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Prologue



The giant Earth Federation science vessel, Nikolai Tesla, floated
in space, currently stationary relative to the other objects in the Diurnia system. The ship was on a year-long scientific cruise to examine several strange abnormalities that had been found as humans expanded into the galaxy. Their stop in this system was to investigate the strange anomaly that the whole system represented when it had first been discovered five years before. Unlike every other system that mankind had explored so far, running to several thousand systems now, this system had a planet that was not only in the "goldilocks" zone but the planet also had a viable biosphere containing an entire advanced ecosystem. There had been planets with simple organisms recorded before, several with oxygen/nitrogen atmospheres even, but nothing that resembled the planet in this system.

The only other system that contained such a similar planet was their home system, Earth. Yes, hundreds of planets were already discovered in the habitable zones of stars, mostly around G-class stars, but also in the habitable zones of other types of stars. Even a few of the moons orbiting several of the large gas giant planets qualified as habitable. Some even had life on them, mostly very primitive life, and even then, they would still require serious terraforming work. Only ten planets had been found so far that harbored any form of life, and all but one of those were limited to single-cell prokaryotic, unicellular organisms. They had found only one solitary planet that had progressed beyond that stage, and it only had bacteria and multicellular eukaryotes, some forming primitive algae. Human engineering was needed on all those planets to make them habitable and on the many other planets found in the habitable zones around stars that were essentially just barren rocks. But that was not the case with the planet they had found in this system which had been given the very appropriate name of Eden.

The Xenobiologist, Doctor Harold Li, who has the head of Biological Research at the University of New Shanghai on the planet Jiangsu, was the leader of the biological team that had been included among various other scientific parties aboard the ship. His team had been sent along specifically to investigate the peculiarity of finding a planet with a fully developed ecosystem. It had taken them six months to complete their study of Eden's biosphere. Doctor Li felt that the term completed was a misuse of the word. All they had managed to achieve was a preliminary survey of the plant and animal life on the planet, as well as developing some idea of the planet's historical development from a study of the DNA they had collected from a wide variety of the planet's lifeforms.

The trouble was that their results appeared to be wrong. The planet had a nine percent axial tilt and orbited the star in five hundred and seventy-three standard Earth days. The planet's day was thirty-nine hours long, giving it a year of three hundred and fifty-two and a half local days. There was nothing particularly odd about this orbit. The Earth Federation had many terraformed planets, with days in the thirty to fifty-hour range, with most of the longer days belonging to the larger planets. The collective orbital times of all the colonies averaged four hundred and eight days, Earth time, across Earth Federation space.

Eden even had a moon that sat about the same distance away as the Earth's moon, although it was only about half the size of the Earth's moon, which gave the planet some weak tides. Estimates by the geologists aboard the ship put the moon at about two billion years old and the planet itself at around three billion. None of which explained the well-developed ecosystem! Not only that, but the limited work they had been able to get done seemed to indicate there had been no gradual evolution of plant life on the planet. Rather, it appeared that the already advanced plants and animals had appeared suddenly and that they had seemingly spread out from a central point. The studies were still preliminary, and the results were being hotly debated amongst the scientists aboard the Tesla, but the growing weight of evidence pointed to an origin of life on the planet that was something akin to the results a terraforming project would achieve millions of years later. Exactly how many millions of years later was one of the hot debating points.

But even that wasn't the most baffling discovery. The most passionately debated matter was over the DNA studies that revealed the plant and animal life were essentially direct descendants of Earth's plant and animal life, only with an unknown period of independent evolution! Plus, they didn't evolve from the plants and animals of the Earth from a hundred million years ago. Shockingly, all the plant and animal life they had observed appeared to be descendants of current or near-current Earth lifeforms! It was hard to assign a number, but there couldn't be more than two or three thousand years in it, and probably not even that much, as the few points of divergence were meager and hotly debated. The biologists took samples and then more samples as the studies continued.

Besides the evolutionary diversification that had taken place over the putative fifty to a hundred million years, there were also some anomalies among the biota. Several of the plant species looked and tested as if they were from Earth or were at least descended from Earth-type progenitors, except there were no records of the existence of such plant species in the scientific literature on Earth. Some academics thought they must be from some unexplored, or at least poorly explored regions on Earth, like the Amazon basin, for instance, but as they were all temperate climate plants, that theory seemed unlikely. Their puzzle was expanded to include several animal types.

There was a cat-like creature on one continent that was not only a marsupial but also of a type never recorded on Earth. There were at least four different surviving species of the beasts roaming around, all evolved from a common ancestor, or so it appeared. There were several bird types, a couple with more than one species, none of which had any apparent Earthly antecedents, and several types of insects that also didn't appear in the Earth's list of insects. Studies were still ongoing amongst the microflora and fauna, bacteria, and single cellular lifeforms, but practically everything discovered so far was of Earth-like form, if not Earth-derived.

The other problem was the lack of diversity among the species. It was becoming increasingly apparent that the original plant and animal founding population was extremely narrow. The broad spectrum of plant and animal species now apparent must have diverged from the original very few species over the millennia through the usual natural process of evolution to fill the available space. The number and type of early species were still hotly debated, and new finds were still being made, but the general consensus was that there had only been between ten and twenty animal species and almost certainly less than twenty plant species from which everything else had evolved.

While the biological debate as to how and why such a thing had happened continued without any clear resolution in sight, the Captain of the Tesla had decided to investigate another anomaly in the system at the urging of the physicists. Besides the large biological and geological sciences team, there were astrogeologists, physicists, and astronomers in significant numbers aboard the ship. There was even an archaeologist aboard who had been included to investigate an abnormality in the Roland system, which was the ship's final destination before heading home. The team of physicists was headed by Doctor Alfred von Getthof of the University of Hermann on the planet Sigurd. Working with the astronomers, they had discovered three of the gravity anomalies that most systems contained, trailing the system's star or stars, as the case may be.

These were well-known phenomena that scientists had studied almost since the first true space flight began back on Earth. In many ways, they resembled the small whirlpools that developed in eddies beside fast-flowing streams but were more akin to cavitation voids that propellers and such devices produced in water. They generally trailed the star by several light minutes, some as close as one or two and others as far as seven or eight, although the majority were in the four to six light minute range. The gravity field inside the anomaly did strange things without becoming a singularity, but all studies of them had proven inconclusive and of no benefit. In most systems, they were tagged with a navigation buoy, and space traffic avoided them.

Doctor Nigel Wright from the University of Queensland on Earth was one of the physicists included in the team. He was one of only two Earth-resident members of the scientific parties aboard the Tesla on this cruise. Doctor Wright was also an astrophysicist, and he had a device he'd been working on, which he had brought along on the trip after a great deal of heated debate, as he hadn't quite reached the point of making it operational when the Tesla set sail on the mission. He claimed he had developed a device that would hopefully measure, test, and analyze the gravity flows and fluctuations that were known to occur inside the strange anomalies. He had been working on his device for over five years before the cruise began without any chance to test it and hopefully gain new insights about the anomalies that other means couldn't already achieve.

His previous conventional studies had seemed to hint that the gravitational energy inside the anomaly could be used to create power, and at that, lots of power, virtually for free. Or at least that was the hope. Several other scientific teams were also studying the same effect, so far without success, but their work meant that Doctor Wright felt under some pressure to test his device as quickly as possible hence his insistence on bringing the unfished device on the cruise. He finally finished it during the flight to this system and now pressured the Captain to allow him to test it out. He proposed that while the biologists debated their studies of the planet's plant and animal life, the Tesla should move to the nearest anomaly so he could test his device, which needed to be inside the anomaly to work. After considerable debate, it was agreed that as the nearest anomaly happened to be only six hours' flight away, the ship would move to that position so he could carry out his experiment.

Six hours later, as the ship decelerated into the middle of the anomaly, the eager Doctor Wright turned his machine on. The power fluctuated considerably, he discovered. One second, the device would lose power into the anomaly, and then next, it would feed power back into the ship grid as he tried to get readings of various attributes of the anomaly. It was so rapid and yet so random that it would take time to gauge the overall effect and whether it was gaining power or losing it in net terms. About seventy seconds into the test, the power flow into the device from the anomaly grew so great that it began to destabilize. He tried to turn the device off, but it kept operating, being fed power from the anomaly. He hurriedly called the bridge and suggested they immediately depart the area in case the device exploded or overheated and melted part of the ship.

Just as the ship began to accelerate using its magneto ion drive, the strange device didn't so much explode as appear to short circuit. At least, that was what it seemed like to the crew of the Tesla as the ship shuddered and seemed to pass through some very strange visual effects that subjectively lasted an hour or more, but objectively, the effect had only lasted twenty seconds, according to the ship's clocks. And then everything seemed to go back to normal. Until that is, they realized they were now in a completely different star system and, after some study, no less than two thousand light-years or more from where they had started.

It took some considerable time for a more detailed astronomical study to be completed before they realized they were no longer even in the same universe. Unfortunately, Doctor Wright's machine melted down completely, and the emergency bulkheads closing meant that the fumes asphyxiated the good Doctor, who had been rendered unconscious and had been unable to escape the workspace. The meltdown incinerated several pieces of equipment in the lab area the Doctor was using, including the Doctor's computer system. A search of his cabin found a few scribbled notes, but they were not conducive to constructing a new device with no knowledge of the principles behind it.




Chapter 1



832 A.A. (After Arrival)

Captain Karl Andrews jumped as the alarm went off. Its sudden raucous bellow was not something he'd experienced in the two years since transferring to the space station Terra One. Oh, sure, there were drills and such, with him being the one who scheduled them, but the shrill klaxon sounds pouring out from the speakers embedded in the roof of every room sounded much louder, scarier, and totally disorienting when you were not expecting the noise! His hand slapped down on the lighted square button that opened a channel to the main control room one floor up.

"Talk to me, Jeffers!" he commanded, attempting to sound both authoritarian and calm while trying to quash the panicky butterflies he felt inside.

"We have a bogie, sir!" the Lieutenant Commander replied, speaking loudly enough to be heard over the incessant alarm klaxons.

"I'll be right there!" Andrews bellowed.

He had been in his office, doing some of the endless paperwork that seemed to grow in quantity exponentially the higher you rose in rank. He scrambled out of his chair and flung himself into the corridor outside. He raced up the stairs instead of waiting for the lift, even though it was a fair climb up to the control deck. Although it was the next 'floor' up from his office, the control deck was essentially a self-contained spaceship in its own right. There was a crawlspace above his office and then the pressure hull of the lower part of the station. Above this was a gap before reaching the fifty centimeters of armor outside the pressure hull of the command deck. Inside the command deck's pressure hull was a large workspace, which included maneuvering engines if the command deck needed to break off from the station below. Then, finally, he reached the actual floor of the command deck itself.

Most of the time, the crew tended to use the lift, around which the stairs wound. The access point of both was sealable in 3.4 seconds in an emergency or 12 seconds in a controlled test. An armored hatch would slide across and drop down into the hole as the lift and stairwell tube descended back into the main station body. The command deck was always fully manned, with the crew divided into three shifts, and the B team was on deck at this moment.

"Captain on deck." someone announced as he entered the command room.

