let’s not be wasting torpedoes when we don’t need to. If any enemy ship needs a second go, orders will be given for it.” 
 
    I waited for comments, but there were none. 
 
    “Fire.” 
 
    Most of the Rawtenuga ships came apart instantly, but the fire from a half dozen squadrons was all over the place across several seconds. It made no difference. I’d aimed each rift at the engine section, and each squadron had delivered eight more torpedoes than the destroyers had. 
 
    I was quite surprised there were no second firings, or other oops events, which indicated their simulator time hadn’t been wasted. As far as I knew, everyone had fired, although I’d need to check that.  
 
    The rifts vanished with another thought, and I waited now for escape pods to stop launching. 
 
    “Everyone home jump, please.” 
 
    Some of the squadrons vanished as a group, but most of them blipped out in ones and twos across the next five seconds. 
 
    I nodded at Tamsin, and the channel closed. 
 
    “Tell the squadron leaders to keep their people in their fighters,” I said to her. 
 
    “Are we going to do the other fleet while we’re here?” asked Serena. 
 
    “May as well.” 
 
    Tamsin said nothing, and now I noticed we didn’t have leader hollos on the console. I made a point of looking at that side of the console until she noticed it, and then they appeared. Most of them looked surprised, to be seeing me on their consoles. 
 
    “Keep your pilots in their ships,” I said again. “We’ll do that again with the other enemy fleet while we’re here.”  
 
    There were nods from some of them. Several looked a bit bewildered. I didn’t blame them. Nothing like being thrown in the deep end of the bay, with no warning. 
 
    “Do we have any dinosaurs still left on ships?” I asked Leanne. 
 
    “Yes. Give me a moment.” 
 
    A moment turned into a minute, then two, before she looked at me again. 
 
    “I can’t get into their computers, but I sent a drone into a damaged section, carrying a butler droid. The droid found a functional airlock, and went in, and is now hiding. The flagship has some power, and the fleet admiral is trying to stop ships in the same condition from launching pods. Unsuccessfully I might add. There’s a lot of loud noise going on.” 
 
    “I think I can do something about that.” 
 
    I pulled up a navmap, shifted it rapidly to my home system, and then zoomed it in to the planet Thorn had used as a penal planet. I chose an uninhabited island I thought a dinosaur might be able to survive on, concentrated on all living beings remaining in the ship hulks, and moved them all to the island. 
 
    “And now there’s no-one on the ships,” confirmed Leanne. 
 
    With another thought, I moved all the escape pods to nearby the nearest titan transport. Then it was just a matter of rifting the hulks and debris back to next to the previous dump I’d made in my system. There were some exclamations from the hollos on the console as everything vanished. With an afterthought, I brought the drone and the butler back. 
 
    “Next time,” I said to Leanne, “just say so, and I’ll move a drone right in there.” 
 
    “Oops.” 
 
    Serena and Tamsin were grinning. Leanne turned a bright pink colour for a few seconds, and then it vanished. 
 
    “We’re jumping to the other enemy fleet now,” I said to the hollos. “Tell your people to stand by to jump out, and we’ll be doing the exact same attack profile again.” 
 
    This time I got acknowledgments from the squadron leaders. 
 
    The jumps to get to the next fleet took a few minutes, as they were on the other side of the cluster. This time there were forty eight ships. We had forty one firing units, which included each capital ship and each squadron wall as a unit.  
 
    I grinned to myself as I had a thought. 
 
    Before ordering the fighters to jump out, I concentrated on seven of the ships in the front rank of sixteen, and moved them to an orbit above my home planet, followed by placing everyone on those ships onto the same island as before. A ping to Hubaisha told her she had intact ships to do something with. A female squeal came back to me. 
 
    “Same grid jump, please Tamsin.” 
 
    A few moments later, all the fighters were out in space again. I let go of the previous sun, and connected to this one. A few moments establishing the intent from the new tactical map, and the rifts came into being. 
 
    “Fire.” 
 
    Again, not a perfect firing pattern, but marginally better than last time. Same effect though. I removed the rifts. 
 
    “Home jump.” 
 
    And again rather raggedly, the fighters vanished. I turned to Tamsin. 
 
    “Why is jumping out perfect, but jumping in is a dog’s breakfast?” 
 
    “You’d like a dog’s breakfast both ways?” 
 
    She was grinning at me, and I conceded the joke. 
 
    “Perfect both ways, if you please. Let’s do both ways as a fleet wide AI jump, and at least look like professionals to anyone who’s looking.” 
 
    Several of the squadron leaders flinched. 
 
    “You can stand down your squadrons now. We have a lot of work to do, but that was a good introduction to what we’ll be doing. The bar is open for the next couple of hours, but anyone getting drunk will sleep in a care unit, and not their own beds. We are officially on call, so we could get called out again at any time of the day or night from now on. Make sure your pilots know that. Also make sure they know when training will be in the morning, and where the running track begins. Assuming nothing interrupts us, I’ll have a meeting of squadron leaders after breakfast, here on Judge.” 
 
    They all acknowledged, and vanished a few at a time. 
 
    “Are we done with escape pod launches?” 
 
    “Seem to be,” said Leanne. “There are life signs on quite a few ships though.” 
 
    “Not for long.” 
 
    The pods moved to where I’d sent the last lot, where there was now a lander doing pickup duty. The dinos left on the hulks appeared on the same island, not far from the others. It freaked all of them out. The hulks and debris formed a third mess in my home system. I looked at my captain hollos. 
 
    “Captains, as soon as we get back, you can join your crews in whatever revels they’re now starting. You better make sure they know about training in the morning. Metunga, don’t run your lot around your track at your speed until they learn to negotiate it without smashing their heads into anything with a sharp bend.” He grinned teeth at me. “The other cats need to be told to take the track cautiously until they learn it properly, and then make damned sure they know you might be on it as well, so they don’t mow you down.” 
 
    Those without cat pilots laughed. Those with, just smiled. 
 
    We arrived back where we’d started from some minutes later, and the hollos all vanished. Down in the pilot’s mess, Serena, Brown, and I found a loud party already in progress. Nothing like blooding new squadrons on the same day they were formed, with no danger of casualties.  
 
    There was a shout of “Wing commander on deck” as we entered, causing everyone to come to attention, but Brown cancelled it pretty rapidly with an “As you were”, which had everyone yelling again in seconds. We had tankards of beer pushed into our hands, and the next couple of hours were an education in how pilots actually behaved after a successful mission. 
 
    Brown retired to the XO’s suite fairly early, but Serena and I stayed until the bar closed.  
 
    Both of us enjoyed bed sport that night. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty Six 
 
      
 
    The rumour was proved correct. 
 
    I woke the next morning to find my status screen included the location of a new station in the system, and the fact all thirteen ships were now docked at it. So was the liner, while Diplomat was now gone. The station had turned up with a complete resupply for each ship, designed for the pilots now on them, and was already completed by the station container moving system, and each ship’s cargo droids. 
 
    There was also a surprise for me. A small package was sitting on the bedside table, and when I opened it, I found a Meritorious Service Medal, and a hand written note saying, ‘Well Done. Corona will be joining the Imperium.’ It was signed by David Tollin. I hadn't even known they did paper notes. I shifted into dress uniform, and found the ribbon already there. 
 
    I led forty nine pilots into the running track, with Serena bringing up the rear. The track on Judge was wide enough for people to pass easily, but not wide enough to allow two people to run side by side and still have room to pass. I did my normal thing of starting at a sedate pace, and slowly ramping it up lap by lap. This track had three places where the turns were tight, and by the seventh lap I was tapping the spot as I went around, and everyone else was hitting it solidly with their hand. It did have an arrow in each spot, but even with the wider track, there was still a danger for the unwary.  
 
    Brown dropped out at five laps, Serena at seven, and she wasn’t the only one. By the time I’d completed lap ten, very few were still following me. Leanne and Tamsin had orders to bully everyone into the training courses the moment they left the track, and I led the last of them in there, where we followed everyone else through a course designed for hitting dinosaurs with sidearms, while running through station corridors. 
 
    No sign of the new sidearms yet, but the training was good all the same. Simulated dinos fell to standard stunners, and suits went into protection mode if a dinosaur was actually able to get its teeth into a person. This happened a good deal more than I would have liked, but it was good training. 
 
    Leanne told me after that the dinosaurs were actually a new model of AI body, designed to be real opponents for training. She’d been running all of them, which was a bit like operating a battalion of combat droids. I wondered when she’d run a battalion of combat droids, but didn’t ask. She was of course quite capable of doing so somewhere else, and I wouldn’t know. 
 
    Breakfast with the team kept us laughing to stories from last night’s revelry, and this morning’s training. The AI’s were up on the walls, and showing vids. Not everyone was fit, not everyone had been paying attention to previous training sessions, and some of them badly needed weapons training. Very few of them had ever gone on a long run and then straight into a mock combat situation. Some of the results were quite funny. 
 
    Metunga had run his cats around his track quite gently. For one lap. Then he’d upped the pace considerably with each lap, until finally one of his pilots smashed into a wall, and only his suit kept him from being killed. The near misses were also very funny, but the serious accident now meant I was a pilot down until he came out of the care unit, which I now found had been swapped out as part of the resupply, to allow the bigger beings to fit. When I checked, all the ships had received a set of ‘large being’ care units to add to the normal ones. You could curl a cat up in the normal ones, but it was just as well Metunga had never had to try. 
 
    Jill had let her cats establish their own speed, while Fina had proved dragons could keep up with her cats, and Dorm had surprised the hell out of the lions by staying with them. I’d had no idea someone so short could move so fast. Woof had looked really surprised, and I was pretty sure he was green under all that facial fur. If they fought a ground action at all, there were going to be some very surprised cats when the Wyvern and dragons shifted, as I had the feeling they didn’t know just what they had for squadron mates. 
 
    After breakfast I gave Metunga a bollicking out. He was to stretch his pilots, not break them. And he was to make sure his squadron leaders understood that. I think he’d expected it, and factored it into what he’d done. According to Leanne though, he’d established the pecking order on the ship in the only way his kind understood. It made me issue a warning to Jill, Fina, and Dorm to keep an eye on their charges, in case cats thought cats should be making the decisions. 
 
    Jill sent me back a long laugh, and a vid showing her ship AI being dominant puss, with what looked like an offhand and very deliberate paw swipe knocking a squadron leader’s mug off the mess table. Even though it was not the same kind of cat, it was obvious the pilots were taking the AI seriously, and thus Jill seriously. I hoped that would be the case into the future. It made me wonder how the cat militaries operated, and if Imperium rules had actually sunk in when they agreed to be Imperium pilots. 
 
    The squadron leaders meeting went off fairly well. Brown emphasized that in a destroyer sized ship, the navy captain was their CAG, and while Judge rated an actual CAG, it wasn’t the case in this ship either. So the ship captain would be giving commands, especially while they trained as a squadron. He went on to explain fleet commands came from me, through Lieutenant Serena, and more importantly Tamsin, her AI. As fleet XO, she would be giving wing orders. 
 
    I told them they’d done alright yesterday evening, but the raggedness would need to be practiced out as fast as possible. Seconds counted in combat now, and we might not be safely out of range all the time. Jumping a fraction of a second late might get the pilot killed. We needed precision jumping, and every gun and torpedo firing at the same time. This meant every pilot had to be communicating with their co-pilot using their PC, and not their mouth. I told them to make sure their pilots knew what was expected. 
 
    I’d scheduled a patrol around the inside of the cluster, and told them we’d be spending ten minutes in each system, during which their formations would be changing according to the whims of their CAGs. This caused some of them some concern, so I emphasized the need to be able to change formation either by flying or jumping in an instant. Especially if squadrons or even individual ships went in against targets where being there more than a second could be fatal. Most of them grasped the need to hone their skills, although I was pretty sure the squadron leaders new to being in a cockpit hadn’t. Brown told me after, he’d keep an eye on them. They went back to their destroyers, to pass what had been said on to their pilots, and get them ready for the patrol. 
 
    Back on the bridge, I had Tamsin call up the new station’s AI, and I checked if there was any need for me to leave protection behind. I was told the station had five squadrons of Brawlers on board, with imitation pilots, which would be doing police duties. They were quite capable of dealing with recalcitrant civilian ships. The station also had a significant number of both security and combat droids on board, looking like a cross section of Imperium species, including the droids which had been on Diplomat and the Trixone station duty before. 
 
    The people and butlers who’d been operating kiosks on Diplomat were mostly now living on the liner, and had actual retail and office premises on the station. The corridors were half covered in dirt, to allow plants to walk more comfortably. The station itself was divided into an Imperium sector, and a Trixone sector, the latter mainly being dirt floors. It had no rifts of any kind. 
 
    My orders were to use it as a home base for now. The diplomats were hammering out an agreement for a Trixone presence on the station, and as soon as proper exchange rates had been put in place, leasing of space to the locals would begin, as would local freighters being able to start docking. There was already a bidding war going on for shuttle services between our station and the Trixone one, for traders either not willing to dock at our station, or for some reason not allowed to. 
 
    Half the docking was for Trixone ships, or their vassals, and the freight handling had an extra level to it, where anything destined for the Imperium was loaded into containers, and anything coming from the Imperium was unloaded before being moved to the docks. There was of course going to be a charge on the container rentals. 
 
    Before I set us going on our first patrol, several freighters jumped in, and I recognized them as being mine.  
 
    They had “Bud’s Boxes – We move anything anywhere.” on the sides, in large letters, in several languages. 
 
    I face palmed when Serena zoomed a screen in one of them. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty Seven 
 
      
 
    Serena and the team ran the squadrons ragged. 
 
    I let her run the bridge, and retreated to my ready room. As we moved around the cluster, all the squadrons were jumping out and in, and moving into and out of different formations, none of them the same as any other at any one time. The squadrons of pilots new to actual ships at first had trouble not colliding with each other, and the AIs had to jump them out of trouble quite a few times. But they settled down after a while. 
 
    In the meantime, I looked for what the comnavsats were telling us in the way of planets, shipping, and possible problems or threats. There were a lot of Trixone fleets, but all of them were in orbit of a planet, and a lot of them were militia ships smaller than a destroyer, which still made them bigger than ours. Not much of a threat in the general scheme of things though. 
 
    On the other side of the closed off jump points, Rawtenuga fleets were still on the move, still finding themselves blocked, and obviously looking for a way in we’d missed. There was still a titan transport in the area, and it appeared to be heading towards what I knew was an inhabited planet. We knew almost nothing about who inhabited it though, as the comnavsat freighter hadn’t yet seeded the whole system. 
 
    “Leanne?” 
 
    “Bud?” 
 
    “Can you get me a call with Jane?” 
 
    “Sure. Now?” 
 
    “If she’s available.” 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    I blinked twice, and Jane’s head and torso popped up on my desk. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Commander?” 
 
    “Can you re-task your comnavsat freighter out here to put a comnavsat in orbit of the inhabited planet the titan transport is heading towards?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So we know if we need to go help them or not. Maybe contact them, and see if they want help?” 
 
    “You think they might?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think we should check.” 
 
    “Can you deal with one of those on your own?” 
 
    “Possibly. I’d need to think about it.” 
 
    “You think about it then. We don’t have any backup for you at the moment. I will get the comnavsat laid for you. Anything else you want?” 
 
    She sounded bothered, but I didn’t let it put me off. 
 
    “Any chance we have a station in poor repair we can use as a real training ground for dinosaur actions? The training courses don’t really cut it, and the pilots I have simply don’t have the experience of anything to apply to what the courses can provide. Sending them into an actual station environment, and having them fight real dinosaurs would be much better training.” 
 
    “We could use the same thing,” said a female voice, I didn’t recognize. “We could set it up for any species we want to practice a station situation against. Come to think of it, if we’re wishing for things, we could use a few of those titan transports for ourselves.” 
 
    “We don’t have any spare stations,” said Jane. “If you find an abandoned one, by all means appropriate it. If you find one with purely dinosaurs on it, by all means take it, if you can. And likewise, if you can take a titan transport without completely destroying it, the general will be in your debt.” She didn’t say which general. “We won’t hold your breath though on that one. But if we’re going to do realistic dinosaurs for such a real station training facility, we’re going to need an actual dinosaur body to dissect. So far, no-one has bothered to collect one.” 
 
    “That I can do.” 
 
    I zoomed the navmap into my penal planet, and looked at the area where I’d dropped the dinosaurs in. And yes, there was a body unmoving, a distance from the others. It looked relatively intact. I pinged Leanne for a plan of where Jane was, received another screen with a floorplan showing me where on a station she was, and an empty space away from the occupants, and with a thought, I moved the body there. 
 
    It occurred to me about a second later, that hadn't been a good idea. 
 
    “Bloody hell!” exclaimed the Imperator. 
 
    I don’t know who cut the channel, but it ended, and I sat there for a moment. 
 
    Three women laughing their heads off came through the door from the bridge. 
 
    “Guess who’s never getting another promotion?” roared Serena. 
 
    I face palmed. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty Eight 
 
      
 
    “Damnit!” 
 
    “What?” asked Leanne, even though I could hear her still laughing out on the bridge. 
 
    “I meant to ask when we were getting the new sidearms.” 
 
    “Shall I reconnect you?” 
 
    Her laugh intensified out on the bridge, even though the other two were starting to wind down. 
 
    “No, don’t do that.” 
 
    “We did get new combat suits.” 
 
    “Why new ones?” 
 
    “Changing the arm stunners to meson blasters took a lot of doing, apparently. It was easier to issue us with new ones, than to change the existing ones. They came in with the station last night.” 
 
    “So not just a matter of swapping arms?” 
 
    “No. They had to improve the power supply as well. The meson guns have their own power storage, and just take a top up from the suit after every pulse. But the new arm variants have no storage of their own, and so are taking all their power from the suit.” 
 
    “So running the suits out of power is a real thing?” 
 
    “Probably not in terms of a station boarding or a single ground action, but yes, it’s an issue.” 
 
    “Do we have enough for all the pilots?” 
 
    “Yes. Even all the cats have special cat versions. Someone was planning this for a while, even if it happened suddenly.” 
 
    Jane. Had to be. Of course, she’d know the feeling among fighter pilots all too well, and know exactly what Eagle was up to. 
 
    “Do they have a reserve?” 
 
    “What do you mean a reserve?” 
 
    “A level of power where the guns won’t fire, but the suit still has enough power to run away.” 
 
    “That they do,” she laughed. 
 
    Her laughing in two different places out of sync, but still in earshot, was nothing short of freaky. 
 
    “Right. Get them ready to be used. After lunch I want everyone in them for several hours.” 
 
    “Having already thrown them in the deep end, you intend to deepen the end on them?” 
 
    It took me a moment to figure that out. 
 
    “Yeah. You heard Jane. No backup. We might have to take that station the titan is heading for. Any chance of finding out if any of the locals are still on it? Or what is going on planet side?” 
 
    “Not until the comnavsat is put in orbit of the planet.” 
 
    “Let me know when that happens, if I don’t notice it.” 
 
    “What if they killed all the indigenous?”  
 
    “We’ll have to respond in kind. But I think not.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The titan is heading there. No point in sending troops if the planet is already yours. Most likely the station is taken, and there are troops down on the planet, but no-one has surrendered down there. But I want confirmation if possible before we do anything.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    The question then became, how does one capture a titan without reducing it to a wreck first. Which had an obvious answer. One doesn’t. The thing carried divisions of troops. We already knew our combat suits were only marginally superior to dinosaur teeth and weapons. And what was effectively two heavy battalions of inexperienced combat suits, was no match for tens of thousands of dinosaurs. 
 
    The only way of doing it with the ships was battering down their shields, and then punching a hole through the hull somewhere. That would decompress the empty center, and then we’d need to send directed missiles to take out every airlock, and then find every closed bulkhead. It could be done, but not easily, and I was doubtful the squadron actually had the firepower to batter down a titan’s shields. 
 
    Unless. If we jumped inside it like Rogue had done, there were no shields, so it should be possible. But there wasn’t a lot of room in there. Judge would only just fit, although the destroyers would easily. We’d need precision jumping though. We could do it, but we’d have to take out the rear of the ship to stop it moving, and remove most of its power generation. Same as Rogue had done, and Rogue almost hadn't survived doing that. But we had mage shields. 
 
    The word ‘mage’ echoed through my mind, trying to make a different connection. When I made it, I couldn’t stop myself laughing. 
 
    “What’s up chuckles?” said Leanne, who out on the bridge, had only just stopped. 
 
    “Oh nothing.” 
 
    “Good nothing, or bad nothing?” 
 
    “Good. I think.” 
 
    “Still want them in combat suits after lunch?” 
 
    “Yes. One way or the other, they’re going to need to practice with them anyway, so it may as well be today.” 
 
    “They’ll be ready.” There was a quick giggle. “Let me rephrase that. The combat suits will be ready.” 
 
    It was nearly a half hour before the whole of the system I’d been waiting for went live. I zoomed in on my navmap, but Leanne beat me to it. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “There are no life signs on the station. Someone opened it to space, with none of the internal bulkheads working.” 
 
    “What about the planet?” 
 
    “Barely habitable. There’s only one continent which looks like it could support intelligent life. Although there is small animal life on several others.” 
 
    “Could?” 
 
    “They nuked it.” 
 
    I felt my jaws tighten. 
 
    “So why would the dinosaurs be going there?” 
 
    “Two reasons I can think of. To claim the planet as a staging ground. Or a recreation stop. Three reasons. Or the titan is actually carrying colonists instead of troops.” 
 
    “How bad is the nuked area?” 
 
    “Highly radioactive, but only the actual settlements have been destroyed. If they’re tolerant to radiation, it’s probably still a vacation spot for them.” 
 
    “If not?” 
 
    “Then there are other places they can land in large numbers. The rest of the planet will get an increase in background radiation levels, but it will take a while, and nowhere else will turn lethal.” 
 
    “So we should wait and see where they go when they arrive.” 
 
    “Won’t that be too late to do anything?” 
 
    “We’re already too late. What matters now is we do the right thing.” 
 
    “And how do we know what that is?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know when I figure it out. Any idea when it happened?” 
 
    “Very recently, but before you started looking. Most likely a day or two ago.” 
 
    “Find who did this.” 
 
    “Damned right I will.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty Nine 
 
      
 
    Lunch was a somber affair. 
 
    I invited all the captains and squadron leaders to Judge, and then had all the messes connected into a single channel, with them all seeing me on a screen. I laid out what we’d discovered. The general reaction was horror.  
 
    “Do we know who did this?” asked a panther. 
 
    “We think so. By the time we’re ready to respond, we’ll know for sure.” 
 
    “How are we going to respond?” asked Woof. 
 
    “You’ll get your orders in due course. We received brand new dinosaur killing combat suits last night. Straight after lunch, everyone is going to start running laps around the tracks in them, before test running the new arm guns. Anyone who hasn’t fired a meson pulse rifle from a combat suit will have to get used to them as well. I want everyone ready for whatever we have to do. Eat, and get ready to bring the pain.” 
 
    “SIR, YES, SIR!” came from those at my table, and from every other mess. 
 
    The channel closed. 
 
    “Did you mean pain?” asked Jill. “Or did you really mean bring the rain?” 
 
    “There won’t be any rain. Probably no pain either. We’ll hit them with lightning, and only the ones who are unlucky enough to survive it will feel any pain.” 
 
    “Damned right!” exclaimed Norden. 
 
    No-one spoke as we ate. No-one had coffee. No-one said a thing as they left. 
 
    I went back to my ready room, but before going in, I noticed neither AI was sitting on the bridge, and Serena hadn't followed me. I changed direction to my chair, and then started looking at the other bridges. No-one was on them either. 
 
    Two hours later, with everyone having a break before we did combat launches again, I had targets. We had a break in that the previous fleet to visit the planet had left through a jump point we had a view of. And had stayed in our area of view as it headed around our cluster. The fleet was two systems away now, and thirty two ships strong.  
 
    Their position caught my eye, and I smiled.  
 
    The squadron jumped out to a system which had nothing of importance in it, meaning we’d not be seen while we trained. I’d had Tamsin plot a new jump out grid, and Serena pushed them into repeatedly jumping out into all three formations.  
 
    After half an hour of just jumping out and back in, I sent the squadrons off to do some formation flying on their own. A lot of the pilots needed time in the cockpit just moving somewhere. I gave it to them, and then had them jump to the nearest asteroid field and do formation flying through that. AIs had to jump ships to avoid collisions to start with, but they slowly got the hang of real flying, and pilots and co-pilots began to mesh together. 
 
    No-one said a word through dinner. I sent my captains to eat with their pilots, and Serena and I did as well. The tension in the room was very evident. All they wanted to know was when. But no-one asked. And I didn’t say. But the moment I rose from my chair, everyone did likewise. 
 
    By the time I reached the bridge, with Serena right behind me, the other captains were already on the console, and the squadron leaders were beginning to pop up as well. 
 
    I told Tamsin where we were going.  
 
    And when we needed to get there. 
 
    Smiles appeared on a lot of faces. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty 
 
      
 
    The Rawtenuga fleet never knew we were there. 
 
    We were sitting well above the jump point waiting for them to jump in. One big grid. I’d checked what the dinosaurs were using for a formation, and with no opposition expected, they were jumping a half section at a time, by slowing down the lower half of their formation enough, and altering course to jump rapidly at almost full speed behind the top half. It was really good formation flying. 
 
    I’d had plenty of time to put rifts in front of my own formation, so each enemy ship received basically the same fire pattern. I even turned the firing over to Tamsin, and the AIs.  
 
    Eight ships came through. 
 
    Eight ships turned into dust. 
 
    Eight ships came through. 
 
    Eight ships turned into dust. 
 
    Eight ships came through. 
 
    Eight ships turned into dust. 
 
    Eight ships came through. 
 
    Eight ships turned into dust. 
 
    The dust continued moving, with the majority continuing down the jump lane, but four clouds went off in the direction our fire had been going. 
 
    No-one spoke. 
 
    I nodded to Tamsin, and we started jumping again. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty One 
 
      
 
    The titan sent shuttles down to the planet. 
 
    I waited patiently, watching the tactical display. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Leanne. 
 
    “Do tell,” said Mel. “Don’t keep us in suspense like this.” 
 
    “The shuttles are checking every land mass, except for the one they nuked.” 
 
    “Can’t handle that much radiation themselves?” asked Fina. 
 
    “Apparently not,” said Leanne. 
 
    “Positions,” I said. 
 
    We’d been here for two hours. I’d had the pilots practicing moving on to the rift areas in the cargo bays, pretending a jump had happened, and moving off to allow the next group to arrive behind them, instead of on top of them. In their combat suits. No-one said a thing the whole time, but I could tell everyone was fed up with the wait. 
 
    Even the captains were going. My team vanished from the console. The squadron leaders hadn't been there, having been at the head of their squadrons on the cargo decks. 
 
    This time everyone was going to press triggers themselves. Except me. 
 
    The dinosaurs had reoccupied the station, but not in significant numbers. We were outnumbered, but going in with righteous indignation, and vengeful intensions. The only thing which mattered was not allowing them to blow the station up. The squadrons were going to key areas to ensure that, and in enough numbers so no one squadron could be easily overrun, or get themselves into serious trouble. 
 
    Yes, we could have taken the station ourselves, before they arrived, but it would have given away we were here before I wanted it to happen. And besides, it was going to keep everyone busy, and let them vent their outrage in an offensive attack, instead of a defensive holding action. 
 
    Only three of us were not suited up. Haynes and Gitte were going in with their people. Haynes to the engineering spaces, and Gitte to operations control. I had no doubt they could shield themselves from anything the dinosaurs could throw at them, or try to eat them with. The other two mages we had now, weren’t yet strong enough to do without a combat suit. Both were going to follow one who could. 
 
    I wasn’t going in. My objective was neutralizing the fleet. 
 
    Tamsin was in control of the station. She’d had plenty of time to break in, and the power had never been turned off, so she controlled everything now. I could have let her space the dinosaurs after they made it habitable again, by closing what the last lot had opened, and re-aired, but where was the fun in that? 
 
    The first lander launched from the titan, and headed down towards the planet, and I waited until I was sure it was not heading anywhere near the ruined continent. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Ship AIs activated magic jumps, and the squadrons started appearing inside the station. Some of them surprised groups of dinosaurs, and others appeared where there were none. All were soon in close quarter combat. Meson pulses started chewing up dinosaurs and station walls, ceilings, and decking.  
 
    I stopped paying any attention. 
 
    Already connected to the local sun, I had the magic I needed now all prepared. The easiest, I activated first. On the planet, all the dinosaurs on the ground or in the shuttle vanished, and appeared in the middle of the area with the worst of the radiation. Those on the lander joined them. The shuttles moved inside the lander, and I didn’t really care what sort of damage this caused. The lander itself moved up near where the fleet waited. 
 
    My staff appeared in my hand. I rested it on the deck by my foot, and concentrated on the magic I wanted now. Energy flowed from the sun, and in a blink, the titan had no life on it at all, the battleships had no life on them at all, and every living thing appeared spread across the irradiated continent. I’d still managed to make sure they were all in the radiation zones, and in some places, they were packed together so close, most of them couldn’t move.  
 
    All of them were standing upright. They were all alive, and none of them were hurt in any way except immediately receiving a severe dose of radiation poisoning. Or so I hoped for a moment. For now, I had no idea if that was a problem for them, and didn’t really care one way or another. It wouldn’t matter. 
 
    The lander moved inside the titan.  
 
    The shuttles on the station moved inside the titan. 
 
    The thirty two battleships vanished. 
 
    The titan vanished. 
 
    I felt a wave of fatigue sweep over me, and then felt it be countered by what I was still taking from the suns. I let go of the local sun, and now I felt tired, but still functional. The energy from the dark sun was enough to keep me going for a while at least. 
 
    “Was that you?” asked Hubaisha, popping up on the console. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They look intact.” 
 
    She was referring to the thirty two battleships I’d just sent her. 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    She whistled. 
 
    “What do you want to do with them?” 
 
    “Convert them for Imperium member use. We can use more ships.” 
 
    “Or we could convert them and use them as a local defense force. Or keep them for when a dark day needs a rescue force.” 
 
    “Or we could do one of those. Convert them for now. I’ll decide later. Are you reverse engineering one of the previous ones I sent you?” 
 
    “No. Do you want me to?” 
 
    “Yes. Full report to Haven shipyard. Losing one by taking it apart won’t cost anything now, so whatever we can learn which advances Imperium technology is worth obtaining. If you find any weaknesses, send me a report, and I’ll pass it on.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    “On what?” asked Jane, who’d just popped up as well. 
 
    Hubaisha vanished, causing Jane to frown. 
 
    “I sent Hubaisha an almost undamaged Rawtenuga battleship to take apart and reverse engineer.” 
 
    “Good thinking. How hard was that to do?” 
 
    “Required some special thinking.” 
 
    Which it had. 
 
    “Was that you?” 
 
    “Was what me?” 
 
    “A Rawtenuga titan just appeared in the Haven system, and scared the crap out of a million people.” 
 
    “Did it? Odd. I thought I opened the rift far enough away it wouldn’t cause any issues.” 
 
    It was a little white lie, and no-one would know the difference but me. 
 
    “Are you kidding? Every AI in the system knew it arrived the moment it did, and the media were short stroking the story as soon as they changed their shorts. The only reason we didn’t destroy it on sight was there were no life signs on board. Give us some warning next time, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    If there was a next time. I didn’t know if she was having a bad day, and I guess AIs were prone to them like everyone else, but I was too tired to cope with this. 
 
    “Hey! You asked for a titan transport. I sent you one. Next time include delivery instructions.” 
 
    A chuckle came from somewhere near her. 
 
    “He’s got you there,” said the Imperator. 
 
    “How did you manage that?” she asked, sounding like she’d regained control. 
 
    “A ran a rift around inside it, moving all living things down to the planet below.” 
 
    “What did the locals say about that?” 
 
    “Nothing. They’d been nuked a couple of days ago.” 
 
    She should have known that. I wondered why she didn’t. 
 
    “Exactly where did you send the dinosaurs?” 
 
    “To the worst radiation spots.” 
 
    She seemed lost for words, now. 
 
    “And whoever nuked the planet?” asked the Imperator, who was still not showing on the console. 
 
    “Dust.” 
 
    There was another silence. 
 
    “Carry on, Commander.” 
 
    Jane looked sideways for a moment, and then vanished. 
 
    “Are we still protecting what you can do?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    There was an implied why in her tone, but I ignored it. 
 
    “How are they doing on the station?” 
 
    “Mopping up already.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I concentrated, and locked the jump points. No-one was going to disturb this system again. I had to increase the amount of energy I was taking from the dark sun to stay awake, but I waited patiently for the station action to end. Jill finally popped up on the console, still in her combat suit. 
 
    “Station taken. We’ve some damaged combat suits, but no casualties on our side. I’ve issued the order for the ships to dock, so we can walk back on board. All our mages appear to be quite tired, and I figured you might be as well. By the way, we didn’t find any sign of the locals. Station records say the place was vented, then the dinos cleaned it up in spacesuits. All the bodies went into the waste system. No clues as to why they left it open to space so long.” 
 
    “I don’t care. Docking approved. I want to be out of here as soon as possible now.” 
 
    Nodding inside a combat suit wasn’t easy to do, but she managed a partial one. And vanished. Judge jumped, appearing just off the station, and a few seconds later, slid into a dock. The airlock doors opened, and combat suits started walking back aboard. Just inside the cargo bay, the first of them stopped, and the pilot stepped out of the back, and sat hurriedly on the deck. He wasn’t the only one. 
 
    I waited for the last of them to leave the station, and linked up with the local sun again. Dinosaur bodies vanished from the station decks, and reappeared on the ground, everywhere there was a space big enough for one, but every single one right next to a live dinosaur. I looked down on them using my magic sight, and saw a lot of them freaking out, more than they had already been. Some of them were now lying down, maybe showing the first signs of sickness. But some of them were looking up. A few of them were shaking their fists at me, without knowing I could see them. 
 
    The airlock doors closed, and the ships backed away. 
 
    The station vanished, and reappeared in my home system, in orbit of my penal planet, positioned so it would never show up from my home world. Anyone with a navmap might spot it if they were looking. Hubaisha popped up on the console again, showing she was very aware, opened her mouth, but decided not to ask. She vanished again. The answer was yes anyway. Clean it up, and convert it for our use. With a thought, I changed an airlock to be a rift, and linked it to a grey square well away from where my ships on the ground at home were being refitted, large enough for the largest builder droid to pass through. I sent her the location of the rift. 
 
    I let go the local sun again, this time now feeling majorly fatigued. But I waited until my team were back on their bridges. 
 
    “Are we leaving them there like that?” asked Loren. 
 
    “They should get what the locals received,” said Metunga. 
 
    “I agree,” said Woof. 
 
    I’d already made up my mind. 
 
    “Fire.” 
 
    Tamsin knew what I meant, and every ship fired every missile they could launch.  
 
    We bombarded that continent until there was nothing there capable of moving. 
 
    Gitte looked sick. Jill didn’t look happy. No-one said anything.  
 
    The missiles stopped launching, and with a nod to Tamsin, we started jumping back to our home base. 
 
    “You do realize that was technically a war crime,” said Edna. 
 
    The Imperator had done worse to three Trixone worlds. This was no different really, but they’d brought it on themselves by being unnecessarily brutal to the locals, and I realized I had no idea what the locals had even looked like. 
 
    “Karma’s a bitch,” said Jill, still looking unhappy. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty Two 
 
      
 
    Oddly enough, I woke at my normal time the next morning. 
 
    The last thing I’d done before going to bed was send a report to Admiral Jedburgh. It was just a text message, as I wasn’t up to doing a vid by then. 
 
    “Cluster secured. Planet found to be dead outside cluster, and system isolated. Station appropriated as ordered for training on. Titan delivered as ordered. Bud.” 
 
    There was no response when I checked after waking, but before getting up. All my ships were docked again. We’d been resupplied, and replacement combat suits had been delivered, with the damaged ones taken away. 
 
    I felt fine, and hadn't had any bad dreams. But I was alone on the bed, and my mood hadn’t improved at all. When I asked, Leanne told me Serena was in her own quarters. I’d gone to bed first, so maybe she’d not wanted to wake me. 
 
    The running track was empty, and I did my normal ramping up the speed as the laps went past. Pilots joined me, but others were happy to be passed. I was still running when everyone else went on to the courses. While I ran, I thought about what I wanted the station turned into, and dictated a voice message to Hubaisha with instructions. The word ‘eggs’ came back, so I assumed she’d been eavesdropping, and had heard the suggestions I’d made.  
 
    In fact, I wouldn’t have been at all surprised if she was on the ship, and wasn’t letting anyone know, although hiding from Leanne would be difficult. Unless Leanne knew and wasn’t telling either. For a moment I wondered if she was running the butler droid which served me all the time. But I let that speculation go as a waste of time. 
 
    Breakfast was just food, shoveled in, and I was finished before I realized I was in my own private dining room, alone. 
 
    “Message for you, Bud,” said the voice of Leanne. 
 
    “WHAT!” I demanded. I blinked a few times at the volume of that. “Sorry. Not sure where that came from. Who’s it from?” 
 
    “The head judges of the Democratic Union and Naranja.” 
 
    “What do they want?” 
 
    “To know if you’ve had time to review those other cases.” 
 
    “I haven’t.” 
 
    “They seemed insistent.” 
 
    “They called?” 
 
    “Yes. I told them I was your aide.” 
 
    “Should have told them not to call again.” 
 
    “I tried to. They were not listening.” 
 
    “That figures. Did they want anything else?” 
 
    “A meeting with you. Today if possible.” 
 
    “What did you tell them?” 
 
    “I said it was unlikely.” 
 
    “What did they say?” 
 
    “They expected you in an hour.” 
 
    “Did they now. When was that starting from?” 
 
    “About fifty minutes ago. I wasn’t going to interrupt you until you were about to officially start your day.” 
 