A couple of the personnel glanced around,, but, as per standing orders, they didn't interrupt their work to salute as he strode across the short gap from the door to his command chair, which was positioned on a slightly raised dais at the rear of the room. He waved his arm at the main viewscreen and spoke to the man who had hastily jumped up out of the command chair.

"Okay. Talk to me, Ax." Someone with the name Axel was always bound to be called Ax for short!

"It appeared right on the grav limit at thirty-two degrees west and eighteen degrees north, traveling at nearly .3 light, and its course is angled to cross the outer system, and the bogie should reach the grav limit at about thirty-five degrees east. It is only small, under ten thousand tons, and not emitting any signals."

Positions were horizontally measured as east or west of a line running directly toward the galactic center and vertically as degrees above or below the system plane; called north, for above, or south, if below. The unidentified object was going to zip across about a third of the system at a speed no Federation ships could hope to match. Therefore, they had no hope of catching the object before it was sufficiently outside the gravitational pull of the system's star, known as the grav limit or the FTL limit. FTL stood for Faster Than Light. Once at the grav limit, it could once again initiate its pseudo gravity faster than a light warp drive.

Lieutenant Gordon at the communication console spoke up. "Sir, Admiral Xia is on the line."

Karl sighed, nodded, and hit the button on the right-hand arm of the chair that had lit up with the call. The senior officer of the New Federation Navy appeared on the main viewscreen.

"Admiral. You have seen the plot?"

"Yes, Captain. My ships are currently in a low orbit of Deimos, where we were doing ground attack support training. I have changed our orbit to keep Deimos between us and the bogie. My gut feeling is that this is a system survey by someone. Not necessarily a hostile someone, of course. It could just be a quick survey to see if the system warrants closer inspection by explorers, but for all that, we are damn lucky my ships are effectively hidden should our visitors prove hostile."

The New Federation had been detecting faint signals in space for a long time. They had never been able to decipher any of the communications they had managed to pick up, but they were certain they were looking at signals made by intelligent beings. When they had first detected the signals, the government had considered sending an expeditionary force in the general direction of where the signals they had detected were emanating from. However, before they did, they found different signals with different protocols that came from a different direction. And then more signals from other directions.

All the protocols were different, and Naval Intelligence had concluded that numerous sovereign groupings surrounded them. They assumed human polities surrounded them because the original Federation their ancestors had hailed from had never found alien life. Given that several of the signals seemed to have a broad range of systems they originated from, it was concluded that several of the unknown polities were quite large. As a result, the government decided not to make contact just yet. This decision brought significant division within the New Federation as various scientific and humanitarian groups protested; however, successive Presidents and Congresses were firm, largely regardless of party politics. They did send out a small exploration ship twenty years earlier, but it had disappeared without a trace.

"Yes, sir," Karl replied.

They had indeed gotten lucky with the positioning of the Admiral's ships if the scouting led to some form of hostile force showing up. The four Navy ships would come as a nasty surprise.

"I intend to keep my ships here for the next week or so, just in case. Can you inform the President, please, Karl? I don't want to use direct communications with New Earth at this time."

"Aye, sir. I will call him immediately, sir."

"Good man. Stay safe, Karl."

"Aye, sir. I'll do my best."

The line went dead, and he turned to Gordon. "Get me a line to the President. Priority One, Lieutenant."

"Aye, aye, sir!" replied the Lieutenant sounding very keen.

Priority One was reserved for near emergencies and potential major threats to the planet. The only thing more urgent was Priority Red which meant the planet was about to be attacked. There was a delay before the line came alive.

"This is Agent Horricks. Who am I talking to?"

"This is Captain Karl Andrews, Terra One. I need to speak to the President right now."

"And this is about?"

"It is about this being a Priority One alert, and you will put me through to the President immediately, Agent Horricks." Karl put as much steel into his voice as he could.

"Wait, one." The man sounded peeved. There came the sound of muffled voices and a few minutes of silence, then more muffled voices.

Eventually, a new voice came on the line. "This is the President. What's so damn important?"

"We have an unidentified bogie doing a pass through the system at very high velocity, sir. So far, there has been no attempt to communicate with us, but it is definitely a powered craft."

"Shit!" Pause. "You're sure it's a spaceship?"

"Yes, sir. No doubt at all. Admiral Xia was conducting an exercise on Deimos and was therefore hidden from the bogey. She could communicate with us fine but felt it best not to connect directly to New Earth and give her position away. She has indicated she will stay hidden in case something or someone comes calling. We have no idea as to the relative strength of our weapons versus any possible invading force, but surprise often helps overcome inferiority, sir."

"You believe this ship is hostile?" the President asked.

He shook his head. "Not necessarily, sir. But holding our cards close to our chest makes sense, sir. Hopefully, they will be friendly, and nothing untoward will happen, but well…"

The President nodded. "I understand, Captain. Very well, carry on with what you and the Admiral have planned. I will let the Cabinet in on this, so we'll be ready for anything that develops. But in case things happen too quickly, my orders are for forces to only open fire if fired upon. Do you understand, Captain?"

"Of course, sir. I will pass that order on to the Admiral as well, sir. Hopefully, no firing will be needed by anybody, sir."

The President nodded. "I sure hope so, Captain. Now if you'll excuse me, I have an emergency cabinet meeting to organize."

Captain Andrews saluted the President. "Sir." And cut the communication.

Lieutenant Commander Jeffers had watched this exchange while keeping an eye on the bogey. It would not reach the grav limit for about another thirty minutes, but there was nothing anyone could do to intercept it. At least they had quantum-linked sensors in the outer system to report the intruder's passage. Otherwise, it would have been hours before the radar returns would have told them of the unknown ship's intrusion.

The command center remained quiet as the alien craft gradually moved across the screen and eventually disappeared when it was a good distance beyond the grav limit. Andrews considered this an indication that the intruder's FTL drive was not as good as their own, but one data point was insufficient to reach a firm conclusion. Well. That was exciting. He thought to himself. Then he grinned. He had spoken directly to the President for the first time ever after bullying his way past the gatekeeper. Now that part was fun!

He looked around the room. "Very well, Mister Jeffers, I think we can stand down for the moment. Set the normal watch and get some coffee up here. Actually, order the coffee first!" he said with a slight smile.

Jeffers looked at him in surprise at this apparent easy dismissal of the foreign incursion into their space, but the truth was that there was not a lot they could do about it. Sure, they could send one of the warships out there and try and follow the course the intruder had left the system on, but by the time their warship reached the spot the intruder had warped from, the time delay would be so great the alien ship could be almost anywhere.




Chapter 2



532 A.A.

Krulax, of Clan Delmandor, sat on his commander's throne and considered the information gathered by probe three. The world was a typical oxygen/nitrogen planet with a native intelligent life form. They had a simple space station and some intra-system ships, probably ore carriers from mines in that asteroid belt. No obvious warships. Yes. Very interesting.

His family were only tertiary members of the Clan. He only had command of this decrepit relic because his family rated at least one Clan warship, and the Soul Ripper was the third-best ship in the fleet. It said a lot about how successful the Clan was at pirating that the third-best ship in the fleet was a two-hundred-year-old light cruiser. Yes, the weapons were much newer than the original weapons, and the engines were of an even more recent design, although they were really the engines from a fast transport vessel rather than those of a true warship. Krulax was not supposed to know they had a civilian power plant instead of a military one, and it did admittedly power the engines up quite nicely, but it also struggled to supply enough power for the ship to be able to make full use of its weapons systems and defense modules.

The question for consideration was whether the planet they had found was in regular contact with any of the local galactic powers or whether they were a race that had recently developed local space travel and had not been found by any of the major galactic powers yet. If the former, then they would stage a quick raid and pillage mission, probably of the mining site and or the freighters, rather than the planet itself, and then retire with their booty. Unless, of course, the space station was shown to be quite weakly armed, in which case they could take up a position in low orbit and demand a ransom from the planet. The whole idea was to get in, grab what they could, and then get out before a wandering patrol ship arrived.

If, on the other hand, these people had had no contact with any of the local powers, then that situation opened a whole different can of jugar meat. It was a good thing the Scimitar had turned back because of engine trouble. Clan Horvoon would be sorry they missed this opportunity. It really was just too bad they wouldn't have to share, he smirked to himself, smiling evilly at the probe's report on the screen in front of him. The destroyer would have been handy if this was a new race of people, but he'd rather not have to share with Clan Horvoon. They were the largest Clan and tended to lord over their lesser brethren. The Captain of the Scimitar had been an arrogant young cub from one of the most powerful Horvoon families and had made sure Krulax knew it every chance he got.

Well, no matter. We will either get rich or get powerful he thought to himself in gleeful optimism. There were no thoughts of failure. Troodons never admitted they could fail at anything once they had decided to do something! 

"Lormat. Anything of interest from the other probe?"

Both probes were back now. Soul Ripper's biggest advantage over the Scimitar was that the old light cruiser was big enough to carry two of the large, semi-autonomous scout probes with their own faster-than-light drives. His sensor operator looked up from the screen he was studying and shook his head.

"No, my Commander. That inhabited world is the only thing of interest from both searches, sir."

Lormat was a second cousin of some sort on his mother's side and was quite a capable officer, perhaps a bit too capable. He would need to keep a closer eye on Lormat in the future.

"Very well. We will make for the system with the inhabited planet. I intend to raid it if they have contact with the wider galaxy. A simple in and out as quickly as possible, you understand, Lormat?"

"Aye, sir." his second replied promptly. "And if they don't have contact with the wider galaxy?"

Krulax grinned at Lormat.

"Well, then. That would make things very interesting for us, don't you think, cousin of mine?"

His cousin returned his grin with a smile of hunger and ambition. Yes, Krulax thought, you will need to be closely watched, my cousin. Troodon Clans were only semi-stable, with ambitious sub-clan members always vying for advancement, and occasionally some member of a sub-clan would be successful enough to found his own sub-clan or, very rarely, a new clan. Gaining control of an entire planet of intelligent potential slaves was the most common cause of creating a new clan. Krulax smiled to himself in anticipation.

Two days later, the Soul Ripper dropped out of warp well short of the grav-limit and began slowly cruising into the target system. Krulax was concerned that their probe's visit may have resulted in any local defenders being put on alert or, even worse, had resulted in them calling for support in the form of a military patrol from one of the big powers if one was near. In that case, they would apologize for disturbing the locals, offer to buy fuel and or supplies, and then depart empty-handed. Of course, if the inhabitants were new to space and were without any galactic contacts, they may not have even noticed the probe. There was no need to rush and definitely no need to take any chances.




Chapter 3



532 A.A.

In the days following the unknown intruder crossing the system's edge, the crew of Terra One had exhibited a degree of tension not present before that event. They stayed far more alert while on duty than had been the norm in the past including their Commander. Captain Andrews kept a close watch on the sensor operators, so he was ready and leaned forward in his command chair as soon as he saw the Ensign on the sensors jerk forward and show a vastly greater degree of interest in his screen than he had a moment before.

"Target, sir," the Ensign stated loudly."Large object moving inwards at high speed."

"How large?"

"Too "early to tell, sir. Larger than the Victory, at a guess, sir." The Victory was their largest ship and was classed as a destroyer based on their original Federation's ship classifications. "None of the quantum sensors are close enough for an accurate measurement, sir, but I do not think it is as big as an ore carrier. The outer perimeter sensors are spread too far apart, sir. The bogey should reach the inner perimeter in two hours, sir."