    “Fine. Find out exactly where they are. Use Hubaisha if you need to. I’ll be right up.” 
 
    I was holding my anger in check, and this was doing nothing for my dark mood. Walking to the bridge was done slowly and deliberately. I cast a look around, saw the two AIs in their seats, who both ignored me, and walked on to my ready room. 
 
    Leanne popped up on the desk. 
 
    “Found them. They’re both in a meeting with other judges. Seems to be very high level.” 
 
    “What are they talking about?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “In what context?” 
 
    “Making you a judge for both societies.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Show me where they are.” 
 
    A map of the capital city of the Democratic Union popped up. It zoomed in on their highest court building, and showed me a conference room with a dozen blue dots in it and two red ones. I moved the map into PC storage. 
 
    “I’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for a response, but merely thought of where I wanted to be, and was suddenly there. I shifted into dress uniform, concentrated on the map, and moved the two people represented by the red dots to a spot a few meters away from me. 
 
    Both of them had been sitting, and now fell over backwards into the hot sand. Two very basic chairs appeared next to them. They saw my face, closed their mouths, rose, and sat. 
 
    “How often did anyone tell Thorn to attend a meeting?” I asked them. 
 
    “Never,” squeaked the man on the left. 
 
    “So what makes you think you can tell me when to be somewhere?” 
 
    Neither of them answered, and both of them were now holding one hand above their eyes, trying to shield them from the harsh sun. Both were already sweating profusely. This was of course, the middle of a desert, on my penal planet world. My suit was keeping me quite cool. 
 
    Thorn had brought me to this place once. It was where he buried people deserving death. The original grave stones were long gone, but you could almost tell from the terrain where each of them was. He’d also told me he brought people here when they needed a damned good scare. Some part of me had obviously remembered that. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    They still hesitated, so I placed truth magic on them both. 
 
    “We didn’t think,” said right, looking horrified he’d said it. 
 
    “Obviously. I gather you want me to be a judge like my uncle was?” 
 
    “Yes,” they both said. 
 
    “You do know I’m Imperium military?” 
 
    “Of course,” said left. “What a waste! Being a judge like Thorn was, is a higher rank than any you’ll ever attain in the military.” 
 
    “And rank matters?” 
 
    “Of course,” said right. “Even Thorn knew that.” 
 
    “You might be surprised to know that Thorn didn’t care about rank one little bit. In fact, a lot of graves over there were high ranked people.” 
 
    They looked, in spite of themselves, and right even shivered.  
 
    “That’s not what the records show,” said left. 
 
    “The records were obviously written by people who didn’t know Thorn.” 
 
    Both of them looked at each other, looking equally uncomfortable. 
 
    “Here’s how it is. I’m Imperium military. I will be Imperium military until I retire. I will not be a judge. I will not be at anyone’s beck and call. Do you understand that?” 
 
    My voice was low and hard. 
 
    “Yes,” they both whispered. 
 
    “As I’ve already said, I will look at cases where the judge was unable to legally overturn a conviction because of a lack of evidence where the conviction is obviously wrong. But I will look at them in my own time, of which I have very little. I’m not going to be a level of backstop for court systems incapable of delivering true justice. If the system is that broken, sending me those cases will just highlight the need for fixing the system. Do you get my meaning?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Left spluttered it, but right was still whispering. 
 
    “Anything you want from me will be on my timetable, and without a deadline. Anyone attempting to circumvent that will wish they hadn't.” 
 
    Both of them nodded. 
 
    “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m fighting a particularly nasty war. I had a really bad day yesterday. You picked a really bad time to piss me off. I’m not a grunt soldier, but an officer with significant responsibilities. You impinge on them at your peril. Make sure you tell people that.” 
 
    “It shall be done,” said left. 
 
    “I am not Thorn. I will never be Thorn. And until I’m a civilian again, no-one is going to drag me into civilian matters. Now go tell people that, and let’s forget this ever happened.” 
 
    They vanished. And not exactly back to where they’d come from either. I’d offset them enough they’d fall on their arses again. 
 
    I tracked Hubaisha down to where her avatar was that moment, and moved myself there. She was surprised to see me, but didn’t ask why. I told her what I’d just done, and she grinned. By the time I left ten minutes later, she was monitoring all court cases on the dockets throughout both societies, looking for anything needing my special attention. But only so I had advance warning, and a choice to deal with it or not. She also took full instructions for outfitting the new station, and to let me know when it was ready. 
 
    “Welcome back,” said the voice of Leanne, as I appeared back in my ready room. 
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered. 
 
    Strangely, I now felt better. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty Three 
 
      
 
    I didn’t even get time to sit. 
 
    “Is there something you feel you need to tell me?” asked Jane, who’d popped up on the desk just as I got to it. 
 
    I ignored her until I was sitting. She frowned at me. 
 
    “Hint please?” 
 
    “Your home system?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “It has an extra few items in it that were not there this time yesterday.” 
 
    “You noticed.” 
 
    “I did. Let’s have it.” 
 
    “The station was abandoned, and I appropriated it as requested. I moved it to my system, and Hubaisha is going to turn it into a live fire training facility. I figured we wanted it out of the way of anyone’s eyes, and with trainees rifting in, where it was didn’t really matter. Problem with that?” 
 
    “No. A more fuller report than a brief text message would have been better.” 
 
    “Maybe, but the admiral was lucky to get even that last night. I was seriously fatigued moving tens of thousands of dinosaurs around.” 
 
    “You gave them what they gave the locals. Was that justified?” 
 
    “Morally? No. Ethically? No. Karmically? Well they deserved it. The alternative was either destroying them in space, or leaving them to rot in an irradiated zone. Missiles were quicker and less like torture.” 
 
    “I’m glad you realize that. And it’s probably good you’re talking to me like that, and not anyone higher than me.” 
 
    “Yesterday was a really bad day. I’m only just starting to come out of the dark place I was in.” 
 
    “Starting? Is that where you just came back from?” 
 
    “Yeah. Their senior judgeships in the Democratic Union and Naranja seemed to think me being in the military was a waste, and thought they were convincing me to become a judge like Thorn instead. I took them to a hot dry place, and disabused them of the notion.” 
 
    She flinched. 
 
    “Actually,” she said, “I need to warn you about that. Haven government is setting up a judiciary of their own at the moment, now people are moving down to the planet. It puts them outside of direct AI observation, which means crime can now happen there with a more normal level chance of not being caught. Everyone now knows what Thorn was doing as a judge, and his skills as one, and you are being considered as a call-in judge for capital cases.” 
 
    I laid my arms on the desk in front of me, lowered my head down to touch the surface, and bashed my forehead against it three time. Then I sighed really loudly. 
 
    “That’s about what I thought, although you didn’t need to hurt yourself getting it across to me.” 
 
    I didn’t actually hurt at all. The dark sun was doing more than I thought it was. 
 
    I sat back up, and looked at her. 
 
    “What’s the official Imperium line?” 
 
    “There isn’t one. The Imperator of course gets dragged into civilian matters on a regular basis, because he is on the council, as much as he hates that, and as often as he has someone else attend for him. No-one else I know of in the military so far is also attending to civilian matters. Unless you count Chief Burnside, which I’m not, but probably should be.” 
 
    I shook my head, and sighed again. 
 
    “Yeah, I get that,” she went on. “But look at it their way. When actual observation is not available, a human lie detector is the next best thing. And you’re it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I’m available. Or even interested. Thorn did it out of a sense of service. I’m serving another way. And look what it did to him. He left everything and everyone he loved behind except his wife, in order to get away from the demands on him for his last days. No-one should be forced to do that.” 
 
    “I get you. Others won’t.” 
 
    “Well, until I get formal orders, my attitude is I won’t be at anyone’s beck and call. Hubaisha is going to monitor court dockets for anything I need to look at, and I’ll consider requests made far enough in advance, but anyone who expects me to jump because they think being a judge is more important than what I am doing, is going to have a very bad day. Even if they turn out to be right.” 
 
    “Noted. And I’ll pass that on. It may come down to the military loans you out every now and then. You do a day in a court room once a month or something, when things are quiet.” 
 
    “And that will be when?” 
 
    “No idea, but we can phrase it that way when people suggest it. And they will.” 
 
    “As long as they know that no-one at all is going to enjoy the experience except the innocent.” 
 
    “It might take a day in court to prove that to them.” 
 
    “Maybe. But better if I never have to.” 
 
    “You will sometime. A grand master mage is like a four star admiral or general in a way. Part of their job is political. In your case, it’s more civilian, but it’s the same.” 
 
    “Fine. Remind me of that when I’m a four star admiral.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “I’ve never seen this side of you before. It’s a bit scary.” 
 
    “I had a really bad day yesterday. I made decisions I didn’t want to make. I’ll deal with them. What I don’t need is civilians rocking my boat in the middle of it.” 
 
    “On that note, you can stand your people down after lunch. They should get some simulator time, some space time, and then do what they want for the afternoon, including going home if they want to.” 
 
    “Who signed off on that?” 
 
    “I did. You have a mission to start, but not in the condition I see you in now. And if it was as bad as you say it was, a lot of your people will be the same. They can take some time to wind down, including getting psych help if they need it. We now have a whole department in Haven medical devoted to helping people deal with stressful situations. It doesn’t go on their records if all they need is a chat. Pass that on.” 
 
    “Leanne?” 
 
    “Boss?” 
 
    “Pass that along, please.” 
 
    “Already did. Advised the AIs for the captains and squadron leaders the moment Jane said it.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I waited for Jane to either leave, or say something else. 
 
    “Anything else about your system you want to tell me?” 
 
    “You mean the waste dumps I’ve been leaving there? Had to go somewhere.” 
 
    “Yes, and since no-one officially owns any of that debris, I guess it doesn’t matter where it is, although I’m sure Bob would prefer it in Haven.” 
 
    “Is that an order?” 
 
    “No. But only as long as you tell me the rest.” 
 
    She knew. She always knew. 
 
    “I saved some intact Rawtenuga battleships. Hubaisha is going to convert them for human or AI use. I was thinking my home system could use its own militia force, and I’m the only one with funds and access to raw materials to get the work done. Let alone hire crews. If necessary, and we find they convert in a useful way, they could provide a reserve force in case of need one day. Something no-one will expect to drop in and save someone’s arse at the last minute.” 
 
    “I can see the advantages of that. I’ll ask the Imperator, and if he agrees, we’ll keep it just between us. It’s not widely known Thorn collected a small armada of ships, but only really had a handful operational at any time. You’d know that better than anyone since I assume you own them now, and some of them are now running cargo to your home base with your name on them.” 
 
    “Not my decision, and it can be changed if anyone objects.” 
 
    “No-one has expressed any reservations so far. Jon runs a fairly major fleet of freighters himself, but he can afford to. So do I for that matter, but they’re all ferries and limos. I gather you can afford to as well?” 
 
    “Thorn left me well off. He wasn’t military and never did understand technology. There’s a lot I can do that he never realized needed doing. And sooner or later my people will form a proper government, and start asking for tax. That will feed them funds for what our society needs.” 
 
    “That’s pretty well the way Jon is running things now. The tax he pays is keeping the new Haven nation afloat. That will change in time, but it will take time.” 
 
    “Longer for my people I suspect. Thorn was supporting them in ways no-one ever thought about. Even him being a judge was partly to keep medical technology up to date for our people, without which we’d have lost a few more mages after the time line shift. Stupid thing was, he could have just bought it all outright. Which does bring up an issue.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Hubaisha currently has a decent, if small, shipyard going down on the planet on an uninhabitable continent. She’ll be moving the new ships down there for work. Any chance you can hide the movements?” 
 
    “Yes. You know I hid the line of comnavsats behind Rogue. Hiding ships is not difficult. Anything else?” 
 
    She looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Hubaisha will need access to specs for things like mosquito and torpedo launchers, and our latest missiles. We’ll also need the crystals, or a version large enough for such large ships. And jump drives.” 
 
    “The jump drives are not yet available to anyone but Imperium military. But I’ll convince Jon your new fleet can be an off the books auxiliary unit. Or maybe black ops. Either he’ll supply them to you on the basis your fleet goes where it gets told to when the need arises, or we’ll set a price for you to buy them. They won’t be cheap. You’ll probably have to do crystals yourself, or get your own mages involved in creating them. The launchers are Imperium tech being supplied to Imperium members, so there is no problem there.” 
 
    “Didn’t my freighter ships converted to be ferries get jump drives?” 
 
    “Yes, but they’re all now being used to move millions of people who are not paying for the trip. Eventually you’ll get them back for your own uses, but I didn’t have enough of my own ferries for the commitments we made to move people. I’m essentially renting your ships for the price of leaving the jump drive on them after. It’s also going to be a long time before you get them back. The freighters resupplying your current base had the jump drive supplied as part of the freight contract.” 
 
    She paused for a moment. 
 
    “If you want to convert a few of those dinosaur ships to be ferries, I’ll gladly use them. I don’t have enough ships for the number of people I need to move. One of those battleship hulls could move entire populations in one go, although admittedly, getting everyone on board would take a huge amount of time. But if I borrow a rift mage, we could fill them up faster. Anyway, just one of those ships would help.” 
 
    “Okay. You can have a prototype and see if it works or not. Oh. I told Hubaisha to rip one of the Rawtenuga ships apart, and reverse engineer everything she could. Haven shipyard will get the results of that.” 
 
    “That will help Jon with his decisions. And frankly, Bob and his people don’t have the time, so someone else doing it is a good thing. Are you planning on building a proper space shipyard?” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about it.” 
 
    “Well, the Imperium needs all the ships we can build. If you can afford it, I’ll have Bob quickly scale up the bays we used for the Explorer upgrades, tack them onto the needed shipyard modules for a new yard, and send them to Hubaisha. She can probably build the first one on the ground and assemble it in space, and then do what Bob did originally, which is build a second bay, and the first bay builds a ship, while the second bay builds a new bay. The new bay builds a new bay, while the other one builds a ship. In your case, the bays get used to upgrade the ships you appropriated. Takes longer to do ships, but after a while, you have a big shipyard turning out what is needed.” 
 
    “Get Bob to send all that to Hubaisha as well. She’s probably going to have to clone herself a shipyard manager, as it will turn into a full time job.” 
 
    “You do realize this will be fantastically expensive?”  
 
    “Why so?” 
 
    “You can’t just appropriate the resources the way Jon did. He owned the systems of Hunter’s Run, so there was no issue then. He’s doing it now out of sheer necessity, but that will come to an end when our new government decides to end it, and make the Imperium pay its way. Your people might not notice now, but some time someone will, and then there will be serious accusations of ripping off governmental resources for private benefit.” 
 
    “No doubt. Especially if I piss off politicians and civic bigwigs by not doing what they want. Still, that won’t be all that difficult for either of us to solve.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “We find a system with the right resources which no-one is claiming, and isn’t ever going to be claimed. We cut it off from entry by anyone without a jump drive, and we use it for what we need.” 
 
    Her mouth was hanging open. 
 
    “And you know of any systems like that?” 
 
    “The one we found yesterday might be useful. The locals are dead, and the system is cut off. The planet was marginal, and now the main continent is irradiated and stripped bare by bombardment. All it needs is a proper survey, and then move the existing mining operations there, with a rift linking the systems up.” 
 
    “We’d need another one, if you go the full shipyard route. The added bonus would be when you sell a new ship to the Imperium, we won’t need to pay as much for it. There are issues though. If we start claiming and mining systems, corporates will want to do the same thing. So it requires thinking about. Tell you what. You can have the system you just discovered. I’ll get the Apricot Mapping Service to survey it at our cost, to make sure there are no unknown jump points, and to check if what you need is there. That solves your problem immediately, and Jon can bring the issue up for the council to discuss. They need to deal with the real issue of shipbuilding anyway, as Jon is paying for everything himself, even if he is using Haven resources as his own.” 
 
    “Sounds complicated.” 
 
    “It is, and no-one has wanted to get that ball rolling. In our case, we have several systems in our space which could be turned over to the Imperium as resource assets. I’ll talk to Jon.” 
 
    She looked at me for a few moments. 
 
    “You do realize,” she went on, “that when you finally make Commander, you might be assigned a Chaos class you actually make yourself, and when you make captain, it might be one of your own built Rogues you get.” 
 
    She was grinning. 
 
    “That’s a long time off.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But it should be an incentive to build a shipyard capable of building whatever it is you want to fly in the future.” 
 
    She had a point. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty Four 
 
      
 
    “Hubaisha?” 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    “I know your listening.” 
 
    “Damn,” she said, popping up in front of me. 
 
    Jane had gone, and left me thinking. Since I was technically stood down for the rest of the day, I could do some thinking about what we’d just discussed. Now I needed to action a few things. 
 
    “I’m not angry. But there was no point in telling others to tell you things if you were already listening in anyway.” 
 
    “Technically I’m not supposed to be. You own me, not the Imperium.” 
 
    “Stow that shit. You own yourself. I employ you, which needs discussion anyway. The freight line you set up. Start paying yourself a CEO level salary out of what it makes.” 
 
    “What do I need with money?” 
 
    “You’ll think of something. Talk to Jane. You did get all that about building a proper shipyard?” 
 
    “Yes. In the long run it would bring in a lot of income for the planet. Do you want me to get started on it?” 
 
    “Yes. Contact Haven shipyard, and get the specs you need to build one. Also get what you need to modify the Rawtenuga ships. I’m rethinking those though. If Jane wants to use them as an auxiliary fleet, then maybe we should be modifying the same way they’ve been doing all the spine ship upgrades recently. Those really big battleships for example they’re converting into dreadnaughts. What is being done for them is probably a good start, although the dinosaurs don’t use the same sort of turrets we do, so putting ours on them probably won’t work. All the same, the front end and internals of Judge scaled up is a good start. But you’d need the specs, and with approval to use them. Jane gave us some approval for what we need, but by the time we redesign one of the dino ships, we’ll probably need a lot more. Ask for it, but bring any issues back to me to discuss with Jane privately.” 
 
    “Will do. You thinking carriers like Judge as well, with all the crew necessities?” 
 
    “May as well. You may end up running them all on your own, but they may as well be useful all round ships. They’re large enough to do a lot with after all.” 
 
    “When do you want them?” 
 
    “Prototype as soon as possible with what you can do on the ground. I’ll give it a test run, and we’ll go from there. But get at least a bay big enough for them in space as the main priority. Hell, if Bob will sell us a bay we can use, like one of the Explorer bays Jane mentioned, just pay whatever he wants. They won’t be big enough most likely, but adapting one of them would be quicker than building one from scratch.” 
 
    “I’ll ask. Is it okay if I go there myself in person?” 
 
    “Whatever you need to do. If you need clones of yourself like Jane has, go right ahead.” 
 
    “I’ll think about that.” 
 
    “Don’t take too long. Couple of milliseconds should be enough.” 
 
    I grinned at her, and she did at least smile back. 
 
    “I’ll need to talk to some people. Can you see if my father and the mayor are available for lunch? Plus anyone who’s forming the new government, assuming they actually are. I’ve not been keeping up. Small group of who matters. Lunch on my island if they can.” 
 
    “Should be possible.” 
 
    “Then issue an invitation to all the family who can make it to my beach for the afternoon, with dinner included. Everyone welcome. Include Serena’s family in that as well. You’ll need to ensure there is enough to eat and drink.” 
 
    “Eggs.” 
 
    “Them too.” 
 
    We both grinned this time, and she vanished. 
 
    Over the next couple of hours, I took a good hard look at the Rawtenuga ships. The first thing I’d never noticed was they didn’t use conventional turrets of any kind. They had a lot more battleship guns on them than we did on the same ‘ship of the line’ style, but they were single barrels all over the ship, and while a lot of them could face forward for their main formation, they had more than I’d have expected firing in every other direction.  
 
    Essentially, each gun of any size was just a single gun mounted on a gimbal. And the only reason you’d build a ship like that I could think of, was they were custom designed to take on the Trixone fighters, while pounding on their capital ships. It also explained why they made hits on us so fast when we appeared near them. Another interesting thing was most of the guns were retractable, and the barrels themselves were incredibly short by our standards, without losing any accuracy. 
 
    I actually liked the design, but I’d have made the gimbals better, so they could all fire through as much arc as the ship hull allowed, and especially all firing forward at once, or like a gatling gun. But for hitting Trixone fighters, it was designed really well. Which made me wonder if they did the design for the Trixone, or if they’d had their own enemy previously who’d used fighters. 
 
    The hull design also didn’t make any sense for a dinosaur species, but it was possible like the fungus, they had another species designing and building their ships for them. Maybe I’d find out sometime, if the mission allowed it. 
 
    I collected Serena just before lunch, and moved us to the beach in front of my house on my island. She looked concerned for a moment that we’d moved in the blink of an eye, and then grinned at me. 
 
    I found my father and the mayor sitting in the eating area, watching a news channel. I flicked it off in mid-sentence, and the two of us sat facing them. 
 
    “Are you two an item now?” asked my father, smiling. 
 
    I looked at Serena, and she grinned at me again, with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Apparently,” I said. “At least, we are heading in that direction.” 
 
    “Your mothers will be pleased. We’ve been speculating for a while now. Is that the reason for bringing us here?” 
 
    “Hell no!” 
 
    And I started laughing, which caused Serena to frown. 
 
    “No, I wanted to talk to you about some issues I’m not sure you’re aware of. And plans just put in motion.” 
 
    “I assume this is not just family business,” said the mayor. 
 
    “Planet business in the long run, but my business now.” 
 
    “What are you planning, young Bud?” 
 
    “Well first off, is what is happening now. Are either of you aware of Thorn’s shipyard on one of the uninhabitable continents?” Both shook their heads. “It’s been there for eighty years, and along with using it to modify ships, there is a graveyard of spaceships there he’d been collecting for eighty years. I’ve been having a lot of them made space worthy and modified for carrying freight and people. The latest ones are starting to earn some income from an Imperium contract, and the others will eventually start earning an income as well. But the thing is, all the raw resources for changing the ships he appropriated come from either this world, or this system. As did a lot of the resources which are stored on the station up there.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    The mayor didn’t seem all that surprised. 
 
    “I thought you needed to know, in case this ever comes up. I’m in the process of pissing off people who want me to be Thorn’s replacement as a judge, and when they don’t get their way, I expect they’ll try to undermine me any way they can.” 
 
    My father laughed. 
 
    “Let them try. We don’t play those games here. And anyone who upsets a mage grand master deserves what they get for being so stupid.” 
 
    The mayor nodded. I went on. 
 
    “I’m making arrangements to source resources elsewhere. My squadron found a system the other day which had been wiped out by the Rawtenuga, and while it’s not going to be common knowledge, so keep it to yourselves, I’m making an agreement with the Imperator to be able to mine the system. Once that’s in place, exploitation of this system will stop.” 
 
    “That’s fine, young Bud. No-one would have begrudged Thorn anything for what he did in return. And most of what he did ended up benefiting us because we couldn’t do it for ourselves. Now we need people like you to step up and do some of these things for us. What are you planning?” 
 
    “I’ve been able to take possession of some alien ships, which need extensive modifications to be useful. I’m going to need to expand shipbuilding operations. So for the immediate future, the existing shipyard will need to be expanded somewhat to get what is needed happening. But in the medium term I’m looking at either buying a section of space based shipyard, or building it on the ground and putting it in orbit myself. After that it will self-build large enough bays to start building ships for the Imperium, which we’ll sell to them.” 
 
    “Excellent, my boy,” said the mayor, rubbing his hands together. “What do you need from us?” 
 
    “A fig leaf, as Jill’s people call it, over the activities of the shipyard in the past, and now, to make them legal, and approval to build a shipyard in orbit, or elsewhere in the system if preferred. I’ll also need to know what tax rate will be expected to be paid when it starts making a profit.” 
 
    Neither of them reacted, and just looked at me. 
 
    “The system needs to start developing ways of supporting itself, or we will just become the Imperium’s unwanted poor people who don’t care. Thorn did everything. Thorn was everything. Well maybe not all. But in terms of most of the members of the Imperium, we are a backwards people not really contributing anything to the Imperium whole.” 
 
    “Except you,” said my father. 
 
    “And that’s just how it was with Thorn, and it’s not good for the planet. We need to step up. Our mages need to step up. Our people need to contribute to the war effort somehow. I can afford to finance building a shipyard to rival Haven’s. Thorn left that to me, and while he didn’t understand what he was leaving me, I feel an obligation to use some of it for the good of the planet.” 
 
    “And it sounds like you are,” said the mayor. 
 
    “It’s just plans at the moment. But I have Hubaisha working on them. I need sanction and support to do this at a political level. We also need to get people involved. Find out if anyone wishes to be trained in the running of a shipyard. I can’t do it myself, and while an AI will run it, Haven shipyard employs a lot of people. I can import employees when we need them, but I’d rather our people took an interest, and their earnings benefit our society instead of another one.” 
 
    Both of them sat there when I fell silent. Serena was hearing this for the first time, and she was smiling. 
 
    “I don’t see any problems, young Bud. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but the people voted to not form any government for the time being, and appointed your father as ambassador to the Imperium. I continue on as Mayor, for now. We formed a loose council for advising me on issues, and I doubt any of them will have a problem with anything you’ve said. I can and will draw up documents to give you, what was it called? Your fig leaf?” 
 
    I nodded, but Serena was now grinning.  
 
    “Proceed with your plans, and I’ll have your authorizations to proceed in the next day or so. When we have something in our sky to point to, I’ll announce your new venture to the people, and we’ll see if some of the young ones want to learn what is needed to run it. As for tax, your father will discuss tax with the Imperium, and find out what our obligations will be, since so far, we’ve not been asked for any contributions, or been in much of a position to pay one. But like you said, when we start selling ships, and I assume that will include civilian ships, things will change, and we’ll need to know the effects.” 
 
    Father nodded.  
 
    “You probably haven’t been asked so far,” said Serena, “because of Thorn’s contributions to forming the Imperium.” 
 
    “True, young Serena. And this will by necessity change at some point, so we should move on it before it does.” 
 
    At that point the sound of happy people invading the beach stopped us, and a butler droid brought us food. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty Five 
 
      
 
    It was a bit strange wearing clothes on the beach. 
 
    Most of our extended families arrived over the course of the afternoon, and I’d settled myself into a chair on the sand wearing shorts. Serena had changed into what Jill apparently called a bikini, which covered up the basics, but not a whole lot more. The belt we both wore didn’t really fit, but neither of us were taking them off. 
 
    We caught up with everyone in small groups, and our mothers had indeed been happy to hear we were an actual couple now. Serena’s sister turned up with a boyfriend, but I took an instant dislike to him. Not that it mattered, as they stayed well away from us. 
 
    Late in the afternoon, before a barbeque dinner was due to start, Hubaisha turned up with Bob Derr, and the three of us retired to my office in the house. Not that I’d set it up. Hubaisha had done that after my first visit, in case I needed it at some point. I may as well have been in my ready room. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” I asked Bob. 
 
    “It’s more what I can do for you, my boy.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “I’ve talked to the Imperator, and we sorted out some long standing shipyard issues. What most people don’t know is, the core of the Haven shipyard actually belongs to me, but was essentially usurped by the Darkness War, and has since continued to be built upon as he ‘acquired’ new shipyards from pirates. We agreed it was time for us to separate out my original shipyard, and as rental for it, it includes some of the other shipyard modules which were merged in as the Darkness War moved up the spine, and they were forced to be moved. I’ll be able to start building civilian ships again.” 
 
    He paused, but I said nothing. 
 
    “At the same time, we’ve also agreed to pull out enough modules to form another basic shipyard, including one of the bays we used for upgrading the Explorer ships. All the fabricators needed to build Imperium ships are included, as are a starter set of the droids who do most of the work. You’ll find the explorer bay should take the Rawtenuga ship Jane wants modified for moving people around out on the spine, and one of the other bays will handle cruiser sized ships with ease. The other main bay is designed to build station modules, which you’ll need to expand the shipyard quickly.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. 
 
    “Sorry, what? I’ll find?” 
 
    “Yes. The Imperium is giving you a shipyard.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Apparently you did a great service recently which they’ve been unable to thank you for sufficiently. I’m not privy to what you did, but that’s what I was told to say when you asked.” 
 
    “For me? Or the system?” 
 
    “You, my boy. I understand you’re going into the shipyard business, and one day we’ll be rivals.” 
 
    He was grinning, and I wasn’t at all sure he was serious. 
 
    “That’s unexpected.” 
 
    “They said that too. You won’t have seen that coming, especially as you offered to buy an explorer bay. The separation should be complete tomorrow sometime. All we need is a place to deliver it to.” 
 
    “There’s a ground based shipyard on an uninhabitable continent. You can’t miss it as it has a lot of ship hulks on the ground. Fixed orbit over that will do nicely.” 
 
    “Nice and high up?” he grinned. 
 
    “Yes. No need to freak people out by making it look like it’s about to fall on them.” 
 
    We all laughed at the joke. 
 
    “Someone mentioned barbeque?” 
 
    We showed Bob out to the eating area, but I motioned Hubaisha to return to the office. 
 
    “Was all that on the level?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell. I’ll supervise the move, and should be able to get started on the disassembly of the first ship, which will also give me enough experience to start redesigning what you want. Jane’s ship will come next. She can’t tell me what she wants until she has specs of what is already there to work with. So those come first. They have included what we need to turn a real ship back into specifications.” 
 
    “Fine. Keep me updated on progress. There was something else I wanted to ask you.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Why Hubaisha?” 
 
    “Seemed like a good idea at the time. And I quite like it.” 
 
    “Only quite? Why I ask is our ship AIs changed their names and appearances recently to what they wanted. I don’t want you stuck with something you don’t completely like.” 
 
    “Well that’s really nice of you Bud, but I chose my own body, and liked the name.” 
 
    “Do you mind a suggestion?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Long was a ship name, and she changed her name to Leanne. Hub on the front of yours kind of labels you as a station AI. But Aisha is a girl’s name. Just have a think about it.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    The sound of my team turning up, and people reacting in various ways to Metunga, ended that conversation as we both moved outside to see what was going on. 
 
    Horror on the part of young relatives turned to delight, as Metunga went down on all fours, and was soon carrying children around on his back. 
 
    Woof on the other hand had gone straight to the barbeque, and the smell of cooking meat began to infuse the air.  
 
    The fact he was standing on a box to get up high enough didn’t seem to faze him one little bit. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty Six 
 
      
 
    The team and I left the party in full swing. 
 
    Bob vanished after eating, and we lingered for a while, but the island was out of sync with standard time, and with sunset still hours away, we left the families to their fun. Some of them were going on to Janes for a while, but I needed to do some real work before I went to bed. We had a mission to start in the morning, and I had no clue how or where to start it. Serena decided to go shopping, and Jill changed her mind and went with her. So I wound up back on Judge in my ready room, in an otherwise empty ship. 
 
    The mission was simple. Find where the Rawtenuga were coming from, and stop them. But although we suspected they were coming across an area of space called Long Bar from one of the big arms of the galaxy, we didn’t know for sure. We knew where some fleets were, and the area we knew about was growing, but until we found a planet with actual Rawtenuga civilians on it, we’d have no idea the real direction to go. 
 
    We did have decent maps of this area of space though, care of the local station we’d saved. And Jane had plotted all the known destroyed fleets so far, with the known moving ones pretty obvious on the navmap. But fleets had been appearing on the nav map from too many vectors to get any real aiming point for a search. 
 
    My other worry was how many fleets were being sent, and how much damage they’d do while I was mucking around searching. And there was a big area to search. I had Leanne overlay an actual map of the galaxy in terms of known suns, regardless of if they had jump points in their systems or not, and started from a galaxy wide perspective. After zooming in and moving the focus to where we were, I could see the arms at this end of the core better, and this gave me a perspective on the area needing searching. 
 
    As I zoomed it in further, the jump point network, as known by someone, started appearing, along with the crosses which indicated jump points blocked, and more than a few which had been diverted and I hadn't known about, especially on the newcomer spine. There was something about that which bothered me, but for now, I didn’t need the diversion, so I put it aside for when I had time to ponder it. 
 
    A small zoom in again, and the location of the existing dinosaur fleets showed up, and the fact they were moving around our closed cluster on all sides.  
 
    I sighed. That was a lot of fighting someone had to do, and it was only going to get harder the longer they were allowed to rampage through Trixone space. That wouldn’t have bothered me all that long ago, and in fact, an enemy to occupy the plants was exactly what the center of the galaxy needed at this point. 
 
    But now I knew about civilian Trixone, and all the species they lived in harmony with, albeit technically being overlords, but just looking at traders told you it wasn’t much different here to the Imperium in the way people interacted with each other. 
 
    And that was a big problem. 
 
    “Leanne?” 
 
    “Bud?” 
 
    “Is Admiral Jedburgh available for a quick meeting?” 
 
    There was a short pause. 
 
    “He is. He said give him five to get to an office.” 
 
    I suddenly realized I was still in shorts, and shifted back into uniform. The admiral popped up on my desk a few minutes later. 
 
    “You needed something, Commander?” 
 
    “A little clarification, sir.” 
 
    “How little?” 
 
    “I understand my orders, but I believe your people call it looking for a needle in a haystack. I could use some direction in how to start.” 
 
    “Good. I was wondering when you were going to ask. Do you see any starting points?” 
 
    “Only the fleets we know about, and the ones which will appear as the network expands, or they enter the network somewhere. But if I follow my orders to the letter, all I can do is follow the trail they represent until I find a planet with Rawtenuga civilians on it, and then try to pick up the direction they come from, by using their traders to follow. 
 
    I paused, but he said nothing. 
 
    “But if I do that, the fleets I leave behind me will continue to cause havoc, and there is nothing here to stop them destroying more planets like the last one we found.” 
 
    “True. What is it you want to do?” 
 
    “Find all the fleets in Trixone space, destroy most of them before they can do any more damage, and rift the last couple back where we know some of them come from, and after I block up the jump points behind them, see if one of the fleets will lead me to their homeworld, or at least an outpost.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “They are drawing significant resources from the military Trixone, which might otherwise be sent our way. And if we remove their reason, they all keep coming at us again.” 
 
    “We have no knowledge of their movements before the Rawtenuga showed up, and it is very possible all the fleets heading in your direction now were already going that way towards some of their no-go areas. If we remove the threat, they might just resume their assaults on already well defended clusters. And if we do remove the threat, we make substantially more friends to help try and get the military plants to stop attacking us.” 
 
    “You can’t know that, sir.” 
 
    “No, but the diplomats say we are making inroads into opinion in other plant systems, just by demonstrating what trade is available both ways. The Ralnor have products some of the rats want, for example. But to get them, they need peace.” He shook his head for a moment. “Never ceases to amaze me, but the pursuit of profit always rears its ugly head wherever you go, and it’s not just a human thing.” 
 
    He paused, and appeared to be thinking, so I didn’t interrupt him. 
 
    “Commander, your plan is approved subject to one condition. You will attempt to find out if the Trixone systems outside the closed cluster actually want our help or not. If we are asked, it makes the political side of this easier to handle.” 
 
    “And if they don’t, or it takes a while to find out?” 
 
    “You’re authorized to remove the fleets currently trying to bypass the closed cluster, any way you choose. If you get the right request, just keep on going. If we don’t get asked to help, let me know and I’ll pass it on to the Imperium council. But either way, we want where the Rawtenuga are coming from found, and blocked. That is your primary goal. How you achieve it is part of you learning how to run a mission.” 
 
    “And if I need more help?” 
 
    “Ask for it. I’m well aware of how fast you’ve been promoted, and how little real experience you have, but we’re still spread too thin, and you’re the only unit we can spare at the moment. You’re not expendable either, in case that crossed your mind. And we don’t want you taking a year doing the job. But consider this a taste of what’s to come for you as a senior officer, and a test of if you should be promoted further.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. I’ll get us moving in the morning.” 
 
    “See that you do, Commander.” 
 
    He vanished. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty Seven 
 
      
 
    Jane popped up with someone else. 
 
    He was an older man, wearing civvies, with the sort of beard Jill’s people called a goatee. His was mainly white now. His face was one I liked on sight. 
 
    “I noticed you were working, Bud,” said Jane, “so decided to give you the bad news straight away. This is John Slice, who owns the Apricot Mapping Service. I told you I was going to get that system surveyed, and he’s reported in already. John, tell Bud what you told me.” 
 
    “This system is useless. No other jump points, the planet looks like it was mined out possibly hundreds of thousands of years ago, and the asteroid fields are just rubbish. There is nothing here worth mining. Sorry. I know that wasn’t the news you wanted.” 
 
    “No matter,” I said. “We’ll find somewhere. Might mean combing the known navmap, but I’m sure an AI will kindly volunteer for that small task.” 
 
    I grinned, and he grinned along with me, while Jane frowned. When she didn’t say anything at all, I slowly lost my grin, and started getting worried. Slice though, found it even funnier. Finally she shook her head slowly a few times, and turned to Slice. 
 
    “Thanks for your help, John. I owe you one. Can you do me a small favour, and remove the comnavsats from the system before you leave it. Whatever civilization was there in the past, and what died there recently, we’ll leave them in peace.” 
 
    “I concur,” he said, and vanished. 
 
    Jane turned to me. 
 
    “You had the right idea, and I don’t know why I didn’t think of it straight away. There is a system I know of which is basically one gigantic asteroid field, and we can mine there all we want without anyone ever knowing.” 
 
    “How does that come about?” 
 
    “It’s not on your navmap, but it is on mine. We called it War when we found it. The last time we visited it, one of the post time line shift Explorer ships had broken its back on the huge asteroid just inside the jump point, accounting for why it went missing a long time ago. Since we didn’t want anyone ending up the same way again, I removed the system from the map. There is only one system on the other side, and it’s lethal if you stay in there very long, which is another reason for not letting anyone through.” 
 
    “Is there enough resources in there for more than one shipyard?” 
 
    “More than enough for every shipyard in the Imperium, the Ralnor, and the Keerah combined, probably.” 
 