Andrews considered the problems of limited budgets and sparse sensor nets. It was what it was. He shrugged mentally and called the President as his first task. A different person answered the call from the previous time and put him straight through without any delay.

"Sir."

The President frowned. "Yes, Captain."

"We have detected a large spaceship entering the system's outer reaches, sir. It is moving very fast but will still take five or six days to reach us, depending on how hard they decelerate. I can't give you any further details yet, sir, because it is too far out for accurate readings, but we believe it is bigger than the Victory but not as large as one of the ore carriers. That is just a guesstimate, I'm afraid, sir. We will have better information when she passes the inner ring of system sensors in a couple of hours, sir."

"I see. Thank you for the timely information, Captain. Keep my office informed as new details come to hand, but unless there is something extremely important, there is no need to tell me directly. I will be very busy as we organize the civil defense over the next few days. Hopefully, they will turn out to be friendly, and all we'll need are some diplomats."

Andrews nodded. "I hope so too, sir."

He saluted and cut the com line to the President, and then he called up the Admiral who was still out at Deimos.

"Admiral, sir," he said, saluting as Admiral Xia came up on his screen.

"Karl," the Admiral replied, returning the salute.

"Sir. We have an incoming bogie. Initial estimates make it bigger than the Victory and smaller than an ore carrier. Not that the data necessarily means anything. If they are hostile, they must assume their ship is strong enough to take us out."

The Admiral nodded in agreement with the assessment Andrews had made.

"Yes. They may not be hostile, of course." The Admiral paused, looking at something. "Right. I have their track now. If they maintain this approximate vector, they will approach your station from a trailing position. Hmm. Okay. If we time it right, we can launch while Deimos is still behind the planet. Then we can build momentum with the planet blocking us from their sensors before swinging around the planet just as they start engaging you. Hopefully, taking them by surprise. Presuming they prove to be hostile, that is."

The Admiral paused and spent a moment staring off into the distance while no doubt considering the battle plan. After a few seconds, her eyes refocused, and she looked back at Karl.

"It's the best we can do with what we have, Captain. Hopefully, they will prove to be friendly. If they are hostile? Well, there is every possibility their weapons will be far better than anything we have, and all we will achieve is to die quickly."

There was a pause as the Admiral continued to stare at Karl. He noticed she was kind of smiling. It was like she knew something that he didn't.

"You have a problem with that, Captain?" she asked.

"What they pay us the big bucks for, sir!" Karl grinned at the Admiral, who really smiled this time.

"Very good. Assume radio silence unless they prove friendly. If they come in hot, we will meet them as they reach you. Good luck, Captain."

"You too, sir." Karl saluted, and the Admiral returned the salute solemnly and ended the call.

The days dragged by with no response to all their attempts to communicate with the alien ship. On the surface of the planet, the authorities managed to avoid outright panic, but it was close. Supplies were rationed, and the population of the city's spread out into the countryside. Hastily constructed bunkers mushroomed everywhere, along with defensive positions, although there was a limit to how much they could do on the planet in the time available.

Missiles took too long to climb out of the gravity well and were easy to knock down from orbit, while large rail guns took too long to manufacture. The two prototypes that had been developed for the weapons research and not installed on Terra One were hastily positioned in concrete bunkers along with separate concrete bunker-protected power supplies, and they were really the only serious defensive system that they had available on the planet's surface. The laser systems attenuated when firing through the atmosphere, although they would probably prove useful against kinetic energy weapons dropped from orbit. The jury was out on how effective the lasers would prove against such weapons, and the kinetic energy weapons needed to be dropped close to where the lasers were positioned for them to have any chance of achieving anything at all.

The station was also equipped with laser defense batteries as well as kinetic energy multibarrel pods for defense against kinetic weapons and missiles. The station's biggest vulnerability was its inability to dodge to any great degree, unlike a ship could. The station was equipped with six plasma projector weapons similar in design to the ones used on the warships, though somewhat more powerful given their access to the large central power plant the station boasted. The plasma weapons were state-of-the-art and easily the most powerful close-range weapons mankind had ever developed for ship-to-ship combat. Unfortunately, they were extremely power-hungry, which meant the current generation of warships only mounted two each.

To supplement the plasma projectors whose effectiveness fell off at range, the station boasted eight huge kinetic energy weapons powered by the latest design of nuclear power generator. These could launch a variety of load-outs into space at almost ninety percent of the speed of light, although that speed dropped off as the objects were slowed by the minute particles that floated through space. The hard metal missiles launched were also affected by gravity fields to some degree. They were so cheap to produce it meant that, in a lot of ways, they were the ideal weapons system. The biggest defect with the system was that the metal slug was a dumb weapon that couldn't alter course after it had been launched, unlike the missiles that could alter course while they still had fuel to burn. They had tried guided munitions, but the electronics suffered from the massive acceleration the devices imparted to the objects they were firing.

Andrews had already decided his tactics when the enemy ship approached close enough. And he was sure it was an enemy ship due to its complete radio silence. The station's missiles had a considerable range, but they were only single-stage weapons, so they couldn't be maneuvered once their thrusters ran out of fuel. There had been talk of multi-stage missiles for years. Decades. Possibly centuries. Perhaps even before humans had accidentally arrived here in this alternate universe approximately eight hundred years ago, so he wasn't going to hold his breath.

The unknown ship continued to decelerate as it moved through the system toward them. Their deceleration rate was easily as good as the best acceleration of any of the Federation ships, and if they weren't decelerating at maximum power, it meant that none of the Federation ships would be able to escape, assuming the battle went against them. Against an unknown enemy with unknown weapons, it was probably a good idea to assume that things were going to go from bad to worse. For the sake of the crew on the station, he kept a confident expression on his face and in his demeanor when giving the few orders that needed to be given.

On the day that the ship would come within the expected weapons range of the station, everybody on the station settled down and waited out the arrival of the unknown ship silently, keeping their thoughts to themselves. The enemy ship was soon within the rather arbitrary maximum range of the kinetic energy weapons. They weren't likely to hit the enemy ship at that range, given the small amount of deviation from its current course that the ship would be required to carry out to dodge the metal missiles that the linear accelerator guns would launch, but the weapons were useful against asteroids that far out.

He instructed his communications people to continue asking them about their intentions, advising them that the Terrans wished to have peaceful relations, and so on. There was no response from the unknown ship until it was probably a third again outside their effective missile range when the situation changed, and not for the better.

"Vampire. Vampire!" the rating on the sloe in the radar console almost yelled.

The sudden noise in the up-until-then quiet environment brought everybody to instant attention.

"Four missiles inbound. Estimated speed, holy fuck!" The rating turned to face him. "They're doing close to a million kilometers an hour and accelerating, sir!"

Karl walked over and studied the plot himself. It was important to look calm despite the preposterous speed. Then he saw the answer.

"How fast was that ship traveling when they launched?"

"About eight hundred thousand kilometers an hour, sir. They're down to almost seven-fifty now, sir."

Karl's calm attitude had served to drain the excitement out of the man to the point that he returned to a somewhat more professional mode.

"Send that data downstairs, please. An acceleration of two hundred thousand kilometers an hour is a lot faster than any missiles we have. We shall have to see how long they can keep up that acceleration. Make sure the ground people have that information for future reference."

"Sending the data now, sir."

"Laser batteries online?" he asked Chief Hartdorf, manning the station defense console.

"Ready and tracking, sir. We'll be opening fire in seven six five..."

The urgent tones of the radar operator overborne his count.

"Missile launch. Four more missiles, sir."

"Speed?"

"Just coming through, sir. Just over nine hundred thousand kilometers an hour and accelerating. Their ship was down to nearly seven hundred thousand when they launched, sir. You were right about their speed, sir. And the first missiles have stopped accelerating, sir."

Karl noted that the lasers had fired while he was discussing missiles. He raised an eyebrow at the defense operator.

"Waiting, sir. The first salvo has missed, sir." the missile operator said in a subdued tone. "The computers are recalibrating. Their missiles are traveling so fast the computers are having trouble adjusting, sir."

There was a short pause while the computers recalculated and the capacitors recharged.

"Yes!" From the defense station rating. "Three hits, sir."

Four would have been better, Karl thought to himself. Still, it was a good start.

There was another interminable wait before Chief Hartdorf let out a relieved-sounding sigh.

"All of the first wave, destroyed, sir."

Karl nodded and gave the Chief a quick smile as he was looking in Karl's direction.

"Very good, Chief. Keep up the good work."

The enemy ship continued to decelerate and fired more missiles. The slower the enemy ship got, the lower the initial launch speed of the enemy missiles, which made tracking them easier. Karl decided the enemy had opened fire at too great a range as Chief Hartdorf continued to obliterate the incoming missiles before they reached the station. The enemy missiles might have a speed that so vastly outweighed the Terran missiles that Karl hadn't even bothered trying to fire back yet, but so far, the defense system had proved more than adequate for the task of defending the station.

After the enemy's tenth salvo, they stopped firing, and a short time later, Karl ordered the kinetic energy weapons to begin firing. The station had a huge store of the plain metal rods that were the primary ammunition of the weapons, and while he thought the enemy ship was too far away for them to be effective, a swarm of metal rods flying towards them at high speed would at least force them to dodge. Hopefully!

Dodge they did, easily. He elected to keep firing, though, as the station was not likely to run out of ammunition before the enemy ship passed it, and he expected that by then, the station would be destroyed or at least rendered inoperative. Given the amount of ammunition they had, it was very much a case of use it before you lose it. The enemy ship jumped about erratically, easily dodging the salvos of metal rods flying in their direction, and the Terrans continued to destroy the missiles aimed at the station. He was grateful that the enemy stopped firing when they did, as the point at which all the missiles in each enemy salvo were being destroyed was getting very close to the station by the time the last missile was obliterated.

The enemy ship had just about reached the point he had set in his head when he'd decided he would order their own missiles to fire when the last of the enemy missiles were destroyed. The ten salvos of missiles were apparently all the missiles the ship could carry. Despite their impressive speed, none of the enemy missiles had managed to reach the station before the defense batteries had destroyed them, although it had been close. At least something worked, he thought to himself. He waited a little longer while the kinetic energy weapons continued to fire at the enemy ship ineffectually, and then finally, he ordered their own missile launch.

They had twelve launchers scattered around the station in batteries of two, and they could fire salvos considerably faster than the enemy had fired at them. Plus, they had a good deal more than ten salvos worth of missiles stored away on the station. In no time at all, there were sixty missiles in space heading toward the enemy ship, and he could feel the anticipation in the command center crew as the next salvo launched.

Unfortunately, the enemy ship had defense batteries much like the Terran station's ones, and the missiles were soon fired at by the enemy ship's laser turrets that were mounted in clusters on the outside of the ship's hull. These opened fire with impressive precision, taking a heavy toll immediately on the incoming Terran missiles. The station sensors picked up four separate defense batteries firing on the incoming missiles, and each seemed to have multiple laser tubes attached to its fire control. While clearly similar in design and use to the Terran laser batteries, the alien ones cycled far more quickly and had more lasers in each cluster.