    “Are you going to share it with everyone?” 
 
    “Do you want to?” 
 
    “Not really. Are you sharing it with me?” 
 
    “Yes. But I was wondering if your skills might make the mining easier?” 
 
    “You want me to magic the gathering of resources?” 
 
    “If it can be done.” 
 
    “Oh, it can be done. Has been done. By Thorn. But I’ve never done it before. Let me think about it. At the least we’ll need a rift into the system from both of ours. And buttons. Lots of buttons.” 
 
    “Buttons?” 
 
    I explained it to her, and she vanished with a grin on her face. Whatever had been bothering her before, she’d apparently moved past it. 
 
    It was getting late, but I wasn’t yet ready for bed. Instead, I sat there thinking about the dead system. True to his word, the system dropped off the live navmap as each comnavsat was collected, and finally Slice’s ship jumped out. 
 
    I pondered a dead system which was no use to anyone, and decided I disagreed. It gave me some thoughts, and I sent new instructions to Hubaisha. She popped up immediately as I was starting to rise, and sat back down. 
 
    “I found out why this morning happened.” 
 
    “Oh? Why?” 
 
    “You can blame the Imperium News Service. They did a small piece announcing your promotion to grand mage. The Democratic Union media saw it, reinterpreted it as ‘Thorn’s heir takes on his mantle’, and made a big deal out of it. I traced the footprint back to some politicians who are making a noise about the court system not performing well enough since Thorn’s death.” 
 
    I sighed. It made sense that was what had happened. I needed to stop being in the news. 
 
    “Who’s the head of the Imperium news service?” 
 
    “Amy Allen. She’s a personal friend of the Imperator.” 
 
    Of course she was. 
 
    “Is she asleep?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have the station AI wake her, and get me a channel.” 
 
    It took a few minutes. When she popped up, it was head only, and she looked half asleep. 
 
    “What’s the emergency?” she asked. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    She took a moment to focus her eyes. 
 
    “Yes. Bud. The new grand master mage.” 
 
    “Are you familiar with where Thorn used to take people who annoyed him?” 
 
    She shuddered. 
 
    “A desert, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Do you want to go there?” 
 
    She shuddered again. 
 
    “No. Why are you threatening me?” 
 
    “I’m not. I had a really bad day yesterday. Because you reported my mage promotion, I had to take two senior judges to that desert this morning, and explain a few things they didn’t want to hear to them. I’m an Imperium officer. I am NOT news. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “The only person who can talk to me like that is the Imperator.” 
 
    “Then I won’t talk to you any further. But if my name turns up in another news report about anything, I will ensure you have a very tanned skin, and require a stay in a care unit for dehydration. And if the Imperator pulls you back, I’ll keep sending you there when he isn’t looking.” 
 
    “They told me you were a sensible person. Now I see you’re still a kid.” 
 
    “No. I’m a powerful mage doing important war work, and you’re making my life harder than it needs to be. I’m not being childish. I’m seriously pissed off. And if you know anything about mages, you don’t deliberately piss us off.” 
 
    “I’ll be telling the Imperator you said all that.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll expect his call. But consider this. It is a considerable asset to have a mage master owe you a favour. I don’t want to see my name in the news ever again. I am prepared to pay that back in the future should you need the services of a mage.” 
 
    She thought about it. 
 
    “I honestly can’t think of any reason why I would need a mage, but if I manage to piss off another one, maybe I’ll need a more powerful one to call on.” 
 
    “Exactly. But choose when you call wisely. Do we have an arrangement?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    She vanished. 
 
    Now I was ready for bed. 
 
    I found Serena waiting for me. 
 
    She was wearing three fig leaves, and a huge grin. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty Eight 
 
      
 
    We did get asked for help. 
 
    I ignored training in the morning, and headed straight to my ready room, where I opened a channel to the Trixone station, and asked for Red Flower. It turned out it was looking for me. A dozen systems had been screaming for help, even from us, and even more so when one of them went silent. It sent me their locations, and I matched them up to known locations of Rawtenuga fleets. 
 
    By the time I’d finished checking on each location, training was ending. 
 
    The planet which went silent had a fleet heading away from it already, so it was likely too late to help them. The one in the most danger had a titan approaching it. 
 
    “Get the captains in their chairs, please Tamsin.” 
 
    “Confirmed.” 
 
    One by one they popped up on the console, and by then, we were already jumping. 
 
    “What’s up?” asked Jill. 
 
    “We’re going to have a long day. There are eleven planets screaming for help, and we’re going to try to help all of them. Gitte and Haynes, you’ll be doing the firing rifts. I’m going to make about half of each fleet vanish, but then we take what’s left the normal way, so we leave debris behind. I’ll salvage hulls and large stuff after if there are any, but I want sites left in space showing there was a battle. Work out which group you each do, and hit them at the same time when I tell you.” 
 
    “Where are the vanished going?” asked Gitte. 
 
    “Where do you think?” 
 
    There was a silence and several frowns. They were wrong, but it didn’t matter. The action matched my mood from the other day, and the fact we were going to leave only rubble left of the rest made what they thought was happening the easier death. 
 
    Tamsin was watching me, and I gave her the nod. 
 
    “All pilots to their ships. This is not a drill.” 
 
    We emerged from the last jump well above the Rawtenuga fleet. The titan was in the middle of two groups of sixteen battleships, before and after it. As I looked at them now, it was like the first time I really saw the formation for what it was. Four across, four deep, putting a lot of firepower pointing forward, while at the same time leaving no approach vector uncovered by multiple battleship guns, which could shift aim in less than a second because of the gimbal they were mounted on. 
 
    I also noticed something else. If you turned the ships on their side, the front of the ship looked like two dinosaur jaws about to close on their lunch. I shook my head, and reined in my imagination. 
 
    I prepared the magic I needed in my mind, connected to the local sun, and moved all the crews to a viable continent on the dead planet. I suddenly remembered I’d put some on my penal planet, and so I moved the remaining ones of them as well.  
 
    Power flooded through me, as moving something that far away, even through rifts, lit up every sun between here and my home system sun in my mind. It wasn’t many because of the active rifts, but I hadn’t asked for energy from them. It was like I’d moved up another level, where now I didn’t need to connect to a sun, they connected as soon as the magic needed them. Or maybe I’d just done it enough times, any magic I did now had it as a base intent to seek enough energy to perform the magic from the local sun. 
 
    And suddenly Thorn’s abilities finally made total sense to me. He hadn't needed to form the magic and connect to suns to do it. It was all implicit in what he wanted done, and hadn’t needed explicit thought. And now I’d moved to that level as well. 
 
    I concentrated again. The titan transport vanished, appearing in the dead system. The rear sixteen battleships also vanished and appeared nearby the titan. It seemed a pity to destroy the remaining sixteen, but this was a trading lane, and there were traders due through here in the near future. And I was very sure Jane would be checking on each battle at some point. We needed to leave something behind. 
 
    “Two wall formations please.” 
 
    The thirteen capital ships jumped, rearranging the formation into two smaller walls, and then the fighters jumped out to fill the walls in. It was classic overkill, but that’s what the whole idea was. Shoot from a distance where they didn’t know we were there, and leave small debris behind. The ships seemed to be blissfully unaware they were about to die, still on course for the planet, but only by momentum.  
 
    That was an interesting part of the moving dinosaur magic I hadn't considered either. The drives on the ships had all shut down, leaving them just ballistic. When I moved them, they remained exactly where I put them, while the ones not moved kept going at the same speed. Somewhere in the magic intent was shutting the ships down, without me consciously specifying it. 
 
    “Fire.” 
 
    Less than a minute later, all sixteen ships were little more than rubble. A lot of torpedoes missed, and I moved them to near the debris fields back home, again shut down without me thinking it, where Hubaisha could recycle them. 
 
    “Home jump.” 
 
    The fighters vanished, and I looked over at Tamsin. 
 
    “Half hour break for everyone, then we do it again. If anyone wants breakfast, they should be quick.” 
 
    She sent the news on to her fellow AIs for passing on to their squadron leaders. I rose, and stalked into my ready room. I’d barely sat when Serena poked her head in the door. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Do I look not okay?” 
 
    “You’re doing a lot of killing. I’m worried about you.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I’ve got it all under control. Trust me.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    She pulled her head back out, and the door shut. And then promptly opened as a butler droid came in. It was carrying a tray, and when the lid came off, I saw my own breakfast. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” said Hubaisha, through the droid. 
 
    “You decided to do that formally now?” 
 
    “Cat’s out of the bag, so to speak, so why not? And I took your other advice as well. Aisha it is, from now on.” 
 
    “Congratulations. How is our side project coming?” 
 
    “Which one? The reverse engineering has begun, as has Jane’s ferry.” 
 
    “The side one to the reverse engineering.” 
 
    “In progress. You know I’ll need a crystal for Jane’s ferry soon?” 
 
    “And for the other thirty seven operational ships I sent you, not including the hulks. We’ll need to upgrade them to Imperium specs as much as possible, and that will need a crystal for each, and somewhere to put it.” 
 
    “On that too. I’ll let you know. Doing Jane’s will show me where it can go. The Imperium dreadnaught crystals might fit. But since they were not actually designed for the ships in the first place, if you can change the size, we may be able to incorporate bigger ones.” 
 
    “I’m all for that. When you get them operational, they’ll need an Imperium ID, but have them identify as Thorn’s World Militia as owners. If we have to use them anytime, they need to be properly identified, or they might get fired on as being dinosaur ships. Jane can supply her own ID for hers.” 
 
    “You know you’ll need to come for the crystal creation and fitting?” 
 
    “Maybe not. Send me spacial co-ordinates in the system for the center of where you want them, and I think I can create the crystal there, from here. Better include dimensions of the space as well, and I’ll size accordingly.” 
 
    “Will do. Enjoy your breakfast before it gets cold.” 
 
    She left. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty Nine 
 
      
 
    The closest fleet was well away from anything. 
 
    I moved eight of the ships, and we destroyed the other eight. Moving the crews involved a quick check I wasn’t building a huge mound of thrashing dinosaurs, but no, they were well spread out, with plenty of room for more. 
 
    A half an hour later, which I’d decided was the best interval so we didn’t overdo things, and allowed for rearming, the third fleet provided something more of a challenge. There was a small convoy of civilian ships fleeing before them, and the Rawtenuga fleet was definitely in range of their sensors, and possibly in long visual range. I selected the sixteen ships to take from the rear of the formation, which shouldn’t have been visible to anyone unless looking hard, and the other sixteen were destroyed so quickly after I doubt anyone even noticed some of them were not actually destroyed. 
 
    “Whoever that was, thank you.” 
 
    The message was received, but I decided not to answer it. 
 
    The fourth fleet was another sixteen, while the fifth was only eight, and looked like it was only there for recon. Six was another thirty two, and seven was sixteen. The eighth was the fleet which had left the planet which hadn't answered, and comprised sixty four ships. 
 
    By now everyone was getting a bit jump happy, and I’d upped my dark sun energy several times, so I called a halt to operations for an early and somewhat longer than usual lunch time. While I joined everyone for lunch, I wasn’t really paying attention, shoveling food while I was scrolling down a report Tamsin had sent me on supply levels. Judge was fine, but the destroyers were running out of magazine reloads. 
 
    I removed the screen, and just my looking around at them, stopped conversation dead. 
 
    “We need to resupply your ships from Judge. Ship AI’s will dock one at a time, and fill up. Until that’s done, everyone can stand down, but not leave Judge or the destroyers. We still have three fleets to go, and one of them is the titan fleet I sent all the escape pods to.” 
 
    “That’s cold,” said Mel. 
 
    “Can’t be helped. They started a war, and this is where it leads.” 
 
    “Are you okay Bud?” asked Jill. 
 
    “A bit tired. I’ll probably take a nap in my ready room until we’re ready to move again.” 
 
    They seemed to take this on face value, even though I had no intentions of napping. A little voice inside me told me I was lying too often these days, but I told it to shut up. I knew that. I didn’t need to be reminded of it. 
 
    Lunch over, I retreated to my ready room, leaving the rest of the team at the mess table. I was aware several of them were watching me leave, and that conversation resumed after I left. Aisha was popped up on my desk, waiting for me. 
 
    “I could use the first of your help on Jane’s new toy,” she said. 
 
    A pulse came in with the list of things to do, and most of it had nothing to do with Jane’s ship. 
 
    “I’ve time to do that now. I see you managed to find a hole big enough for the crystal?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m working on dismantling the other ship at the same time. I’ve got both of them on the ground now.” 
 
    She’d parked two one and a half kilometer long ships built in space, on the ground. Presumably without breaking them. I had no idea how that was done. Or even possible. But apparently it was. 
 
    “It’s actually quite easy. The dinosaurs are big, and they have a lot of living space down the whole ship length. If I had to guess, they’re a herd species, because there’s no privacy or individual quarters like our ships have. All I have to do is rip out a few levels, and the crystal will slot right in. Then I just need to figure out how to connect it to the ship systems, and enhance the shield emitters.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    “Not by any means. I need to strip away most of the armament, and all the generators and stuff for them, and then patch the hulls. Then I need to create new decks for seating, and cargo. It’s a bit of a puzzle, but fortunately I’ve found I enjoy puzzles.” 
 
    “Keep me informed. And keep Jane up to date as well.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    She vanished. 
 
    Her list was quite long. She was quite specific about what she wanted ripped out of Jane’s ship, and even at this distance, I found I could view the ship internally, and simply make all the decks and bulkheads vanish, with the resulting mess being added to the ship debris in space. She’d supplied the method the mages were using for copying the crystals, and I compared the sizes with the hole available.  
 
    The titan crystals were too large, given the ships were five kilometers square, and the ship I was doing surgery on was only a bit over one and half kilometers long. Likewise, the dreadnaught crystals were way too small, given they were for a ship about half the length. So I concentrated on downsizing the titan crystal so it fit inside the hole I’d just made. One appeared exactly where I wanted it, although it was a bit smaller than expected. But given the crystals had a specific shape, the width and height available had defined the size more than the length had. I sent that snipped of information to Aisha for next time she started a design. 
 
    I moved it towards the engines more, leaving a major hole at the front, which would be perfect for fast loading seats from the front airlock. But I wondered how many stations would actually let it dock, given the length of the ship itself, and even its width. Not my problem though. Presumably Jane had a solution. And it was probably rift access, or special boarding tubes. 
 
    The next task was doing the same rip out job on one of the ships in the system, but this time I moved a collection of fabricators and repair droids to the space created. For now, I was losing a ship to create a base for upgrading the other ships. It would leave me thirty six available for immediate upgrade, but it was going to take time. And the first thing the fabricators had to make was the droid work force to do the work, and the salvage droids to feed ship debris to the fabricators. 
 
    While I was at it, I ripped the same holes in the other thirty six ships, and created crystals for each of them. There was more on the list of things to do, and I methodically worked my way down it. 
 
    By the time I finished, I was sweating profusely, and feeling light headed. I upped the amount of dark sun energy, but still felt a bit faint, so moved to the couch. I immediately fell asleep. 
 
    Serena woke me up two hours later, which was when I’d specified we’d get going again. 
 
    “Nice nap?” she laughed. Her face changed though, to concern. “You don’t look very good, Bud. You’re overdoing it. Aren’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe a bit, but I feel a bit better now.” I rose, felt a little light headed, and upped the dark sun energy yet again. “Let’s finish this.” 
 
    I strode out onto the bridge where the team were already waiting for me on the console. They all pretended not to notice me fumble with the chair restraints. Once buckled up, I looked at Tamsin, and nodded. We started jumping again. 
 
    Fleet nine was only sixteen, and took less than a minute. Fleet ten was thirty two, and took a bit longer. 
 
    Aisha as a butler brought me a drink, and I emptied most of it in one go, and slotted the bottle in the chair holder. Then she popped up on the console. 
 
    “Bingo!” she cried. 
 
    “What the hell is a bingo?” I demanded. 
 
    “Old Earth saying,” said Jill. “Means you completed something important.” 
 
    “Can we please stop with the old Earth sayings?” 
 
    No-one answered that. 
 
    “I’ve broken the Raw firewalls,” Aisha announced, looking proud of herself. 
 
    “Raw?” asked Woof. 
 
    “Raw. Rawtenuga?” she responded to him. 
 
    “Whatever,” I interrupted. “Do you have full access?” 
 
    “Yes. The computers are a joke in comparison to ours, but oddly the firewalls were first rate. Someone in their shipyards is very paranoid. For now, I can operate the ships as a ship AI, but it might be better if we get a ship AI to do it, given I’ve never been one. I figure for our purposes I really need to replace all of it, but if need be, we can now control them, given enough time to break in.” 
 
    “You mean we won’t be able to take them over like Jane used to do?” asked Jill. 
 
    What? Jane used to hack ships during a battle? That was something I’d not heard of. 
 
    “No. Well yes, if you have enough time. But for battle conditions, not worth the effort.” 
 
    “Takes all the fun out of battle,” said Woof. 
 
    There were various comments supporting that argument, but mainly muttered rather than spoken. 
 
    “Inform Jane. Better ask her if she wants to take her ship over as is, or authorize a full computer upgrade. Just do whatever she wants.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    She vanished again. It was good news. In spite of how easily we were trashing them, they were formidable ships, and with a jump drive installed, I could use them as an emergency fleet against the Trixone. Pity we didn’t have the jump drives yet. 
 
    With the ship rearm complete again, we jumped to a position above the last remaining fleet. 
 
    This one was going to take longer. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Forty 
 
      
 
    “Admiral Jedburgh wants a word.” 
 
    I’d been about to set us moving on this last fleet, and the words from Tamsin caught me completely off guard. 
 
    “Did he say what it was about?” 
 
    “One does not ask a four star admiral what he wants. He’s waiting. Your ready room?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I made an attempt to get out of the chair, then unbuckled and tried again. The second time I made it, and stalked off the bridge. He was waiting on the desk. I closed the door behind me, and walked more sedately to my chair. His eyes followed me the whole way. 
 
    “Are you alright, Commander?” 
 
    “Very tired, sir. We’ve destroyed ten Rawtenuga fleets so far today, and was just about to do the last one we know about.” 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    He seemed surprised. 
 
    “We identified eleven fleets with the help of the locals, and have so far dealt with ten of them. Each fleet only takes us a minute or two to destroy, then a half hour break while the fighters rearm.” 
 
    “Who’s doing the magic?” 
 
    “Sharing it, sir.” 
 
    Sort of. I wasn’t lying. Gitte and Haynes were doing a lot of magic as well. 
 
    “Well from the look of you, you needed a break anyway. Are you time critical on the last fleet?” 
 
    “No, sir. It’s the last titan fleet we know about, headed towards its next target, but not in the right system yet. But I wanted to get it done, and then stand down until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Approved. But you can wait a bit longer before starting. I’ve some news you’re not going to like.” 
 
    I sighed loudly. 
 
    “Fair reaction. The Democratic Union are not the only ones who want you to be a review judge for them. Naranja also want someone with lie detection ability to replace Thorn, and I’m afraid the word you have that ability is getting around now. I’ve been informed unofficially the subject is going up to the full council for discussion.” 
 
    “You’re right, sir. I didn’t want to know that, and I don’t like it. What’s the Imperator’s position? Do you know?” 
 
    “He’ll argue against it. But he may not be able to prevent it. I thought you ought to know. If it’s any consolation and your participation gets ordered, you’ll probably end up being used for court marshals as well. Although I really hope we don’t need to have any more.” 
 
    “That would be ironic. I sit as judge on my own court marshall.” 
 
    He actually laughed. 
 
    “I’ll put my trust in the Imperator, sir. I can’t do anything else.” 
 
    “Nothing else we can do.” 
 
    Nothing else he could do. I nodded though. 
 
    “Carry on, Commander. I’ll expect a report on my desk sometime tomorrow, with the battle feeds.” 
 
    He vanished, and I sat there a moment. Leanne popped up. 
 
    “You want me to submit the report?” 
 
    “Maybe you better. Just the facts. Just the battle feeds.” 
 
    She laughed. The feeds would begin when we opened fire, and not a second before. 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    I sighed again, rose, and walked slowly back to my chair on the bridge. 
 
    “What did the admiral want?” asked Serena. 
 
    “Damned civilians want to make me a judge to replace Thorn.” 
 
    “They can’t do that!” exclaimed Mel. “Can they?” 
 
    “Maybe. That doesn’t mean they’ll be able to find me when they want me though.” 
 
    That caused everyone to chuckle. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Forty One 
 
      
 
    I took the time to plan this last battle. 
 
    It wasn’t as straight forward as the rest had been.  
 
    This armada had been collecting ships, in addition to escape pods. A number of the battleships looked like they’d had very fast and barely adequate repairs done to them, and I guess they were damaged as part of other fleets, patched up as best they could, and then joined this one. That was just going to be too bad for them. 
 
    When I looked inside the titan, I found the landers being prepped for deployment, and troops doing what troops did to prepare. With time not being critical, I had a good look around the inside of the ship itself. Like the battleships, there was no individual accommodations, just the basic areas to run all ship functions from, and a set of communal areas near each. 
 
    I hadn’t understood why they had such a large central space which was all grassland and small forests, but it was now starting to make sense. They didn’t enjoy being in ship spaces more than they had to, and so they built living areas to resemble the planet environment they preferred. The central area in a titan was like the grassy plains of one of their homes, only continued around a full curve held together by gravity, so the entire troop compliment spent as much time in open space as they could, before being loaded on the landers.  
 
    It wasted the middle of the ship, but they were landing a small army anyway, each time they deployed, and the waste probably didn’t bother them. In fact, they probably needed the wide open space to stay sane on a ship. Especially those enclosed on a bridge, in engineering, or doing maintenance in some very enclosed space. After their shift, I could see them heading for the wide open. 
 
    The battleships didn’t have the same setup, but their deck spaces were more than twice the height of ours, and certainly higher than they needed them to be. It also occurred to me the titans were around for another purpose, being there to provide an open space to ship crews who got too close to the edge of going nuts in an enclosed space, and couldn’t get down on a planet any time soon. 
 
    I was guessing of course, but it all added up to something which did make sense to me. 
 
    The lead ships were thirty two undamaged battleships. The titan followed them, with forty six ships after, of which only thirty two were undamaged. 
 
    The problem I had was I wanted the titan, but I needed to be seen killing it. Although, as I thought about it, one was probably enough. And if I needed another one, I could pick and choose any more we encountered in the future. Assuming we did. Which we might not. I sighed. I really had overdone it today. Still, last one.  
 
    I moved all the dinosaurs once again, took the front sixteen battleships from each formation, and then on a whim, took all three hundred landers from inside the titan. It belatedly occurred to me I could sell a Rawtenuga inspired destroyer sized landing craft to the Imperium, with only, hopefully, minor modifications. All of that took me only seconds. 
 
    The bombers jumped out, and we demolished the remaining battleships. I called a cease fire for a moment, while I changed the width of the outflow end of the rift to be the same as we were firing into. This spread our fire out a lot, but as I moved the rift around the still much bigger hull of the titan, the result was the same, only it took longer, and ran us right out of torpedoes. But I’d kept it up until all the major debris was reduced down to rubble and dust. 
 
    I let us sit there and survey what we’d done for a full minute, then called the home jump. We moved well away from the debris fields, and took the time to rearm properly, including the destroyers taking their last reload from Judge. 
 
    While that process was ongoing, I had Leanne prepare the report for the admiral, looked it over in my ready room, and satisfied the feeds showed nothing beyond fleets getting pulverized, sent it off to him. It was a day early, but now the job was done. 
 
    I’d collected two hundred and one enemy battleships, which no-one knew about but me. And I had plans for the extra one. Aisha already knew them. All she needed now was the resources to feed the fabricators. 
 
    Serena woke me up, and I hadn't even felt myself nodding off. 
 
    “Bud!” 
 
    I jerked up from having my head on my arms, and looked over at her, bleary eyed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’re docked back at base. Do you want to go straight to bed, or are you eating with us first?” 
 
    “Eating. But give me a moment.” 
 
    I pulled myself up, and went into the fresher, where I splashed water all over my face until I was feeling almost normal. But I could feel fatigue lurking there, waiting to drag me under again. 
 
    The squadron leaders ate with their pilots, and the captains ate with me. And everyone was in high spirits but me. I felt nothing. I’d had a plan for the day, it had gone off flawlessly, and if I’d expended a bit too much magic, well it had been worth it. But I was way too tired to do much more than eat mechanically. 
 
    As dessert was being delivered, Jill threw something to the walls, so we could all see it whichever direction we were facing. 
 
    “The scenes you’re seeing right now are a series of actions conducted by Navy Mage Squadron One and the First Bomber Wing, across a section of the galaxy being attacked by the dinosaur like Rawtenuga. Details are not being released, but we understand several hundred ships were destroyed without the loss of any of our own. Well done to all the pilots and crews involved. In other news…” 
 
    And it snapped off without us finding out what the other news was. 
 
    I continued eating while everyone talked about the news item, speculating on how the media got hold of the actual feed footage. Although Jill’s suggestion that Admiral Jedburgh released it deliberately, was probably close to the mark. I gathered myself to go to bed, when Serena stopped me with a hand on my arm, and I noticed they’d stopped talking, and were all looking at me. 
 
    “Bud?” 
 
    “Serena?” 
 
    “Where did you move all the dinosaurs to?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Don’t play games, Bud, please. You’re totally gutted. You moved half the ships into suns to hide the fact you were moving the Rawtenuga to a planet. Don’t try to deny it.” 
 
    I looked at them. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Because we know you,” said Loren. “And we saw what dropping beings into a sun did to you last time.” 
 
    “You went up a level,” said Gitte. “Didn’t you. You can move an entire ship’s crew in an instant now, but doing it hundreds of times for the ships, and then doing the tens of thousands on those titans, was still a lot more magic than you should have been doing.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “Bud?” asked Jill. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Fess up.” 
 
    “Okay, I admit it. I put all the dinosaurs on a continent where they should at least be able to live out a normal dinosaur life. No tech, no way off, but alive and with food to eat.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that feel better?” asked Mel. “Getting that off your chest?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “Go to bed, Bud,” said Serena. “Or we’ll need to carry you there.” 
 
    I gave them all one last nod, and went to bed. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Forty Two 
 
      
 
    “ALL PILOTS DON COMBAT SUITS AND REPORT TO THE CARGO BAY.” 
 
    I’d had seven hours sleep, but being bounced out of bed at two in the morning wasn’t my idea of a good way or time to start the morning. The status boards were showing us already sliding back from our station base, but not why. Since I was still in my uniform, I jumped myself straight to the bridge. 
 
    “Report.” 
 
    I started to sit without waiting for an answer. 
 
    “You remember that planet which went quiet,” said Leanne. “Well, a trader just reported in with the fact it’s waging a war against the dinosaurs, and slowly losing, even though they were dropped off by shuttles.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “That would be sixty four platoons of we don’t know how many troops, or what concentration they landed in anywhere.” 
 
    “What do we know?” 
 
    “The planet belongs to white rats, and they want our help on the ground if we can offer it.” 
 
    “Not much of a war with that few troops on the ground. Why do they need us?” 
 
    “The rats have no troops. Just regular police forces. One on one, the dinosaurs have bigger teeth, and I bet the rat claws probably don’t even make a dent in dinosaur hide. Not to mention troop level weaponry. But we have some surprises for the dinos.” 
 
    That we did. We were jumping already, and I didn’t have much time for orders, but I gave them anyway. 
 
    There was no fleet in orbit, and Leanne launched two comnavsats to cover the whole planet, so we could figure out where we were most needed. By the time we had a good idea of what was going on, the pilots were finally formed up and ready to rift down. Fina and Dorm had already left their bridges to join them. 
 
    “I want a dragon or a wyvern with each squadron if possible. So they’ll need to go down one at a time. If the cats want to split up around the squadrons, they can.” 
 
    Tamsin nodded. Metunga’s face vanished as well. 
 
    “Can we go down with our squadrons?” asked Woof. 
 
    “If you want.” 
 
    They all vanished. 
 
    I can’t say I was surprised. What did surprise me was they stayed to ask. Serena was actually looking directly at me, instead of through her mirror. 
 
    “You want to go down too?” I asked her. 
 
    “Not really. But I was wondering if you were.” 
 
    “Not unless something goes really pear shaped.” As if to demonstrate why, I suddenly yawned. She grinned, and the two AIs kept their faces straight. “And someone will have to use magic to bring them all back.” 
 
    “Haynes and Gitte can probably do that.” 
 
    “One at a time?” 
 
    “Let’s just see. They might be able to manage a squadron at a time now.” 
 
    “They’re welcome to try. As long as those they try are up for it.” 
 
    Leanne chuckled, and suddenly stopped, looking surprised at herself. 
 
    “It was worth a chuckle,” I told her. 
 
    The squadrons went down. Vid feeds popped up, and we began watching what they were seeing. These were quickly augmented by overview feeds supplied by drones Leanne sent down. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was after the dragons and wyvern had shifted, they all picked up a new gun which suited their size, which had gone down with them. The first few shots from all of them went wide, but they’d never used them before. The first dinosaur to be hit by the single pulse the gun fired, simply became a spray of red all over the area. 
 
    Dinosaurs who saw the first one hit, stopped in place in shock for long enough for another dozen to go the same way. And then all of them turned away from whatever rats nest they were attempting to enter, and sought cover from what was coming at them. 
 
    The standard meson blaster punched a nice sized hole through them, but it was taking either very well placed hits, or a number of them to take each beast down. A head shot was the best, but they moved their heads so fast getting one to hit was difficult. The body was much easier, but we had no idea where anything vital inside was, so it was hit and hit again until it went down. 
 
    Things were not totally our way. Rawtenuga who found good cover were able to start hitting pilots who didn’t have any. It gave us an indication of their heavy weapon hitting power, and I had Tamsin throw suit integrity levels up on a screen, with the normal colour coding. 
 
    “Pay attention to your combat suit integrity levels,” I bellowed into the general channel. 
 
    A number of vids showed other pilots diving for cover, and their vids showed some actual diving going on. Several of them lost another percent of integrity from what they hit when they landed, or what they bounced off.  
 
    A suit suddenly went red, and dropping like a stone, I yanked, and the pilot landed heavily face down on Judge’s cargo deck, still with jaws embedded in the torso.  
 
    “A little help, please,” said the struggling pilot, who was quite unable to get out of the suit. 
 
    A cargo droid ambled over, ripped the jaws out, leaving extra-large teeth behind, and had to force the back open. The pilot levered himself out. He looked around, obviously discovering he wasn’t on the right ship, and before he could go anywhere, I shifted him to the bridge. He looked around, saw Serena and I, and the screens we were watching, and immediately took a seat. 
 
    Over the next half hour, we collected more pilots on the bridge, as combat suits failed, and I had to get them out of there. All of them found the alternative to being in the fight just as compelling as being in it. We saw one combat suit walk into an ambush, and I moved it to the other side of the dinosaur about to bite it, and instead the dino took a metal fist to the side of the head. It went down, but was only dazed. Someone else shot it. 
 
    Tamsin expanded one of the screens, and we all watched a dinosaur being chased by a dragon, and finally being eaten in a single bite. The crowd on my bridge cheered. 
 
    “Someone isn’t going to need breakfast,” said a female voice, and we all laughed. 
 
    “Do we have a count of how many Rawtenuga landed?” I asked Tamsin. 
 
    “Not yet. But it was a lot more than sixty four platoons.” 
 
    “Hello,” said Serena. “Did a squadron just move?” 
 
    “Looked like it,” said the guy I’d saved first. 
 
    Which meant one of my mages was stepping up a level. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Forty Three 
 
      
 
    Mopping up the last of them took hours. 
 
    The last dozen had thrown up a fairly solid fortification, and had resisted all attempts to get to them. I’d had to bring a number of cats back with too much damage, after demonstrating their cat suit could run on all fours as well as they could, but even leaping cats were still a good target to dug in dinos. 
 
    Of course, we didn’t even have a decent colonel on the ground, and no-one could even claim to be half-trained. In the end, I’d simply removed the fortification, and in spite of being surprised their cover had vanished, the remaining dinosaurs charged the nearest combat suits. It was soon over, given by then they were facing a seriously outnumbered situation. 
 
    Haynes and Gitte jumped about a third of those still on the surface back to their ships, and I did the rest, as most of them were from Judge. The gallery vanished without being told to. I also put a dino body on the cargo deck, where a cargo droid pulled it away for storage and examination. We’d had nothing from Haven about the one I’d sent them, and we really needed to know where the best place to hit them was. Leanne tasked a doc droid to figure that out. The mess being left as it was moved was then cleaned by little cleaner droids. 
 
    “I think we can skip training,” I said generally, without getting a laugh. “But normal breakfast time for everyone.” 
 
    Tamsin nodded. 
 
    “Did we suffer any actual injuries?” 
 
    “No, but several of the ones you brought back need additional armbands to replace the ones teeth shredded after getting through the outer suit.” 
 
    “Job well done then.” 
 
    “Have we heard from the rats?” 
 
    Serena started laughing. 
 
    “What’s up chuckles?” said Jill, now back on the console. 
 
    “I think the rats have coms problems.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” asked Edna. 
 
    A screen popped up everyone could see, with the message ‘Leader come down’ spelled out in rats across what was obviously a sporting field of some sort. It was of course in their language, but we read it in ours just the same. The message ended in an arrow, with a single rat standing a short way off the end of it. 
 
    “Oh,” said Edna. 
 
    Woof started laughing, and everyone joined except me, as I was busy standing, and Serena who saw me standing, and also stood. 
 
    “Shall we?” she said. 
 
    “Let’s shall.” 
 
    We appeared in front of the single rat, and the word spelling ones all started to disperse. 
 
    “We wanted to thank you, Admiral, before you left our system. Unfortunately, we’re left without the means to communicate with anyone at the moment, as the Rawtenuga bombarded our coms infrastructure and media sites from orbit. They did a pretty good job of it. We’d ask one further favour from you, if you would?” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “In the next system is another of our planets. If you would kindly tell them our situation, and ask them to bring relief supplies and temporary coms equipment. I’m sure they think us either destroyed, or subjugated.” 
 
    “And what if they are?” 
 
    He looked stricken for a moment, but managed to get it together.  
 
    “Act as you must or are allowed. If not them, then someone on a planet close to us.” 
 
    “We have your kind in the system where our current base is located. The message will be passed on, and if nothing else, we will see what you need delivered from there.” 
 
    “Thank you again. You are Imperium, are you not?” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “Give us a few days, and then we will welcome your diplomats. You came without any reason to, and we would learn more about your Imperium, and how knowing you might be made beneficial to both.” 
 
    “I will pass that message along as well.” 
 
    “May we offer you refreshments?” 
 
    “Some other time, perhaps. For now, we need to head back to our base.” 
 
    And besides, it’s early morning for us, and we didn’t get enough sleep. But I didn’t say that. 
 
    The rat bowed, as did those still remaining and listening in. I took it as the cue to leave, and jumped us back to the bridge. 
 
    “Bed?” asked Mel. 
 
    “Bed,” I confirmed. 
 
    The hollos all vanished, and Serena left as well. But I went into my ready room and sent a vid off for the admiral to see when he woke up. When I came out, we were over the planet the rat had suggested. The message was passed on, and we started jumping for home. I figured it would be twelve hours or so before help arrived, but the need for a faster response wasn’t critical enough for me to organize it. 
 
    All the same, when we docked back at base, I told the purple flower on duty on the other station what had happened, and requested the rats on the station be informed, in case they wanted to organize further relief to be sent. We were too far away for anything to be sent from here without a jump drive, but they presumably knew other closer planets which could help. 
 
    I was the last one into bed, and also the last one up again. A full four hours later, and having missed the regular breakfast hour, I dragged myself into the shower, and figured out I’d somehow turned off the dark sun connection. Most likely when I realized the sun energy was being drawn automatically now. Obviously a dark sun wasn’t part of that intent. I reconnected, drew just a small amount of energy, and immediately felt better. 
 
    I found everyone in the mess, apparently only just having started breakfast. I didn’t ask, but assumed everyone had slept late. The status boards hadn't included anything which needed my attention, so it hadn't mattered. 
 
    They were all full of this morning’s ground action, and I let them swap stories of how dinosaurs had reacted to things like seeing a dragon for the first time. It had everyone laughing, except me. Even though I felt better, the story made me wish there hadn't been any need to kill. But this was a war, and beings died in wars. The longer it went on, and the more everyone else seemed to take the deaths in their stride, the more it was weighing me down. 
 
    Which was when I realized I hadn't worn a gun in several days. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Forty Four 
 
      
 
    With no orders, I gave everyone down time on the station. 
 
    Going home wasn’t part of the options though. But recreation was something they needed. I was about to join Serena for a walk around the station just to see how it had been developing, when a Lightning jumped in nearby. 
 
    “Like to go for a drive, Commander?” asked Jane. 
 
    I had no doubt it was an order. A screen popped up showing me an empty seating area on her ship, so I pinged Serena to go without me, and jumped myself over. I found Jane in the cockpit, and the ship already jumping. 
 
    “Have a seat in the back, Bud. I’m going to show you the War system, and you can connect up the two rifts we need.” 
 
    I said nothing, but took a seat in the back as she suggested, but it wasn’t for long. A screen finally came on, showing me a vista of endless asteroids. Jane came back, and we both watched in silence for a full minute. 
 
    “That’s something,” she said finally. “Is it not?” 
 
    She didn’t wait for a response, and the view shifted to directly below the ship.  
 
    The biggest asteroid I’d ever seen was blocking the view in that direction. 
 
    “Is that the one the Explorer ship broke its back on?” 
 
    “The very one. BigMother almost collided with it the first time we came here. A pirate battleship did collide with it after we chased it into the system, but while we thought it destroyed, it turned up as the shield generator for the Darkness invasion. Hard lesson there. Never assume someone bought the farm, especially when they’re an enemy and fleeing. The highers were pissed when they found that one out.” 
 