The only reason they managed to score any damage at all was because of a combination of leaving it so late to open fire and the sheer number of missiles the station fired. The alien vessel came racing in, its maneuvering engines throwing it about space to dodge the kinetic energy rods that were still frantically being launched in its direction while its laser batteries dealt with their missiles. Several missiles avoided being hit at all, amazingly enough, but in each case, the onboard targeting simply lacked the flexibility to match the dancing enemy ship. First, one, and then another, avoided being destroyed but also missed the enemy ship as the missile's limited maneuverability was unable to match the ship's maneuvers.

The third missile that managed to avoid destruction and reach the ship exploded when it hit some force shield protecting the ship. Fortunately, another missile was right behind it, though, and this missile sailed through a hole in the enemy shield the previous missile had created. The missile managed to connect with the enemy ship, just clipping the forward part of the ship, which, as it was decelerating, was where the engines were.

"Yes!" Karl heard someone shout.

Cheers rang out around the room, but it was extremely short-lived as the enemy ship had now reached a point where it could fire its main weapons, which their sensors said were plasma projectors similar to theirs, but given the distance, a longer maximum range. The barrage simply smashed into the station in one enormous explosion of fire, heat, and an outpouring of atmosphere. Karl felt himself thrown backward, and then everything went black.
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Karl awoke to find himself looking at a white ceiling. Turning his head was hard as his neck muscles were stiff, and it hurt into the bargain. He managed to look to his right, where he could see a plain wall, bedside table, chair, and various medical-looking things attached to the wall that ran out of view behind him. He slowly eased his head over to the other side to see the view to his left and was rewarded with a closed door, some more plain wall, and then a window looking out over somewhere, somewhere on the planet. Hmm. Hospital, he thought to himself. He had a drip in his right arm attached to a machine positioned somewhere behind him, and there was a large boxy thing over his lower legs. He could see bandages wrapped around his waist, and his left shoulder was all strapped up as well.

Well, we must have won, he decided, as it was unlikely the attackers would have bothered pulling him out of the wrecked space station and ferrying him down to New Earth for medical treatment. There must have been some probes monitoring his vital signs that fed the information back to the nurse's station because he had barely been awake for a couple of minutes before a nurse came bustling in. Blood pressure, temperature, and a general check-over followed before she told him that a doctor would be in to see him shortly. He then had to use a bedpan while she waited, which he found embarrassing, although not as embarrassing as it would have been if he had not been able to manage the task himself, despite the immobility of his lower legs.

He semi-dozed, which made it seem at once like it took ages that passed relatively quickly before the doctor appeared. Doctor Francesco was a Hispanic fellow of friendly mien who snuck in while Karl was semi-dozing, so it seemed like he just appeared at the end of the bed where he consulted the charts. The man had Captain's tabs on his collar which gave Karl the information that he was almost certainly in the Keller Military Hospital, which was part of the sprawling military campus ten kilometers south of the capital.

"So. You are the hero of the defense, senor. Well, one of the heroes."

The man had no Hispanic accent, of course, but like many others of his racial group deliberately chose to use archaic words from the original Hispanic culture back on Earth. Why the Hispanics did this, alone among the ethnic groups that had come through to this universe, Karl had never been able to find out.

"I have no idea, except I assume we won, given that someone rescued me from whatever happened to the station."

The doctor studied him for a minute and then crossed his arms.

"The short version is that you managed to get a missile strike on their ship that slowed them down somewhat and enabled the rest of the fleet to beat the crap out of them, not without losses. Very serious losses, I'm afraid. But in the end, they lost power and surrendered. And no, I'm not going to give you details of the casualties at this stage. You are still too weak from the loss of blood. Maybe you can get an update in a day or two when you are stronger."

He pointed at Karl's legs. "You took a nasty hit to your spine that almost rendered you permanently paralyzed from the waist down, but some very fine microsurgery should prevent that from being the case. We won't really know for a day or so as the nerve grafts settle in. Your legs are currently spread like that and held securely to prevent you from moving them. Obviously, that makes it hard for you to go to the toilet, but if you behave and the nerve grafts take, we can probably release the restraints in a couple of days and begin proper therapy in maybe a week to ten days."

Karl wanted to protest this, but already, he was feeling himself fading away. The next time he woke, it was dark outside the window, meaning it must be some considerable time after seeing the doctor. A cup with water was positioned on the stand next to the bed, which was most welcome, although he struggled to reach it with his legs immobilized. A nurse came trundling in while he was having his second sip, confirming his assumption that a monitor was letting them know when he was awake. He felt far more awake than he had previously, which he hoped was a good sign.

"Good evening, Captain Andrews. How are you feeling? Any pain? Discomfort?" The nurse smiled broadly at him. "Apart from your legs being immobilized, that is."

Her bubbly, friendly attitude was repeated with every single hospital staff member who came into contact with him over the next few days. He knew he was experiencing significant pain and discomfort from the damage he had suffered, but the drugs they were feeding him limited the severity and allowed him to float above the pain. It was extremely awkward doing his business until the leg clamps were removed late in the afternoon, two days later.

The doctor finally relented and gave him a quick breakdown of the losses suffered by the Terran forces. The Fisher had been destroyed with all hands lost by the same type of plasma weapon that had taken his space station out. The Rodney had been destroyed as well, although not as thoroughly as the Fisher, with a good half of the crew managing to evacuate the wreck. The Halsey had only been lightly damaged. The fact that it was still intact was probably a major factor in the alien's choice to surrender after the Victory took out the enemy ship's power supply. The last enemy salvo had hit the Victory, and the whole front of the ship had been obliterated. Only one officer and a dozen ratings in the ship's rear section had survived.

Surprisingly, most of his crew on the space station had somehow survived. The bulk of the plasma blasts from the alien ship had been directed at the power supply area of the station. This had been pretty much destroyed, along with the six engineering personnel who had been staffing it. Still, although the bridge had been caught in the splash, he was the most seriously injured of the group. His second-in-command, Axel Jeffers, had rallied everybody to rescue those trapped and tend to the wounded. Apart from the six engineering personnel, only one other person had died. That crew member had been caught in a section of the station near the engineering department, and they had simply been blown out into space. The poor environmental rating had lost contact with the wreckage and disappeared into the depths of space. His body had only been found a day ago.

Axel came to see him the day after getting his legs out of traction and showed off his new Captain's bars. He was currently overseeing the reconstruction of the space station, but he was slated to take command of one of the new destroyers that had been approved. It was expected that by the time the station was operational, the first of the new destroyers would have reached a point where it could be eased out of the slipway to make room for the next one to begin construction. At this point, Axel would oversee the fitting out of the new ship. Apparently, the politicians had received enough of a scare to authorize a massive increase in the Navy's budget.

Karl's sister, her husband, and their two kids were the next to call in. Deirdre managed to cry all over him while their sons looked on with awe at their uncle, the bona fides war hero. Huan, her husband, was more composed but was clearly concerned about his injuries and subjected him to a close interrogation. Fortunately, modern medicine meant that he would be back on his feet with possibly a small limp, but that was all.

The next day's tedium was interrupted by a visit from the President, complete with bodyguards all over the place. What they were guarding him from, here in a military hospital, Karl really had no idea. The visit started with two guards moving into his room, checking everything out, and then indicating to someone else outside that the person could enter. All very theatrical and just like in the movies! The President himself came over to the bed and shook Karl's hand with a beaming smile.

"I've been wanting to do that for days." the President said. "There are other heroes from the battle, most of whom are dead, unfortunately. You are the most senior survivor and will get the lion's share of the media attention once you escape your incarceration here. I just thought I'd warn you, Commodore."

Karl went to say he was only a Captain and then realized what the President was telling him. There was a bustle outside the room, and four men with vid cams came in.

"We have to do the whole shaking of the hands with the hero thing and possibly a couple of me clapping you on the shoulder type rubbish for the viewers, Karl."

Karl looked over at the vid men and shook his head.

"As you wish, Mr. President. You are the head of the military, after all." He managed to smile as he said this, and the President chuckled.

They then staged a suitably enthusiastic handshake. The President grasped him by the shoulder and thanked him loudly for his services, and that was it. The vid men all filed out of the room, and the President shook his head.

"Well, that's the press taken care of, at least for the moment. Now we can get down to brass tacks. I'm afraid the fleet is a bit of a wreck, and as our senior surviving officer, I'm putting you in charge. The promotion is only to Commodore until we see how you recover from your injuries, but I'm told you should be fine eventually. Plus, some stupid Naval regulation says you must serve as a Commodore for a certain length of time before being promoted to Admiral."

The President sounded annoyed about that, with Karl getting the impression that the President would have been far happier promoting him to Admiral immediately. He hadn't heard of that regulation himself, but he wasn't surprised. The Navy was run by the same rules as the real Federation Navy back in the universe they had originally come from. Up until now, they hadn't needed more than one Flag Officer. He'd just thought that Admiral Xia had been promoted to Commodore first because the Navy was smaller then. Back when they only had two destroyers, there wasn't a lot of need for an Admiral.

He was released from the hospital a week later, his legs in removable support moldings that he was required to wear at all times when he wasn't sitting or lying down. He also had to use crutches for the next month whenever he did move around. His legs didn't cause him all that much pain most of the time, and it was more about how awkward it was getting around. He was required to spend a further week at home, still resting, technically.

John Schwarzmann, who had recovered from the injuries he had sustained when the Fisher had been destroyed, was appointed his Flag Captain, and he started updating Karl on various matters that needed his attention. The fleet had been mauled. The Victory, Rodney, and Fisher were all utterly destroyed. The Halsey had been damaged and was still in the dockyard undergoing extensive repairs, which meant the unfinished Nelson had to be pulled out of the dock to make room for the Halsey.

The space station was going to be rebuilt, but that would take a couple of years. More importantly, John wanted to assure Karl that the mood of the personnel was buoyant and their morale was high. Everybody seemed to view that battle as a massive victory. Names like Rourke's Drift and Thermopylae were being bandied about in the press. Karl thought that sort of comparison was a bit excessive. Spanish Armada, maybe. Jutland? Something like that was probably more appropriate.

John's second visit was more about administrative matters that needed to be sorted out immediately and which couldn't wait until Karl was back on duty the next week. Most of it was authorizations for supplies and materials, promotions, and reports on trivial matters that needed the commanding officer's approval. As always, the Navy floated on a sea of paperwork, an old term that hung on despite everything being electronic since before their ancestors were marooned here. He waved his pad at John.

"See. It's started already, and I'm not even on duty yet. A career of tedious paperwork!"

John smiled. "Better you than me."

Karl sneered. "Just you wait, Mister Flag Captain. The next time the President's handing out promotions, I'll put you up for your own gong."

"Not going to happen, Mister Commodore, sir. The Navy ain't big enough for a second Flag Officer for the foreseeable future, and besides, Axel probably comes before me."

This reminder of their losses made both men lose the jovial manner their banter had given them.

"So, what do I sign next, Captain?"

The following Monday, Karl stumped into the Naval Headquarters building, where a smiling Petty Officer behind a desk on the other side of the foyer area jumped to her feet and saluted.

"Sir! Welcome back, sir." she offered, beaming.

All right, so John had told me everyone was looking forward to my return, Karl thought to himself, but he was unprepared for such genuine enthusiasm.

"I'll get one of the staff to show you to your office, sir. Just wait here a moment." She smiled at him and then did something on her console.

Seconds later, a rating came walking quickly around the corner to the right and saluted crisply.

"Sir. It's great you're back, sir. I'll show you where your office is, and I'll be your secretary once we get you settled, sir." More beaming smiles.

A couple of Naval personnel walked past, snapping crisp salutes and smiling broadly as well. He was starting to feel like he was leading the Second Coming. Not that he believed in his mum's hokey religion, but the way everyone was treating him, if there had been a pond in the complex, they'd probably expect him to walk across the top of the water, not through it! His office was on the top floor of the three-story building. There was an antechamber where an attractive female rating had a desk. She rose and smiled as he entered.

"Welcome, Commodore. I am Susan Wilson, I am your secretary, and it is a pleasure to see you on deck, sir."

"Ms. Wilson. It's a pleasure to be here, I can assure you," he replied, smiling back at her.

She nodded and then pulled herself together. He really was going to have trouble getting used to this hero worship everybody seemed to have for him. He supposed that with Laurel Xia dead, he was the next best thing to the savior of the planet.

"If you'd like to step through here, sir, I'll show you your office."

The young naval rating came out from behind a desk and led him through the automatic sliding door into what would be his office. The room revealed was about twice the size of the anteroom. There was a large, functional desk with a comfortable-looking chair behind it. There were two other chairs against the wall the door they entered through was positioned in and a large window on the other wall that provided him with a view of the city to the west. Over to the right was the worksite where John had told him they were extending the Naval campus.

There was a large monitor on the desk, and walking around behind the desk, he could see there was a state-of-the-art computer system installed. There was no apparent keyboard, though, which was odd. There appeared to be a microphone built into the monitor, so he guessed a lot of the operations would be voice-activated, but he still would have preferred an actual keyboard and a mouse despite them being old tech. He made an obvious mime of looking around for a keyboard and a mouse, and when he turned his attention to her, he found she was smiling at him.

"Turn the computer on, sir."

He looked at her for a moment, nodded, and hit the power button on the front of the box. The screen came alive with the usual start-up crap for a few nanoseconds, and then a holographic keyboard appeared on the desk. And a rectangular grey holographic area that coincided with where the touchpad would be on a laptop. Holographic keyboards had been the province of gamers and geeks for a long time, but apparently, the Navy was adopting them. He raised his eyebrows.

"A bit geeky, isn't it?"

"All the new naval computers are coming with this type of keyboard, sir. They have the advantage that they work just as well in space. You don't really need a firm surface. Provided the monitor is working, it projects the keyboard into the area in front of it or off-center to either side; you can change that in the settings, sir. It takes a bit of getting used to not having a firm surface under the keyboard, but apparently, it is very useful in space, sir."

"I see."

She seemed relieved by his acceptance or at least his not refusing to use it.

"They're being adapted to everything, sir. Not just computers, but also pads, comms, and lots of other electric devices."

Karl spent the rest of the day catching up on the seemingly endless paperwork, studying the organization of the Navy, which had changed somewhat while he was convalescing, and getting used to a keyboardless keyboard. The single biggest area that he had to catch up on was the latest tech developments. It was clear they learned a lot from the alien cruiser they had captured, somewhat intact. Real aliens! They were named Troodons and had four legs and two arms in a centaur-like configuration. He tried wading through the information that evening at home but decided he was better off waiting and talking to someone who understood exactly what he was he was looking at.

The following morning, he looked up the list of personnel and discovered one Captain Granger was in charge, or at least overseeing, the technical developments for the Navy. He was the poor schmuck who'd got stuck having to ride herd on all the scientists that had jumped into the fray and who were responsible for the almost incomprehensible reports that he had been trying to wade through the previous afternoon. A quick call to the Captain's office resulted in an appointment for him to meet with the Captain, who would apparently be only too happy to explain the various things they were working on and where they were at development-wise, using words and sentences a Navy person could understand.
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The Technical Development Office was located on the ground floor at the rear of the building until such time as a new building was finished when they would take over a good deal of it. He had no trouble finding the office where a smiling rating immediately showed him through a door into the Captain's office. Captain Grainger was one of the few officers in the Navy that Karl didn't know personally. Probably because he was an engineer, and his deployments hadn't coincided with any of Karl's deployments.

The Captain was a tall man, spare of build, with light brown hair. He looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties, although he was one of those people that it was hard to tell what their actual age was. He, too, seemed to have been inflicted with the same enthusiasm everybody else had regarding Karl's return to duty. Karl didn't really think his return to duty was the next best thing to the second coming, and he was buggered if he was going to try to walk across any water. After he got through the effusive welcome, Karl persuaded the man to talk to him about technology.

"I'll just bring up a display, sir."

Captain Grainger's hands moved on his desk, and a large screen appeared on the wall.

"Right. Let's start with missiles."

With that, an image of a strange-looking missile appeared on the screen, followed by an image of the Mark Four Anti Spaceship Missile that he was familiar with as it was the current standard issue for all platforms. The alien missile was about 10% bigger lengthwise and perhaps the same amount larger in width.

"Their missiles are bigger and much faster, as you noticed firsthand. Interestingly enough, though, the drives work on the same basic principles as ours but use a slightly different propellent and a radically different combustion chamber."

The Captain touched the desk a couple of times, and a schematic appeared on the screen.

"They use this interesting magnetic containment bottle to achieve a much higher energy output than our engines can manage. It was quite a revelation to some of our people, mostly because the whole process is so simple. After studying the missile for a week, the lead scientist on the project's main question was, why are they so limited?"

Karl glanced at the Captain, wondering if he had misunderstood. "What?"

"That's exactly what I said, sir. Apparently, our boffins took one look at this and went, oh, yes, very nice. But why haven't they done this?" He shook his head. "They expect to be able to boost missile performance using the Troodon engine as a prototype within a year at most, or so they think. In the meantime, they've come up with a way of modifying our existing design to use a similar process, apparently with largely off-the-shelf components modified from civilian use. Not missile parts, as I understand it, but something used in scientific research that can be altered and used instead of the Troodon system. It won't be as good, apparently, but it will give our missiles ninety percent of the performance of the Troodon ones while maintaining our current missile size."

Karl nodded. "Actually, that is a good compromise. I don't like compromises, as a rule. Compromised weapons systems usually lead to excessive casualty lists, but ninety percent of their performance with our slightly smaller missile means we don't have to replace all our hardware, from launchers to handling runs to magazines."

"Precisely, sir." the Captain agreed, nodding.

Karl waved a hand at the screen. "And how many months before the new missiles get put into service?"

Grainger smiled. "That’s the good part, sir. Once the boffins had studied the Troodon missile for a couple of days and realized what they were looking at, they brought their proposal to me, and as you were still on sick leave, sir, I approved them running up some prototypes using the combustion chamber they converted from the scientific equipment they felt would work. The first missile flew last week, sir, quite successfully too, and I ordered them into series production. Because we can largely use our existing dies, construction programs, and electronics, the first should be entering service before the end of the month.”

“Really? That’s outstanding!” Karl was seriously impressed.

He was amazed not only at the speed of the development but with the initiative shown by Captain Grainger. He smiled warmly at the Engineer. The Captain nodded acceptance of the implied compliment and the smile.

“Thank you, sir. The production rate will be a bit less than we could manage before, but all our available magazines should be re-stocked within a few months. And although they will only be ninety percent as fast, they will still have the advantages our computer tech gives us. I don’t know whether you noticed, sir, but their missiles were nowhere near as effective as ours. Our targeting and ECW were a good deal better, and now we know why.”

He paused for effect, and Karl nodded for him to continue.

“They don’t use molecular processors like our computers, sir. They were using two different styles of processors in all their equipment, one more advanced than the other, but both are still silicon-chip based.”

“What?” Karl blurted in surprise.

Molecular processors had been developed long before the Tesla arrived in this similar but very different universe. It had taken the survivors the best part of five centuries to rebuild their society to a technological level that was at least equal to their original Federation. More recently, they had made gradual improvements and advances to their tech base on a continuing basis, just as humans always seemed to do, but there had been no great scientific revolutions.

“Yes, sir. They are quite good chips, as those types of chips go, although they are not quite as good as the final few generations of chips the old Federation used in the years before molecular processors were introduced. The President and the Ministers see this as a chance to provide us with something worth trading on the galactic market without compromising any of our technological advantages. Lematov Industries has already started building a station out at Zeus to produce computer chips using the final silicon-based composite materials we used before we got the molecular type up and running.”

He paused, but Karl could clearly see he wanted to say more, so he waved for him to continue.

“The scientists were interested in the two completely different computer systems used. Well, they are not so much different in style as being composed of completely different chip types. I'm not talking about individual systems here, sir. I'm referring to the suite of chips used in the different parts of the ship. Just like our systems, they have dedicated chips to carry out specific tasks, but there are two completely different, um, families of chips used in the Troodon ship, sir."

"The main computer systems in the Kru Denmenor," he paused when he saw Karl's puzzled expression. "That's the name of the alien ship, sir. It means something like Soul Ripper in Troodon. Anyway, the main systems are all from one type of chip family and, I should add, clearly only somewhat recently installed. While the missiles, the missile control systems, and most of their personal computers were of a different type. The missile tech is the most recent, and it was obvious that the original missile handling systems on the ship were modified to use those specific missiles in place of whatever their ship used previously. According to our main source, the ship itself is quite old and has been refitted several times over the decades.”

He reached down and pressed a few hologram keys, and a new picture appeared on the screen. After studying it for a moment, Karl decided it was some type of power unit.

“This is their power plant. It is an antimatter power device just like ours but considerably more efficient. Their ship only had a single large power unit, and that design choice led to their demise in the end. Your missile strike on their engines slowed them down, and then despite us losing the Fisher early and then the Rodney, the Kru Denmenor was hit hard by the Victory, taking out their power unit, more by collateral damage than a direct hit, to be fair. The boffins seem to think a direct hit would have made for a very large explosion.”

Karl nodded grimly at this and studied the image some more while Grainger continued.

“Unfortunately for Admiral Xia, the final salvo from the Kru Denmenor took her out as well. The aft section of the hull remained in one piece somehow, from which an engineering Lieutenant and sixteen ratings were later rescued!”

He paused and blinked. Karl realized he must have been the Lieutenant, so he gave the man a firm nod.

“Anyway, the damage to the power supply rendered most of their weapons inoperative, and the Halsey got back into the fight having repaired the damage to her engines. She started firing on the damaged section of the Kru Denmenor, stopping them from repairing the power supply as well as taking out the few remaining battery-powered systems. Eventually, they broadcast their surrender over normal radio, and we took her as a prize.”

He paused and pointed at the power unit image on the wall.

“Needless to say, this wasn’t their ship’s original equipment. For whatever reason, they replaced the previous power plant with one that was much larger than the two separate units the ship had previously. To fit it in, they had to re-arrange the internals, taking out the second power unit to free up space to fit the other equipment that had to be moved to fit this monster aboard. As far as we can determine, it gave them nearly three times the power of their previous setup, but it also became their Achilles heel, as once it was damaged, or even if it just went offline, the ship was powerless.”