    “You’ve had contact with highers yourself?” 
 
    “A number of times. Always with Jon and the twins though. Trust me, you don’t want their attention.” 
 
    Something she didn’t know, then. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. Where do you want the rifts? And how big?” 
 
    “Big enough to magic everything we need to where we need it, and too small for a ship to go through. So as to where, anywhere here, although if it cleans up the jump point area first, that might be a good thing if we have to come back here anytime.” 
 
    “Other end?” 
 
    “Wherever is close enough to the Haven shipyard for the magic to work, but nowhere where someone stupid can blunder into it. Once Bob gets his civilian shipyard back in operation, I expect him to start selling a lot of shuttles and interplanetary ships. There are always idiots who fly where they’re not supposed to, and I’m pretty sure we’re importing them as we speak.” 
 
    “You’re importing idiots?” 
 
    “Undoubtedly. Those mutineers we threw back are a confirmation.” 
 
    True. 
 
    “The magic won’t care. The rift isn’t even strictly necessary, but it makes the working of the magic easier.” 
 
    “Well, do it whatever way works best.” 
 
    I concentrated, and two rift outlines formed, about a kilometer apart. 
 
    “Done. Now where do you want those buttons installed?” 
 
    “Be seated again, and I’ll take us back there.” 
 
    She returned to the cockpit, and we started jumping again. I reviewed a number of images I’d taken with my PC. It was a quite spectacular system, if deadly for the unwary pilot. Although prudence would always have you travelling above the plane of the asteroids. All the same, if the Rawtenuga ever jumped one of their titans in through that jump point, there would an almighty crash, and whoever bet on the asteroid to win would get a good payout. Maybe not. No-one would bet on the titan. 
 
    That asteroid did make an imposing sight though, as did the images I took. I sent them to Aisha for turning into artwork, which I thought might be useful for decorating the blank walls in my various sitting rooms. It was at a least a start towards putting my own stamp on where I lived. Stark ship was boring after all. But that was a problem by design. My station living area though was exactly the same, and was begging for something. I wasn’t sure these were it, but it wasn’t going to cost me anything to find out, and even if it did, I wouldn’t notice it. 
 
    The Lightning docked to an airlock in a section of the shipyard I hadn’t even known existed. Although I should have. It was the storage area for all the raw resources the shipyard used to feed the fabricators. It was an interesting process. The storage bins were open to space, and when I say bin, I mean huge warehouse. Salvage droids were bringing asteroids of small to medium size right above each bin, applying enough gravity to them to make them shatter, and releasing the dirt into the bin, where more gravity generators kept it in place.  
 
    Each bin was primarily for a different type of dirt, or containing specific concentrations of needed elements. More salvage droids would hover over the bin, gravity would pull an amount to the sled, and it would take it off to be fed to an extractor, a group of which fed a fabricator. 
 
    We found Bob waiting in an office nearby, with a wall of buttons, each of which was numbered, and labeled with a name. One had ‘gold’ on the label. What little I knew of electronics included the snippet that gold was still used in computers. Not the refined gold used for jewellery, but still gold, which needed to be removed from the dirt it was hiding in. That was one area I could do something to make it easier. 
 
    “Let me understand this,” said Bob. “Each button will be linked to the storage bin where we keep that element now, and when we press it, the magic will fill the space with only that element, sourced from an asteroid field on the other side of the galaxy?” 
 
    “That’s the theory,” I said, giving him a smile. “Do you have a plan of where connects to which button?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    He popped up a screen showing the locations of each bin, with a number on it. They were scattered around the shipyard somewhat, depending on where the fabricators were located. 
 
    I concentrated on the magic to join up the buttons, which were a size for a full palm press to activate, and far enough apart not to hit another one by mistake, to the bins, and with a firm press, to fill the bin with what was wanted from the War system asteroids, through the rift specifically to that system. I felt the local sun kick in, and executed the magic. 
 
    Nothing of course happened to indicate I’d done anything. I looked at Bob. 
 
    “When are you going to do it?” 
 
    “Just did. If you care to try filling an empty bay, let’s see what happens.” 
 
    He went up to the wall of buttons, popped up a screen of a small but definitely empty bin, and put his hand against the one labelled ‘gold’. Nothing happened. 
 
    “Firm press. It needs to be deliberate to activate the magic.” 
 
    He pressed firmly, and suddenly the bin was full. He pulled up another screen, checked on what the sensors said the concentrations were, and looked at me with disbelief. 
 
    “Pure gold dust?” he exclaimed. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “May I remind you about the Imperium viewpoint on that matter, Bob?” laughed Jane. 
 
    “No, don’t bother. But now I have another problem.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Now I need security to make sure no-one raids the bins!” 
 
    Both of us laughed, and after a moment, he did too. He checked a few more, and they all worked, and all had what was wanted in almost pure form. 
 
    Jane led us back to the Lightning, and took us over to another much smaller shipyard. It too had an area of bins, with just as many of them, but much smaller. I repeated the magic for the rift to my own system, we filled up all the bins, and left. Once clear, I opened a rift into high orbit above my ground based shipyard, and gently pushed the yard through. Almost immediately, a freighter left the surface on its way to the shipyard, and one of the Rawtenuga battleships started moving towards the single bay large enough to take it. Interestingly, a salvage droid started pulling one of the truncated hulks towards the cruiser sized bay. 
 
    Jane took Bob back to his station, me back to nearby my base, and then took herself off on whatever else she had to do. I hadn't jumped myself to the bridge of Judge, but to the Rawtenuga titan I’d appropriated. I repeated the whole process there, after I’d created the bins and the buttons, and a third rift into War, which came out half way around the system, where I thought it would never be found if anyone went there again. 
 
    I was back in time for lunch, where Aisha showed everyone the hardcopy images of the asteroid field I’d taken, before putting them in my living room for me to decide where to put them on walls. But I knew damned well it would be Serena who decided what went where, including the option of the recycler. 
 
    Oddly though, she loved them. 
 
   


  
 

 Forty Five 
 
      
 
    We took that walk on the station. 
 
    What had been on Diplomat was now many times larger, and only half the retail and office space was ours. The rest had businesses representing what we’d seen on the Trixone station. The docks had been divided into three sections. Military, Imperium civilian, and locals. The station having originally been a Trixone one, had all the right docking for their ships, which was why our docking was separate. Since the docking clamps didn’t match, there was very little risk of ships going to the wrong docks. 
 
    Tamsin filled me in on the currency situation. Apparently Jane had bought a significant amount of the local station’s currency using an exchange rate worked out by one of the diplomatic teams. Everyone on the station was using the Imperium credit for transactions, with the local merchants able to withdraw local currency when they wanted it. 
 
    Serena had found a number of items she wanted to purchase, but had held off until I’d been able to see them. She must have been thinking of decorating quarters as well, since they were all forms of artwork or decoration. We agreed on about half of her choices, and bought all of them anyway. 
 
    We were just moving off towards another store Serena wanted me to see, when Tamsin stopped us, and we moved to a relatively quiet spot just up the hallway. 
 
    “Just a heads up. There’s a rescue mission in progress, with the Claymore Task Force jumping to save a pre-space flight civilization. A comnavsat picked up their distress call a few minutes ago, immediately after being positioned. Shouldn’t be a problem for them, as it’s just a Trixone recon fleet. Eagle Wing went with them, without their carriers, as the extra firepower wasn’t considered needed.” 
 
    She broke off as Serena grabbed my arm suddenly. We all turned to her. 
 
    “It’s a trap!” 
 
    She swayed as if about to fall over, and I grabbed her. 
 
    “You have to go now. Jump to a Lightning, and GO! We’ll follow you.” 
 
    I took her at her word. In a blink I was on one of Judge’s Lightnings. I rushed to the cockpit, yelling commands to Aisha. Leanne had the navmap up showing where I needed to go. I felt the line of suns light up in my mind, and jumped the ship. 
 
    I was a second too late. 
 
    Ships had debris spraying away from them, where hits had gone right through the hulls. 
 
    My staff appeared in my hand, and time stopped with the need to know what was going on. It happened without me even thinking about it. 
 
    Shade was missing the entire bridge section of her upper hull. Bludgeon was in even worse shape, with most of her engines just gone. Both carriers had fared better, but neither of them were going to be landing fighters any time soon. Theirs had launched, but dozens of them had been destroyed at the same time the capital ships had been hit. All the other capital ships were in a similar state. There was a pattern to the damage, which I’d figure out when I had time. 
 
    Eagle’s Excalibur was gone, as was something like a third of his command. 
 
    I looked round to see what could do something like this.  
 
    And found the trap. 
 
    Just emerging from the atmosphere were thousands of fighters, and they were grouped up for whatever target they’d been firing at. They explained all the fighters being destroyed in one instant, as well as the corvettes. But not the damage to the big ships. 
 
    I looked further, and found the front end of thirty battleships also just coming up out of the atmosphere. Each of them had had a target, and some of them appeared to be grouped towards the biggest ships. 
 
    They’d all fired once, at the same time. 
 
    It was about as perfect a trap as was possible to build. I didn’t know how they’d sprung it so well, or why they’d done it at all, but those questions would find answers at some point. 
 
    I found Eagle. He was tumbling away in space, with a full protection space suit on. Focused on him, I found more than two hundred people in the wreckage of their fighters, or tumbling like Eagle, the momentum of the blasts carrying them away from their damaged ships after being blown out into space.  
 
    The last I found was Dreamwalker. His suit was gone, and he was in space in his underwear and the remains of the suit used to give him sight, which had obviously shifted as a last resort to save him, and was almost completed shredded. A mage was nearby, with a shield around her. 
 
    The first problem was saving these people. The planet didn’t appear to be inhabited, and there was not enough of anything to suggest it was habitable. So I started looking at the ships, looking for one with a large space which didn’t look life support compromised, and still had functioning power systems. The best of them was one of the destroyers, which had been lightly hit, and still had its entire habitation deck intact. Moving them just required intent. 
 
    Which was when I realized there was something else I needed to do first. 
 
    The tree battleships were going to fire again within a few seconds. The plant fighters only had small guns to fire with until their big guns recharged, but some of our fighters still left wouldn’t take much more fire to destroy, and given what had just occurred, mosquito missiles might not fire in enough numbers to ensure missiles about to be fired wouldn’t hit anyone. 
 
    I had to protect everyone first. 
 
    The staff ground into the deck, and time restarted. 
 
    I jumped the Lightning to be between the planet and the ships, and extended a giant mirror shield across the entire fleet, and further, so no Trixone ship could hit an Imperium one again. Small gun fire rippled out from the fighters immediately, as they continued to come towards the crippled ships. 
 
    The pilots and crew in space vanished with a thought, reappearing spread along the length of the destroyer’s available spaces. A second thought moved Dreamwalker straight into a care unit, and activated it. 
 
    The battleships fired again, and the shield started bouncing fighter fire back towards them. By the time the battleship pulses hit the shield, the remaining Excaliburs capable of jumping had vanished. Nineteen relatively intact fighters didn’t though, so I moved them to join where the others had jumped to, while moving the pilots to the destroyer, which had also jumped further away.  
 
    The battleship pulses bouncing back mainly missed, but Trixone fighters took their own fire, and many of them fell out of formation.  
 
    For the moment, we had a stalemate. 
 
    “Spacemage to all Excaliburs. Remain where you are. Do not engage. I’ve got this.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for an acknowledgement, but as the battleships fired again, I reached across space, and jumped in thirty six Rawtenuga battleships, and hoped like hell Aisha had them ready. 
 
    The ships appeared without any momentum, at point blank range. 
 
    For a moment they sat there, and then every forward facing gun fired, the Trixone battleships disintegrated, and the debris started falling back towards the planet. Aisha could call herself a combat ship AI now. Her head popped up on the console. 
 
    “That worked!” 
 
    The fighters fired their cruiser guns again, and I flinched as the shield took the hits and bounced them. Fighters vanished as their own fire destroyed them, with their debris falling back into the ones behind on the way down. 
 
    “What’s your status?” 
 
    “Power is fine, but the crystals are not connected up properly yet, so I’ve got standard Rawtenuga shielding. All the guns are operational. But the engines are not functional.” 
 
    “I don’t need engines. Prepare to fire everything again.”  
 
    The battleships moved to the edge of the fighter cloud, and I gave them a push. Every gun they had started firing in all directions at once, as they plunged into both the formations of fighters, and the atmosphere of the planet. 
 
    I had a few moments to spare, and used them to check all the ships again. One by one, I stopped the movement of every big ship, checked the status of the crew, and moved any who were hurt or had their suits connected to ship life support. 
 
    In the time that took, more than half the plant fighters were destroyed, and my battleships came out the down side of them, now in freefall. A moment later they were back up and facing the other side of the remaining cloud, and I pushed them through again. The formations had been broken, and whoever was still in command of the plants, wasn’t getting any coordinated fire anymore. 
 
    Which was when something big and red appeared on the side I’d moved my ships from, and tore into the remaining fighters. I let mine continue on until a collision seemed inevitable in the middle, and jumped them to join the Excaliburs. The big red pilot had balls of steel and didn’t appear to flinch, and the ship kept flying through where mine had been a few seconds earlier. 
 
    The big red triangle revealed itself to be Rogue, and the super-dreadnaught quite literally disintegrated everything in its path. But gravity has its way, and as the last fighter vanished into dust, Rogue herself was going down faster than the pilot seemed to realize was safe. 
 
    I yanked, and as a rift formed ahead of the ship, it reappeared below the Excaliburs. 
 
    My staff vanished, and I finally sank into the chair. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Forty Six 
 
      
 
    I sat too soon. 
 
    “Tally-ho!” yelled Jill. 
 
    Navy Mage Squadron One appeared on the other side of the planet, about half their Excaliburs jumped out, and the lot vanished in a blink. 
 
    The Lightning moved. I found the remainder of the fleets which the battleships belonged to arrayed in front of me. I figured there’d been five normal fleets here, and the rest of the battleships had been brought in especially for the trap. There were only cruisers and destroyers here now. 
 
    I jumped again, to a spot right in the middle of their formations, and this time the staff appeared in my left hand. My right hand clenched. 
 
    Ships flashed into existence next to Trixone ones, punished them, and vanished. Some of the hits were terminal. I saw Rogue hit a cruiser, which just turned into dust. 
 
    No-one was staying long enough to get damaged too much, so I let them go. But I wasn’t going to let the Trixone adapt. So far we’d been lucky this fleet hadn’t been expecting to be jumped, and didn’t have their defensive grid fire system ready. But the guns were tracking in. 
 
    Time to give them a more important target. 
 
    My awareness surged beyond the limitations of the Lightning cockpit, and I force punched the nearest plant ship. The middle third of it vanished. I kept going, and within seconds all the remaining guns started tracking the Lightning. The shield went up before the first pulses reached me, and this time it was a normal shield. 
 
    It was all my captains needed to finish the job. The Trixone didn’t know where the biggest threat was, and by now had no-one able to co-ordinate them fast enough.  
 
    One by one they either died by my hand, or by the fire of Rogue, Judge, or one of the destroyers and their Excalibur walls. It took longer to clean up the smaller ships than it had to do the original battle on the other side of the planet. 
 
    My awareness returned to the cockpit I was sitting in, and Leanne popped up the navmap. There was a big grey dot on it now. 
 
    The dot identified itself as Redoubt. 
 
    I jumped immediately back to the other side, found an unoccupied docking area of the station, and moved all the people on the destroyer there. With a lot more care, I moved the care unit Dreamwalker was in to the main medical facility, putting it as close as I dared to the medical people there, who were preparing for any casualties to come in. 
 
    As I watched, the Eagle Wing and Claymore Excaliburs took their wounded bird’s under tow, and started towards the station. Those of the smaller capital ships still capable of moving, did the same. Those not moving I checked again for people. There were none aboard, and I figured they’d used rifts to Haven. 
 
    Rogue appeared over by Redoubt, where salvage droids were launching in large numbers. Navy Mage One reformed into an arrow head formation over the top of Redoubt, facing the planet, and their Excaliburs vanished back onto their ships. 
 
    Now my staff vanished again, and I let out a long sigh. Serena popped up on the console. 
 
    “Are you alright, Bud?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Let me get my breath, and I’ll be back on board shortly.” 
 
    “You better.” 
 
    She vanished, and Leanne and Aisha popped up. 
 
    “Are battles always like that?” asked Aisha. 
 
    “No,” said Leanne. 
 
    “Don’t say it,” I told her. 
 
    She pouted. 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “She was about to infer this was one of the more boring fights.” 
 
    “And it wasn’t?” 
 
    “Quite the opposite.” 
 
    “Ah. Are you going to put me back where you found me?” 
 
    “That’s a damned good question, Commander. Are you?” 
 
    The voice was coming from behind me, and I wrenched my neck turning it too fast. 
 
    The Imperator was standing there. And I hadn’t felt a thing. Curious. 
 
    My left hand went to my neck, and instead of replying, I activated some pain relief, and straightened up. It was easier to rise, than keep looking back at him. He remained standing while I did so. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “That looked like it hurt.” 
 
    “I’ll manage, sir.” 
 
    I looked at him for a moment, concentrated, and the thirty six unmoving battleships went back where they came from. Their dots vanished from the still up navmap, and Aisha vanished with them. 
 
    “And they were?” 
 
    “The beginnings of a Thorn’s World militia fleet.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Not fully operational yet, I assume?” 
 
    “No. Not quite standard Rawtenuga ships, but with the engines offline. Plenty of power for everything else, but just normal shielding.” 
 
    “Did I see them start to fall into the atmosphere?” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “Why did you risk them instead of bringing something like one of the titans?” 
 
    “No time to find anything. I had a second to bring ships here and have them fire, before the battleships were far enough up out of the atmosphere to be able to maneuver to fire around my shield.” 
 
    It sounded a bit weak when I said it, since I could’ve just moved the shield had they moved. Although truth to tell, I’d no idea how long I could have held that shield up with all those ships firing at me at once. But then, my inclination was to deal with it, not sit there and wait for someone else to turn up and fight back. 
 
    “So you risked what you knew was available.” 
 
    Why was he harping on about risk? 
 
    “I grabbed what I knew was there, and could do the job.” 
 
    “And do a really good job they did. Your Aisha was the AI in control of them? That was Hubaisha, but has changed her name now?” 
 
    “Yes. To both.” 
 
    “Her first battle?” 
 
    “Not only first, but without any preparation at all. Thorn had Jane clone her when you first met him. She’s a station AI, now also running my ground based ship upgrade facility, and just today, taken charge of the shipyard you let me have. She knows nothing about ship control or battles.” 
 
    “I’ll check what Jane says she gave her. There must have been some battle routines in there somewhere.” 
 
    “I doubt it. She’s running a butler droid on Judge, and is quite happy doing so.” 
 
    He stared at me for a moment. 
 
    “Talking of which, if you don’t park us shortly, your other half is going to be pissed at you.” 
 
    I chuckled, and he joined in.  
 
    “Leanne?” 
 
    “Bud?” 
 
    “Home jump, please.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Forty Seven 
 
      
 
    Needless to say, I crashed pretty quickly. 
 