“Our scientific team has studied it closely because it is much more efficient than our powerplants. After two weeks of working out how it was different from ours, the lead scientist said it was like he’d spent all his life perfecting steam engines, and suddenly someone had shown him an internal combustion engine. Despite what he said, it is not that different from our engines, or so our techs say, now that they've worked out how it operates. They've also determined they can take parts designed for our existing units and modify them. It's a good deal more complex than the missile engine, and they’re still working on a prototype suitable for shipboard use, but they expect to have it ready in the next week or so. Like the missiles, they’re trying to use off-the-shelf stuff repurposed. So far, it looks like they’ll be able to come up with a plant that is the same size as our existing ones but manages to put out about seventy percent of the power the Kru Denmenor’s engine does.”

He paused to be sure Karl was following him.

“We were going to put the repairs to the Halsey on hold so she could get the new power plant, but in the end, Captain Bullard convinced everyone concerned that getting the Halsey operational again as quickly as possible was the main priority. She can be upgraded later.”

He looked at his new Commodore with trepidation. Karl smiled. Again, it was the right decision.

“Considering the situation, everyone agreed it was the right choice. According to the Yardmaster, she’ll be out of the yard in another eleven days, which will be a relief. At present, the system is being guarded solely by the Kru Denmenor, and she is only partially operational.”

Karl cocked his head slightly in surprise.

“We’ve got the alien ship working?”

Grainger nodded but appeared to be distracted, as though he was thinking about something else. Finally, he shook his head and looked at Karl carefully.

“Has anyone told you about the Troodons yet, sir?”

“That’s the name of the alien race that attacked us, isn’t it?” Karl said, more as confirmation than a question.

“Yes, sir. Well, it appears they are somewhat socially primitive people and still live in a loose tribal organization with several different clans, some of which control entire planets, and then they have family sub-clans within clans. A sub-branch of a family sub-clan normally operates each ship. On top of that, they are not above using people as slaves.”

Karl raised his eyebrows at this. The idea of slave labor in a hi-tech society was almost ridiculous.

“Really?”

“Yes, sir. Mostly they are members of other clans and from families who were too minor in importance to be ransomed by their clan after being captured by other Troodons. According to our sources, the Troodons spend their time fighting with their fellow Troodons or planning raids against their fellows and looking for allies when doing so. Smaller ships are attacked if found on their own, and larger ships are attacked by fleets of several families and so on. And they raid aliens as well. They are very careful where the ships and small colonies of the big galactic powers are concerned, but small, apparently primitive planets are often raided for materials and even slaves on occasion if the local race's biosphere is compatible with the Troodons.”

Karl took this in and thought about that information for a few moments before looking at the Captain.

“Hence the attack against us?”

The other man nodded. “Yes. They thought we were just another young race inhabiting a not previously found planet and just getting ourselves into space for the first time. It appears that our weapons systems and the warships came as a nasty shock to the Captain of the Kru Denmenor. Not that we would have beaten them without the combination of your great missile strike, which disrupted their drive, and then Admiral Xia’s shot that crippled their power supply. They were off balance right from the time they first picked up our ships, so they didn’t finish off Terra One after putting you out of action. Because you held your fire until they were so close, they didn’t even allow for the fact that you might be armed at all!”

Karl realized something at this point.

“Wait. Do we have information from the alien survivors? How did we get them to talk?”

Grainger stared off into space for a few moments, apparently deciding how to tell him something he thought Karl wasn’t going to like. He nodded minutely and turned his attention back to his superior.

“Well, sir. Remember how I said they had slaves?” Karl nodded. “Well, out of the approximately three hundred crew the ship had, nearly two hundred survived, although more than half were injured, and among those two hundred survivors, about sixty were slaves from other Troodon clans.”

He paused for a moment watching his Commodore’s reaction. Whatever he saw on Karl's face was sufficient for him to continue.

“Of those sixty, a total of twenty-three have asked for political asylum with us. I guess that is the correct term. Whatever it's called, they want to stay here and make a new life with us.”

Karl stopped still for a moment, then nodded.

“That will be interesting.” He smiled at the Captain. “Congress agreed to it?”

“Yes, sir. They had this amazing debate two weeks ago, and they’re going for an amendment to the Constitution.”

He paused for a moment, and Karl inclined his head to indicate he was listening.

“They going to ask that wherever the Constitution specifically mentions men, women, or people, that it be changed to read citizens, without reference to race, or sex, for that matter. The women's groups are supporting it, of course. Plus, a further amendment to allow a government department to be set up to administer who gets to be granted citizenship for those not born in the Federation.”

“Now that’s interesting. I bet there was plenty of, um, stirring debate over that idea!”

He smiled a little as he thought of how some of the more conservative Congressional members would react to that idea. Captain Grainger nodded with a smile.

“It made for an entertaining week, sir, although, to be fair, the fact that we already knew that we are in a different universe to our home one and that there are advanced aliens out there helped to some extent. Plus, we need the knowledge these people can supply. We appear to be a very small fish in a very big pond at the moment, and pretty much any of the nearby galactic powers could simply walk in and take us out. The President really hammered this point home during the debate. As did several scientists and Captain Demendev, sir.”

Karl nodded. Then a thought struck.

“I suppose Demendev has the Kru Denmenor?”

“Yes, sir. He and one of the defecting Troodons are working on getting her fully operational as quickly as possible. Just in case someone else turns up.”

“One of the defecting Troodons is helping?”

Grainger nodded. “Yes, sir. Apparently, he was an engineering officer before being taken as a slave, and he has been very helpful to Anton and the scientific teams. With his help, we were able to not only repair the power unit, but the team also managed to get one of the engine modules working. With that operational, she can maneuver to an extent, and getting the power unit back online means all her remaining weapons are operational again. She’s in no shape for a real fight, but she sure looks impressive!”

Karl nodded and considered everything he had heard. Well, it was better than things would have been if the Troodons had won after all. He doubted they would have bothered rescuing him from the destroyed space station.

Grainger continued. “Speaking of engines, that brings me to the engines the Kru Denmenor uses. They are completely different from what we use, sir. Her maneuvering jets are reaction motors like ours and aren’t all that different from ours if truth be told. But her main engines are not like anything we’ve ever seen before, sir. Eric Konstantin, the lead scientist on the engine team, doesn’t think we’ll be able to produce anything like them for a year or more, even with the Troodon engineer’s help. On the other hand, their warp bubble drive is very like ours, at least in how it operates. There are a couple of odd things about their design, but mostly it is just much more developed and powerful than ours. The team studying it thinks they can improve our warp bubble drives within a few months and produce something as good as the one on the Kru Denmenor within a year, fifteen months at most.”

“Well, that’s something, I guess. So, what is so different about the engines?” he asked.

Grainger shrugged. “They’re not reaction engines, for a start. Konstantin has started calling the system AGID for Asymmetric Gravitic Impulse Drive. He coined the name from what the Troodon guy could tell him, and unfortunately, although he is an engineer, engines weren’t that guy’s area of expertise. He knows how to do maintenance on them, but he can only give us a general idea of how they work. What seems to be happening is that they move the ship by creating a controlled gravity field in short impulses that essentially pulls the ship through space. Somehow. They have stripped down one of the damaged engines and are currently studying it.”

He paused, but Karl indicated for him to continue. “The other systems onboard are nothing extraordinary. Their laser weapons are very much the same as ours, but they are much more energetic with the huge amount of power available. We’re already modifying our lasers to handle the extra power we'll have available from the new antimatter power plants. And that’s about it for the weapons and power systems. The really odd thing is that we are way ahead of them in computing power.”

Karl looked over at the Captain and raised an eyebrow.

“It’s really odd, sir. They're all still using integrated circuits rather than the molecular processors we have. And that is across the whole galaxy, as far as the Troodon engineer is aware. Some races are a bit more advanced than others, but it seems nobody has our sort of processing power. When we finally showed him one of our computers, he simply stood and watched it in amazement for hours.”

“That is odd, Captain.” Karl felt himself frowning as he considered this.

Grainger nodded. “Yes, sir. Not only that, but the sort of processors we were using before swapping over to the molecular ones are significantly better than what these people are currently using, hence the President's plan to use them as a trade item. They're very similar in design to the chips on the Kru Denmenor, just a much more developed version of what these people are using. There has been a lot of debate about the subject, but the consensus is that we could generate a good deal of foreign trade in “advanced computer processors” while keeping our own tech to ourselves, hence the move by Lematov Industries. At least, that’s the talk I have heard. It seems we don't have much else of any value we can use for trading with the rest of the galaxy.”

Karl considered this information. It was strange that their computer tech should be so backward compared to the Federation’s when everything else they had was more advanced. Very strange. Still, he could imagine the commercial advantages that would follow if our obsolescent tech was better than what the aliens had. Hmm. Interesting. He suddenly realized he’d been staring off into space for a few moments.

“Sorry.” he offered Captain Grainger. “Got thinking about the concept of trading with aliens.”

"There's a lot of that going around at the moment, sir," Grainger replied with a grin.

He paused and then waved a hand at the complex behind them.

"About the only other area of their technology I should mention is their plasma weapons. As far as our scientists can tell, they are almost the same as our weapons, except they are rated for a much higher energy throughput. This is mostly because of the ship's larger energy supply, but there are also some indications that their construction methods have higher tolerances than our current weapons. The scientists believe that with the new power supply, our existing weapons can be safely boosted by about twenty percent practically as is. A new design is being worked up that will be about twenty percent even more powerful for the same size weapon once we work out how to build them."

"I see. So, the Nelson will be finished with the new weapons?"

"No, sir. Too much lead time. She will get the updated version of our weapon, though. Once she is operational, the plan is to bring in the Halsey for a quick refit which can be done without taking up space in the slip. She'll be upgraded as well at that time. The first of the new ships will be the one to get the new weapons, or at least we hope that will be the case."

"Hmm. Right. Well, thank you very much for your time, Captain. I have always found it much better to talk to the man on the spot in person rather than deal with the backward and forwards over the electronic network. Now I will be able to read all the reports with a much better understanding of what they're talking about. Thank you."

"Sir." the Captain said, saluting, which the newly minted Commodore returned.

Back in his office, he began wading through all the reports that were still piled on his desk and waiting for his attention. He spent the next week getting a handle on the situation with the Navy, with the personnel in the office complex, most of whom he hadn't met previously, and getting used to dealing with politicians and bureaucrats. After his first Senate hearing, he looked back wistfully on the idea of going back into space to face the Troodons again.

The only change he made to anything in the schedule was that he elected not to install the old plasma weapons on the Nelson. The team of scientists and engineers working on their new design were confident that they would have the new 150cm weapon tested and ready to be installed in only a week, or at most, two weeks after the Nelson would be finished enough to commission. He made the decision and ordered that the old weapons not be fitted and that the ship would have to wait for the new weapons before becoming operational. It was a bit of a gamble, particularly if the development process dragged on, but as long as the delay wasn't too severe, it should pay dividends.

The slip where the first of the new destroyers was going to be constructed was almost finished, and materials were already stockpiling, which meant the first of the new destroyers should be built in record time. After his previous experiences, not having to worry about funding was just so strange, and he still had trouble adjusting to the fact that the government was prepared to spend however much money it took. Not that he intended to waste it lavishly. Every idea, every new plan, and each new piece of equipment was extensively studied and analyzed before being approved for manufacture. There might be no effective limit on the funding available, but Karl had no intention of wasting that money on things of marginal value or an innovation that was simply designed to line some industrialist's pockets.

The most important thing he kept hammering the scientists and engineers about was that they should build all the systems in such a way that they were easily upgradable in the future. Every major system needed to be able to be replaced easily, and modular design became the new buzzword amongst the designers and planners of the future Navy. Hopefully, they would be left alone long enough to make themselves strong enough to be able to survive.
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Karl was still feeling the effects of his New Year's celebrations a few days after the event, and as his leave was about to end anyway, he headed back up to the space station. The Kru Denmenor, or Soul Ripper, was floating in one of the two large ship docking bays that had been added to the main hull of the station during the rebuild after the battle. The Command Deck was still being worked on, but at least it was operational again. There had been a lot of talk about renaming the ship, but it was the Admiralty's policy or at least Karl's policy, that prizes should retain their original names as far as possible in order to highlight the fact that they were prizes! Her re-fitting had been delayed while the new plasma projectors were developed, but the delays in that process had led Karl to rescind the order and leave her original 200cm weapons in place to speed things up. She was now fully ready for action if needed.

Like a lot of things in the Navy, particularly after the losses they had just suffered, she was a compromise. The single power plant she had been equipped with when she was captured had now been replaced with two of the smaller, Earther standard units that had been crash-developed after the battle. Technically they were the final prototypes for the production model that was only now going into production. As they had tested out as fully operational, Karl thought they were better used in a ship than left in the lab to gather dust. Together, these gave her about thirty percent more power than she had originally, and it also meant she had greater damage resistance with two plants instead of one. They had managed to fit the second one in because of the reduced crew compartment sizes the human crew needed. The reduced crew berthing area also allowed them to keep one block of Troodon cabins in place to cater to that race, as several of the freed slaves had signed up to serve in the New Federation Navy.

They had retained the original engines despite the somewhat jury-rigged nature of the repairs to two of the engine nodes. There was talk of replacing all four later when their own homegrown MGID drive engines became available, but at this stage, all such engines were going in the new destroyers. The four anti-missile/kinetic weapon minigun pods were an extra addition and were designed to supplement the original tri-barrel laser pods. The lasers doubled as close-range anti-ship weapons, which the miniguns could also do if relative speeds were low. Their experience with the large kinetic weapon batteries installed on the space station had shown the weapons were next to useless against a target jinking about at high speed. The difficulty of hitting with the kinetic weapons was something they had discovered the hard way during the battle. This had led to the abandonment of kinetic weapons for combat, apart from close-in defense against missiles, although they were developing a new shotgun shell style of projectile to be used instead of solid slugs. Karl wasn't convinced of the utility of the weapons at all, but they were available and could be installed without holding up anything else, so he'd given a reluctant go-ahead to adding them to the Kru Denmenor.

The refurbished Nelson was moored next door, still waiting for its new plasma guns. She had been pulled from the shipyard as the plasma guns could be fitted here at the space station, and with her out of the way, the slip was free to start building the second of the new destroyers. The Nelson was getting two of the new, large 150cm projectors which had been designed as the energy weapon armament for the new Revenge class destroyers, but design delays with the guns meant she wasn't carrying any of the plasma weapons at the moment.

The Halsey was out on combined patrol and training exercises in the system's Ort cloud. She would be re-armed like the Nelson once the Nelson was finished and available for active duty. The current plan was to build a new class of corvette, similar in style to the Revenge class destroyers, but only two-thirds the size and only carrying half the armament and crew. This allowed for increased supplies and crew amenities, enabling them to engage in long-range patrolling of both the home system and all the nearby ones. However, the immediate task was to build a Navy at least capable enough to give people pause before attacking the New Earth system again.

The first Revenge class ship, to be named the Victory, of course, was still three to four months away from commissioning, while the keel had already been laid on the second, to be named the Admiral Xia. Funding had already been approved for a third, as yet unnamed ship, to follow on once the Victory was finally launched in another month or so. The Victory would be almost as powerful as the Kru Denmenor with the four 150cm plasma projectors and four dual missile launch tubes utilizing the Terran's off-bore launch capability, which meant she could put salvos of eight missiles in space in pretty much any direction. The Kru Denmenor only had room for six launchers, four facing forward and two rearward, but the original launch facilities had been rebuilt to accept New Earth-type launch racks allowing them to use their standard missiles, although her salvo strength remained at six missiles. 

The Kru Denmenor's 'battery of six 200cm plasma projectors was not as effective as it sounded because of the way the weapons were laid out. It had four mounts on the forward part of the hull that could fire at any target in a twenty-degree arc cone straight ahead. At other angles, only three could fire out to about fifty degrees; after that, only two could fire at targets to either side. Plus, there were only two weapons facing rearward, and at a lot of angles, only one could fire. The poor firing arcs of the ship's plasma projectors were ultimately what had cost the Troodons the battle in the end as the New Earth ships maneuvered into areas where the Kru Denmenor's fire was weakest, and consequently, they lasted long enough to get in the decisive blow.

There had been a lot of talk about re-designing and rebuilding the ship at some point, but given the hull was two centuries old, the final consensus was that it was not worth the time and effort. Instead, the in-depth study of the workings of the ship had been used in the design of the Revenge class destroyers and was also forming the basis of the future General class cruisers. The new shipyard capable of building the cruisers had been started but was only a low priority at this stage. Of more interest was the first interstellar cargo ship that was being built in tandem with the destroyers. According to the information they had gained from the Troodons, there were several galactic powers in the vicinity, and once the Cutty Sark was complete, it was going to go out and try and make peaceful contact with one of the local powers.

The early exploration of nearby space had been conducted using the Tesla before the ship became unsafe due to the lack of spare parts and had produced a couple of nearby systems with potentially habitable worlds. The New Federation had decided to focus on building up their planet's industrial and technological base as well as its population before they worried about colonies. The scare the Troodon attack had produced resulted in the government deciding it was time to start a colony sooner rather than later, just so all their people were not concentrated in one place. Using the Troodon charts, they now had names for the planets of the various alien races whose signals they had been picking up.

They also realized how lucky they'd been not to meet anyone during the long-distance scouting mission to Earth, or at least where Earth was in this universe. The aliens producing the signals that came from that direction were almost certainly from the multi-system state of the Lotharn, who the Troodon regarded as being conservative, but open to trade and not overly warlike, unlike the Taxons and the Harecca, the two largest powers in the region. It seemed those two big powers were currently at war, with the Hareccans leading a coalition of other races against the Taxons who had attacked an Hareccan ally.

Karl had no desire to see New Earth trampled beneath the hooves of the much larger states as they grappled with each other. He had spent quite some time studying the information they had gleaned from the Troodons, but it was largely inconclusive. Fortunately, New Earth was nowhere near the war zone. The Troodons traded with a few of the Hareccan allies but apparently didn't like the Harecca, or, possibly, the Harecca didn't like them. The Taxons, on the other hand, didn't approve of slavery, apparently. None of the Troodon information said as much, but that was the impression Karl got, reading between the lines.

Given that the Hareccan Alliance was largely situated between New Earth and the Taxons, the politicians were leaning towards contacting the Hareccans, or one of their allies, as a first step. Not that anyone was in a hurry to do so, apart from the corporations who were likely to make money from selling computers to the aliens and importing alien tech that was superior to anything on New Earth. At least, that was their hope. According to the Troodons, the Hareccans had the most advanced tech in the galaxy. Given that the Troodon maps showed the Harecca as occupying less than one percent of the galaxy, the humans were treating the claim with the amused disdain it deserved.

The Troodon information had made clear that, unlike their original universe, where humans had not found any aliens within the five percent of the galaxy they had explored up to the point when their ancestors had arrived here aboard the Tesla, this universe abounded with them. That was the final assessment of the scientists, based on the knowledge that there were at least ten alien species within this small section of the galaxy alone. It had taken some adjusting to the different reality since the attack, especially among the members of Congress.

And then there was the Earth. The planet was technically within the area of space claimed by the Lotharn, although that race didn't seem to be doing anything with the system. While it was still operational, the refugees had sent the Tesla on a long-distance scouting mission about two years after they arrived in this universe. They hadn't even realized they were in an area of space claimed by the aliens at the time. The planet itself was inhabited by dinosaurs, or at least something that looked like dinosaurs. Either there had been no asteroid in this universe, or else the Tesla had been transported much further into the past than the scientists believed. They claimed the Tesla had moved about thirty thousand years into the past and just over a thousand light-years spinward as a result of whatever it was that had brought the ship to this universe. After much debate, it was decided to stay on New Earth rather than try and take the much warmer Earth here back from the dinosaurs.

Karl sat back in his chair with the feeling that contacting the Harecca was the wrong thing to do, but he had no logical reason for that feeling that he could discern. He didn't think it was bad as in it was dangerous, as contacting any of the local alien powers was inherently dangerous to a small state like New Earth. Besides, the Troodons knew they were here now, so others would learn soon enough. No, he just had this gut feeling it was the wrong move. The problem was that he wasn't the one who was calling the shots. That was what politicians were for, unfortunately.

In the meantime, the selection panel had chosen a planet in a system twenty-four light-years from New Earth as the first colony. There were systems closer that had habitable, terraformable planets, but the planet in the chosen system already had a simple carbon-based life ecosystem and oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere. The scientists deemed it easier to introduce Earth plants into an existing ecosystem on a planet with a gravity of 1.1 and an average temperature of 14.5 degrees Celsius than start from scratch on a barren planet. The refugees had been lucky there, as the Tesla had carried a swathe of botanists and biologists, several of whom had brought test samples of various Earth plants and animals. One scientist even had a bank of five thousand human sperm that he had intended to run tests on but had barely gotten started when they arrived in this universe. It had been used to lessen any risk of inbreeding, with each woman of childbearing age in the original complement of the Tesla being required to have at least one child using the stored sperm.

The new planet was to be named Atlantis, and once the Nelson was armed, that ship would be used to transport a scientific party to the planet to begin a proper study. The government expected the study to take at least two or three years. There was some chance, of course, that they would decide the planet wasn't suitable for human habitation, but that seemed unlikely at this stage. Once the study was completed, the terraforming of the planet would begin, and the first permanent colonists would be shipped out there. There was already considerable interest in the new colony, and Karl felt there would be no shortage of volunteer colonists from New Earth.

Not that New Earth was crowded. One of the disadvantages of a post-industrial technological society was the low birth rate. The first few years had seen legislation requiring all healthy women of childbearing age to have at least three children, with one of them to be conceived using sperm from the scientist's sperm bank. Close records of family lineages for the first century were also kept to avoid excessive inbreeding as the population grew. Due to genetic tweaking, the average lifespan of humans had been extended out toward one hundred and fifty years before the ban on human genetic modifications came into effect. Menopause had only been slowed by about a decade, now usually occurring in a woman's sixties, after which it still provided a natural limit to childbearing. The population had boomed in the first century or so after their arrival in this universe, but after the childbearing law had been repealed, the growth had dropped significantly. New Earth's population was in the one-and-a-half billion range but hardly growing. At least up until the Troodon attack. Apparently, alien attacks were good for the birthrate.