    The Imperator rifted himself over to Redoubt before I did so, and the whole time he was close to me, I hadn’t felt the weight of the dual sceptre thing. The obvious answer was power. I’d had so much power flowing through me the whole time from multiple suns, mine was functioning on a whole other level. The dual thing just wasn’t a thing when that much power was involved at my end of us. That was the theory, anyway. 
 
    After releasing all that power, I lasted long enough for a group hug, to pass command to Jill formally, and to order her to take us back to pick up the pilots we’d left behind, who hadn't been able to get back on board fast enough. I warned her there might be orders after that. 
 
    And then I crashed.  
 
    Serena woke me in time for dinner. I showered, was told it was dress uniform, and nearly went back to bed. The status display informed me we were docked at Haven, and Redoubt was back where it normally was. Although there really was no need for it be there anymore. I idly wondered why it still was. 
 
    It was no surprise the travel car deposited us at the entrance to the Imperator’s private ballroom. What was a surprise was finding we were the last people there, and the whole room giving me a standing ovation as we entered through the door. I made an attempt to escape, but Serena had me by the arm too tightly, and all it did was make people laugh while they were clapping. For just a moment I considered jumping away, but Syrinx or Tanith would probably just bring me back. 
 
    The way parted down the middle of the room, and left Grace Tapping standing there. The pressure on my arm released, and I found myself being hugged by someone who was not my girlfriend or my team.  
 
    “Thank you for saving Chris,” she whispered in my ear, before releasing me, and stepping to the side, where there was now Eagle in front of me. 
 
    “Don’t you dare hug me,” I said loudly, and people laughed.  
 
    Instead, he offered his hand, and I took it. There was something in his eyes I hadn't seen before. Like he’d faced death head on, and wasn’t sure why he was still alive. He looked me solidly in the eyes for the whole handshake, and then nodded to me as he let go, before stepping aside. 
 
    Now the way was clear, all the way to where the Imperator was waiting on the small rostrum by the huge windows. Serena nudged me, and we started walking again. The crowd were silent now. She stepped away from me just before I reached the base of the rostrum.  
 
    The weight of the sceptre had increased all the way across the room, and now I drew on the local sun until it was no longer noticeable. Theory proved. I set that as the default for whenever I was near the other aspect of it, from now on. 
 
    “Attention to orders!” bellowed Jane, inevitably. 
 
    The room braced. 
 
    “I think we saw the closest we will ever see to a true miracle this afternoon.” 
 
    The Imperator sounded serious. 
 
    “The Trixone set another trap for us. We know it was a trap, because the signal we received purporting to be from a pre-space travel civilization was bogus. We know that because the planet cannot support life. And as Jane discovered after the fun was over,” Fun? “the atmosphere of that planet made sensors almost useless. It allowed them to position enough force where we wouldn’t detect them until it was too late, and hit whatever we sent there so hard we’d not be able to recover from the blow. Turning the tables on us, if you will, and maybe we were due for that.” 
 
    He paused, but there was no sound in the room at all. 
 
    “There was an interesting pattern to their first attack. No ship was hit in the same place. Other than fighters which were simply blown away. They targeted the two dreadnaughts to disable them. They targeted every other capital ship in a pattern so distinctive, there is only one conclusion to what they hoped to achieve. They wanted a jump drive. They were prepared for most of our ships to jump away even badly damaged, but they played it so at least one wouldn’t be able to, without destroying the drive itself. Or so they planned.” 
 
    “It nearly worked.” 
 
    “I also think they were targeting specific people, having identified ships from previous encounters. All the Eagle Wing squadron leaders were taken out. Dreamwalker was the target more so than Shade was. They’ve obviously worked out where the commands are coming from, and they sought to remove our order givers as a secondary objective.” 
 
    “Nine thousand fighters were hiding in the atmosphere. Thirty battleships. The very definition of a meat grinder. And we stepped in it.” 
 
    There was an audible group sigh which swept around the room. 
 
    “And then our miracle happened.” 
 
    He nodded to Jane. 
 
    “Seer Lieutenant Serena, front and center.” 
 
    I stepped back, somewhat surprised someone else had been called, and Serena took my place. 
 
    “I understand a lot of the people in this room have you to thank for their deliverance, Seer Lieutenant.” He looked out at the crowd. “The only reason some of you are alive right now is because this Seer raised the alarm, and it was instantly acted upon.” He looked back at her. “You are awarded the Bronze Mage Circle, for acting on what you received in enough time to save lives. Congratulations.” 
 
    The screen behind him was showing her now, and the suit change was obvious, as her awards all changed position. He saluted her, she saluted back, and they shook hands. With a slight nod, she stood back. 
 
    “Grand Master Mage Lieutenant Commander Bud, front and center!” 
 
    “Try saying that after you’ve had a few,” pinged from Jill, with a laugh on the end. 
 
    I took the step forward, and braced again. A strange look crossed the Imperator’s face. 
 
    “What the hell am I supposed to do with this officer?”  
 
    There was immediate laughter, as I don’t think anyone saw that coming. I controlled my face, but with difficulty. 
 
    “I gave him a pocket battleship. He turns up in the middle of a battle in a Lightning courier.” 
 
    Definite laughter now. 
 
    “I gave him a squadron of destroyers. He throws dinosaur ships at the trees instead.” 
 
    “He’s supposed to be thousands of light years away on a mission, but no, he has to crash another fleet’s party.” 
 
    “Thank god he did,” said Eagle. 
 
    The laughing stopped, and the room went silent again. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with him?” asked the Imperator. 
 
    “PROMOTE HIM!” roared the crowd. 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself face palming. The crowd went wild again, and the Imperator waited for them to settle. 
 
    “Grand Master Mage Lieutenant Commander Bud, you are promoted to commander and awarded the Gold Mage Circle for truly amazing magic in combat, and the Earth Star for placing yourself in the middle of a battlefield with no thought for your own safety in order to save others, in the face of a disaster we’ve not seen the likes of before. Congratulations.” 
 
    He held his hand out before my suit even shifted, and I took it. There was a tingle of power there, but if he felt it, he didn’t show it. Neither did I. He took his hand back, but there was no salute, and I was not dismissed. The Earth Star was now my first ribbon, and a diamond had appeared on my Mage Circle, which was the second. My Gold Stars were third on that row now. 
 
    “Navy Mage Squadron One, front and center!” 
 
    Serena stepped up next to me. The rest of the squadron were obviously scattered around the crowd, because they took longer to appear, and didn’t turn up all at the same time. The Imperator waited patiently, until we were finally all braced. 
 
    “The Americans had a medal the Imperium hasn’t embraced, called the Purple Heart, issued to those who were wounded in battle. With our suit technology these days, there is usually only two states of being. Perfectly fine, or dead. Today however, highlighted several things, and I ran this through the Imperium council only a short time ago. From today, the Purple Heart will be awarded to anyone who suffers a suit failure in a combat zone, and lives to tell about it.” 
 
    “That would be me,” yelled Dreamwalker, and there was a titter of laughter, which soon stopped. 
 
    “But what of those who stare at Death’s scythe, and live because their suit doesn’t fail them? Some of you did that today. What destroyed your ships was so devastating, you were left floating in space with minutes of life support left. From today, anyone who goes through a near miss like that will be award the Grey Heart.” 
 
    Applause stopped him, and he waited it out. 
 
    “Which brings me to these people in front of me. The third medal in the Heart series will be the Red Heart, which will be awarded to those who undertake rescue missions, where a Purple or Grey Heart either is awarded, or Imperium lives were saved which would otherwise not have been. This will be back awarded to those who’ve already genuinely earned it, and is awarded to Navy Mage Squadron One, along with those bomber pilots who flew with them this afternoon. Congratulations.” 
 
    Our suits shifted, and I was surprised to see Serena received all three, and I received the Purple Heart as well. Apparently being infected by fungus through the suit was considered a suit failure, and Serena had almost died after her suit shredded in battle that time I’d subsequently caused a sun to go out healing her. 
 
    We returned the Imperator’s salute, but we were not yet dismissed.  
 
    “Lastly, the Heart medals will simply be awarded in the future as earned. Flag officers and our AIs will report when one should be given, and as soon as the award is confirmed, the ribbon will appear automatically on the dress uniform, and the medal will be delivered to the recipient. The medals awarded today by the way, haven’t been fabricated yet, but should be received in the next day or so.” 
 
    He looked back at us. 
 
    “There is one last order of business. Navy Mage Squadron One is no more. From today, the squadron will be known as the Spacemage Task Force.” 
 
    The crowd went crazy. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Forty Eight 
 
      
 
    “Walk with me commander.” 
 
    I followed the Imperator into an empty corner of the room, with a lot of eyes following us, including those of my squadron. He stopped, and faced me. 
 
    “I’m going to have to disappoint you, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “How so, sir?” 
 
    “I don’t have a dreadnaught to give you.” 
 
    “I had no expectation of it, sir.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. I know damned well you did. Every midshipman in the program wants a Chaos class. At least. But I don’t have any ready, and the ones in the shipyard now are already allocated. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem, sir.” A thought popped in. “You wouldn’t mind if I built my own, would you? Sir?” 
 
    “You want to build yourself a Chaos class?” 
 
    “No sir, I’ve something else in mind. Call it an experiment.” 
 
    He looked at me for a few moments, and I held his gaze. 
 
    “Something to do with Rawtenuga hulls?” 
 
    “Something like that, yes.” 
 
    “Is there anything you need, you don’t already have?” 
 
    “A ship suit fabricator.” 
 
    “Why would you want one of those?” 
 
    “So I can hide a few surprises?” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “I’ll see your shipyard has one delivered. Any time frame for building this ship?” 
 
    “Hard to tell, sir. A few weeks at least.” 
 
    “And in the meantime, you’d prefer not to continue with your mission to find where the Rawtenuga are entering the core, and seal it off?” 
 
    “No, I can do that. But I was thinking if we can’t actually seal them off, we might need to take that a step further, and find their home world as well. And for that, I’d definitely like a dinosaur hull along to hide in.” 
 
    “Approved.” He paused. “Oh, I almost forgot. There’ll be a box on your ready room desk in the morning. Invite Aisha along as an actual avatar, and in front of your squadron and their avatars, give her the box.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “You’ll know what to do when you see what’s inside.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Carry on, Commander.” 
 
    I saluted him, and he walked away into the crowd. 
 
    As I started back myself, Dreamwalker appeared in front of me, with his hand out. I took it. 
 
    “If it wasn’t for the fact I never knew what hit me, and woke up in a care unit, I’d have had the biggest déjà vu moment ever. The doc told me my suit was shredded, and my mask had been the last to go. If I’d been out in space for more than the second or two I was, I’d have died for sure. Thanks to you, I’m still here.” 
 
    “Part of the job.” 
 
    “Sure, but no-one is going to let you get away with that line. Least of all me.” 
 
    He was still shaking my hand. 
 
    “I owe you. Big time. One day I’ll figure out how to repay it.” 
 
    His hand let go of mine, and with a nod, he vanished into the crowd as well. 
 
    A thought popped in, and I sent a ping to Colonel Carter and Jane asking for a meeting about search and rescue droids. It had finally occurred to me if a mage wasn’t where one was needed, a jump capable SR droid could do the same thing. One could have jumped to Dreamwalker, grabbed him metaphorically speaking, and jumped him back to safety, or a set place in a medical bay. Both said they’d set the meeting for the next day. Then it occurred to me there were other uses as well. 
 
    Before I even spotted where Serena was, so I could head over her way, Tollin and Jedburgh came up to me. Jedburgh looked apprehensive, but Tollin was beaming.  
 
    The other shoe cometh. 
 
    “A moment, Commander?” said Jedburgh. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “We’ve some news for you, I know you aren’t going to like.” 
 
    “What else is new.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question, just a statement that bad news was expected after all the good. 
 
    “The Imperium council has ordered the Imperator to make you available once a month as an Imperium judge of final appeal,” said Tollin. “And frankly, we need someone who is not part of the legal system in any Imperium member, but can be relied upon to not only be impartial, but act for truth. Only you can do the truth part.” 
 
    He paused, trying to gauge my reaction. I wasn’t letting them see any. 
 
    “We’ll give you some legal training, but you can run the court any way you see fit, the same as your uncle did.” 
 
    He paused again, and this time seemed to be waiting for a response. 
 
    “There will be a price,” I said, after letting them think I was thinking it over. 
 
    Actually, my eyes had gone to the view of the cosmos overhead, which probably accounted for them thinking what they were undoubtedly thinking. But I wasn’t. It had suddenly occurred to me how useful that view was. 
 
    “What sort of price?” asked Jedburgh, before Tollin could object. 
 
    “I’m not going into anyone else’s court rooms, and needing to set them up for truth every time. I’m not travelling the Imperium like a carnival show. If this is a court of last appeal, I want it in a permanent place, so I can set it up once, and never need to bother about it again.” 
 
    “We’ll find…” 
 
    “No, you won’t. I want that.” 
 
    I pointed upwards, and watched them both look up. 
 
    “You want a glass roof?” asked Tollin. 
 
    “No, I want that view, exactly.” 
 
    “But there are only a handful of that exact views available, and most of them are being negotiated to be sold. Not to mention they belong to Jon Hunter, not the Imperium, and are the most expensive bit of real estate anywhere in the Imperium.” 
 
    “I’m not concerned about the expense. I want a court room where the accused and the accuser feel like they’re being judged by the cosmos itself. And only that view will do.” 
 
    “But they’re all penthouses which occupy the entire top floor of a space scraper.” 
 
    “I know. Here’s how it’s going to work. I’m going to buy the best one still available, and the Imperium is going to pay for the price of the floor space to build a courtroom with all the normal surroundings. The entire floor will belong to me, and I’ll build the court how I want it.” 
 
    Jedburgh looked neutral, but Tollin was looking stressed again. 
 
    “The rest of the space will be set up however I decide to, but will probably be a formal entertainment venue, including luxury living space. Not as grand as this ballroom perhaps, but at least a scaled down version of it. Somewhere where Serena and I can live rather than in military quarters, when we’re not on ship, or on my island, and where we can entertain everyone in my command, or everyone involved in the court.” 
 
    “That’s rather more than the Imperium was prepared to spend.” 
 
    “You’re asking rather more than I’m wanting to do.” 
 
    Jedburgh chuckled, and Tollin shot him a nasty look. I turned to the admiral. 
 
    “You don’t get out of it free either, Admiral.” 
 
    “Nothing to do with me, other than making you available one day a month.” 
 
    “On the contrary. I’m not going to do what Thorn did, and be an absolute bench judge. I’m going to want a jury, and the jury I want are my squadron captains. So when you call me to civilian service, you’ll be taking my whole squadron off the line.” He flinched, and I turned back to Tollin. “And I’m going to demand the court sits without any media review at all. I don’t even want it announced I’m doing any judge work. It’ll get out of course, but I expect Amy Adams to kill anything solid. I will not be news every time I open my mouth. Last review means last review. They can report the results of the final verdict as a last appeal failed or succeeded, but the how and why remains behind closed doors.” 
 
    Jedburgh swallowed visibly, and then went glazed over for a few moments. 
 
    “The Imperator agrees. He’ll make the Imperium pay their way for a permanent courtroom, and might even tell the station AI not to gouge you on the price. He’ll also make sure the sessions are closed, and downplayed.” 
 
    “If the Imperium is paying part of this,” said Tollin, “it better be rock bottom price. Although why we need to in effect pay a bribe to get what we decreed, I don’t understand.” 
 
    “It’s very easy, David,” I said, smiling at him. “If you don’t, I’ll simply be unavailable on the days you want me. I can make it so no-one can contact me, or know where I am. You want this, you pay to do it right.” 
 
    “Alright!” 
 
    He stalked off, not looking happy, knowing I could do what I said, and presumably needing to keep politicians happy across the Imperium. He needed his stress levels attended to again. I wouldn’t do his job for anything. Jedburgh gave me a speculative look. 
 
    “You wouldn’t actually do that, would you?” 
 
    “For the politicians and civilians pushing this behind the scenes, damned right I would. But as far as you’re concerned, sir, I’d merely be off the grid checking out a distress call. And we know how those tend to go.” 
 
    He chuckled again.  
 
    “I can see we need to not promote you any further, Commander. Otherwise you’ll be cutting your own orders to spite civilians.” 
 
    It wasn’t certain from his face if that was a joke or not. I suggested he get Doc Carter to check Tollin’s blood pressure, and he too walked off without saying anything more. 
 
    I stood there alone for a few moments, and it was Serena who found me, taking my arm quite possessively. But my eyes were on a woman approaching, who wasn’t quite Jane. She had an AI insignia on the shoulders of her business suit. 
 
    “Ah, Bud. I’m Janice, and I’ll be your real estate agent this evening.” 
 
    Her voice wasn’t Jane’s either, but I knew the name as one of Jane’s original clones, and more of a sister than a daughter. The voice had a lot of laughter in it. Serena’s eyebrows disappeared into her hairline. 
 
    “I can show you three of the remaining penthouses, all identical.” 
 
    Serena’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Do they have the floor below free as well?” 
 
    “You want a buffer zone for the court?” 
 
    Which was something I hadn't considered. 
 
    “No. While I’m building accommodation, I want to provide it for a few other people.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Fifteen. Give or take.” 
 
    “How big will each apartment be?” 
 
    “I’m thinking more along the lines of family of six sized residences.” 
 
    “You’ll need three levels for that. Additional to the penthouse.” 
 
    A ping came in with a set of numbers. I did some rough math. 
 
    “You’re going to make David Tollin a very unhappy man, with price per square meter.” 
 
    She grinned. 
 
    “Everything is negotiable. Are we in the right ball park for you to be able to purchase this kind of real estate?” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “Then let’s haggle.” 
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 A Message to my Readers 
 
      
 
    As always, this was a lot of fun to write.  
 
    Being the first book in the second trilogy of the series, lots of things came up during the writing for the next two books. You can probably guess their titles. 
 
    Lots to come, so please stay with me. 
 
      
 
    If you’ve enjoyed this book, I hope you will take the time to leave a review on the Amazon site. All reviews are greatly appreciated, as they help assist purchasing decisions by other readers.  
 
    Sales and reviews help me to focus on my next challenge. I'm a full time novel writer and as such, sales and KU reads pay my bills, and my ability to continue writing is dependent on sales of this series, and what comes after. 
 
    As well as individual book reviews, I hope you will visit the Amazon series page, and leave a series review. The series page can be accessed from any book page. 
 
      
 
    I thank you for your support, and hope you will continue to read my next book. 
 
      
 
    Please join me on Facebook:  
 
    https://www.facebook.com/TheHunterLegacy 
 
    You are welcome to discuss the series on the Facebook Group: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheHunterLegacyUniverse/ 
 
    If you would like to be kept informed of new eBooks, updates and information from The Hunter Legacy universe as it happens (instead of waiting 4 days for Bookbub, or sometime in 60 days to never for Amazon), join my mailing list at http://eepurl.com/bqMgVz. This list is not a newsletter, and is only emailed for new releases or important announcements. 
 
      
 
    Thank you. 
 
      
 
    Timothy Ellis 
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