Currently, he had the more immediate task of rebuilding the Navy. He was overseeing the design of the new Naval Academy to be built near New Naples in the southern hemisphere. It had been decided to split the Navy training from the combined military training facility to facilitate the rapid growth the Navy was in its initial stages of undertaking. The decision also meant the Army would also be able to increase its training capacity when the Navy moved out of the existing shared complex. Construction was expected to begin within three months, with the first facilities ready to be used within two years.

Design work had also begun on developing a hardened launch site armed with missiles that would provide some defense against enemy ships controlling the planet's orbital space. Like a lot of the Navy personnel, Karl thought the best defense was a strong fleet, but the politicians wanted something more tangible, at least for the voters. Big-arse warships were all well and good, but the average voter couldn't reach out and touch them, whereas the construction works for a defensive position designed to cover the city they live in was much more tangible.

New sensor platforms were being developed that would be deployed in the system's outer reaches that were stealthier and more capable than what they already had. They would also be deployed in an ever-widening circle of systems surrounding New Earth to provide an early warning of any foreign vessels arriving in their area of space. They were still puzzled by the Troodon insistence that battleships were constructed differently than cruisers and smaller ships, but the Troodons had no plans for a battleship, so they couldn't see what the differences were. Otherwise, most of the known galactic powers had ships of a similar size to the New Earth categories, if with different names.

In the meantime, they firmed up their plans for the new cruiser design. There was some information on a Harecca cruiser in the Kru Denmenor's databases. Their new cruisers would be significantly more powerful than what was recorded in the Troodon database, though as that information was twenty years old, it was quite possible that the Hareccans had more powerful ships in service now, particularly if they were in a war. Wars had always tended to promote the rapid development of new and better designs; at least, that was the case among humans over the centuries.

The single biggest defect of his promotion to flag rank was that it meant he spent a lot of his time dealing with politicians and the media. The only saving grace was that someone had found him a very clever press secretary who kept the media on a string, somehow or other, much to his relief. She was also pretty easy on the eyes, although he was careful never to say anything out of place. It would have been inappropriate at any time, but even more so when he was her superior officer. The better he got to know her, the more frustrating it became, as she was bright, funny, up-to-date with the latest political information, and willing to debate the pros and cons of various weapons systems they were working on and any number of other items.

She had an amazingly broad and well-informed intellect which made it odd that she was his press secretary rather than being employed in a more useful role. She rapidly became his sounding board for ideas concerning the layout of their new ships, strategy, battle tactics, and pretty much anything to do with the fleet. Any new thoughts or ideas he had, he would run past Lieutenant Carstairs before putting them to the appropriate scientific or military panel. Several times she saved him from looking like an idiot by pointing out obvious flaws in the latest brainstorm he had thought up. Finally, one day he asked how someone so competent had been assigned as his press secretary.

She laughed. "I was supposed to be the tactical officer on the Halsey up until I had a fight with the boyfriend I had at the time. One of those loud, yell-and-scream type of fights that ended with me throwing his things out the door of the unit. Unfortunately, his brother was head of personnel at the time, so I got assigned here instead of there, sir."

He contemplated her response for a moment, his anger growing.

"There are so many things wrong with that. So, what was his brother's name?"

"It doesn't matter now, sir."

"Yes, it does matter, Lieutenant Carstairs. And not just because of the abuse of his position, but also because of the waste of talent involved."

She must have realized how angry he was because she made a placating motion with a hand.

"It's all right, sir. Truly. I enjoy working with you, sir."

"That's not the point, Lieutenant. I'll make sure you get transferred into the next open tactical slot."

"That's very nice of you, sir, but I am happy to stay here with you." She smiled at him from beneath her eyelashes. "That's if you're happy to have me here, sir."

Now he was confused and finding himself feeling very strange as he looked at the smiling face of the attractive Lieutenant.

"Oh, I'm definitely happy to have you here, Lieutenant. You can be sure of that."

She grinned at him. "Good. I was beginning to think you weren't interested, sir."

"I, there are; it's inappropriate," he muttered but found that she was smiling and nodding at him as much as to say, yes, I know, but so what. Surely, he was guessing wrong!

And even if he wasn't guessing wrong, there was all manner of chain-of-command issues. Everybody in the Navy was in his chain of command. He scratched his head as he tried to think of what to say. The trouble was, now that it had been brought to his attention, he realized that he did find himself very attracted to the Lieutenant emotionally, which was a different thing entirely from just liking her. He looked away for a moment to summon up his courage and turned back to smile at her. Here goes my career!

"There is a small town over on the west coast, about two hours' drive away in an aircar that has a great little seafood restaurant. On my day off next Sunday, I'm thinking of paying that restaurant a visit. In civvies, of course."

"I don't know the west coast very well, sir. What is the name of this town?"

"Kaula Bay. I'm not sure what the restaurant is called, but it is on the promenade just near the docks where the fishing boats tie up."

"That's interesting, sir. I shall have to look that restaurant up, sir. It sounds rather nice."

"Yes. I've always found the trip out there worthwhile. A chance to get away from it all, so to speak."

He decided to leave it at that, gave the Lieutenant a quick smile, and then went back into work mode.

"What time am I meeting Senator Harris?"

"Fourteen thirty, sir."

"Great," Karl said, unable to keep the combination of disdain and dislike out of his voice.

Carstairs grimaced in sympathy. Senator Harris was one of those people who thought he knew better than the professionals and was always making suggestions about how the Navy could be improved, how the ships could be modified, weapons changed, and was rarely satisfied short of being assured that whatever it was he suggested would be investigated. And you had better follow through and produce a detailed report.

The secret was assigning a group to investigate the Senator's idea with instructions to set up a grandiose title for their investigation and request more information from the Senator, so he thought something was happening. Then shelve it and return to their normal duties. Otherwise, he'd be back on your case in no time flat. He was very influential in the Senate, and Karl regularly prayed that he wouldn't run for President, as dealing with him in that position would be a pain in the arse. Karl shook his head. The joys of being the senior Naval person, yay.




Chapter 7



Progress

The Bellerophon was towed slowly out of the slipway by a couple of shipyard drones, clearing that space for work to start on the next destroyer in the class. It would be another six months before the Bellerophon would be completed and commissioned, making another welcome addition to the Navy, Karl thought to himself as he stood in the command center of the shipyard and watched the destroyer slowly vacate the slipway. Next door, the new corvette, the Rodney, was also nearly completed.

On the other side of the station, work was continuing on the first of the new cruisers, the Alexander. They had experienced a few teething troubles during construction and were now aiming for a launch date in three months' time. The civilian station floated not that far away. The first two cargo ships, relatively small by galactic standards, according to the Troodons, were being used to found the new colony twenty-four light-years away. The Victory and the Nelson had been assigned as the escort ships for the civilian vessels, and they would stay at the new colony for a few months before being rotated out. This left the home system somewhat lightly defended as the Halsey was also out exploring the local area. The Kru Denmenor and Admiral Xia were the only ships left to guard New Earth.

No matter. There had been no sign of any foreign vessels since the attack by the Kru Denmenor and people were starting to relax. Possibly a little too much, Karl felt. The boffins were still working on an automated warning system and hoped to have something workable early in the new year. They had found it impossible to get the quantum-linked sensors they had surrounded the New Earth system with to work in another system. It was most likely something to do with the distance and relative motion of the two systems. There was a competing school of thought that it had something to do with transporting the sensors using FTL, as they worked quite fine within the system they were transported from.

As a stopgap measure, until they managed to solve the problem, they were developing an automated message drone-equipped station linked to the local sensor array deployed around the edge of the chosen system. If a foreign ship were detected, the station, positioned right on the FTL limit, would launch a drone back to the home system with the information. It would launch a second one when the foreign vessel left the system, or alternatively, if the foreign vessel stayed, it would continue to launch a new drone every day until its stock of drones was depleted.

There were several problems with the idea, but they were being addressed and solved slowly, and hopefully, by some time next year, they would have a buffer zone around human space. At least they seemed to have settled in a fairly empty part of the spiral arm with no known alien races outward of them. According to the Troodon records, that is. The New Federation couldn't rely on that information, of course, which was part of the reason for the Halsey's exploration mission. As the Navy got larger, they could do some serious exploration, particularly outward, as there seemed to be aliens in every other direction.

The old civilian shipyard was still building up the fleet of intra-system ships, mostly asteroid mining vessels, and the new shipyard, having finished the first two FTL cargo ships, was now fabricating the components for a space station to be put into orbit around Atlantis. While one of the cargo ships would continue ferrying settlers and supplies to Atlantis, the other would start shipping the space station components. They had settled on a hybrid civilian and military joint station for the colony at this stage, with a provision in the design for the military to move to their own station in the future and convert the whole of the first station to civilian use.

The current plan was to send the first trade mission to Hareccan space sometime next year. The ship would travel by a circuitous route to avoid leaving a clear trail back to New Earth. The idea was that they would claim to be a race that had newly discovered space travel and were looking for trade opportunities. According to the Troodon, the Hareccans generally welcomed new races to their Alliance and liked to take their time absorbing such races. Fortunately, the New Federation wouldn't be too dependent on Hareccan technology, which was usually the first step in a newfound race's downward cycle to becoming a subject race.

The powers that be were still working on what goods they would offer for trade with the Hareccans. Computer chips, of course. They had even gone to the trouble of developing a slightly less capable chip for export so they would have something better to offer as a trade agreement sealer. The export chip was still better than anything the Troodons had, and their Troodon guests were confident there would be a massive market for the chips once they came to an agreement with the Hareccans. They were working with the Troodons to come up with a range of other products, mostly spices from some of the local plants, pelts from some of the Earth animals that had been introduced, and several electronic products making use of the export quality chips. These were essentially older designs that had been resurrected and then made backwardly compatible with the export chips rather than the New Federation's molecular chips.

Once they came to an agreement with the Hareccans, they intended to open direct trade contact with other races in the area so that they wouldn't be dependent on the Hareccans for everything. The Troodons warned them that the Hareccans probably wouldn't be too happy with this plan, but as they were currently at war with the Taxons, they might well agree to the New Federation plans in return for extra military assistance. The Troodons seemed completely convinced that any trade agreement would include a military commitment to the war as part of an Hareccan Alliance. No one was keen on the idea of New Federation sailors and ships being put on the frontline of somebody else's war, and there was a serious and very public debate going on about the whole matter across the whole media spectrum.

As far as Karl could tell, the argument would eventually boil down to precisely how much military commitment would be required and how long the New Federation would have to supply it. Security was the primary underlying concern driving the New Federation's foreign policy. Given the size of the surrounding alien states, New Earth was simply too small to survive on its own at this stage. They had to ally with somebody, and the Hareccans were the closest, despite the potential problems. Only complete idiots couldn't see that. Unfortunately, Congress had no shortage of complete idiots. Karl often wondered how some of these men, and women, for that matter, managed to get elected in the first place and then re-elected when they were clearly, if not incompetent, at least barely adequate in the role. Then he'd look at some of the public media and see just as many idiots among the general population.

As head of the Navy, Karl had to follow an apolitical line by showing deference to everybody and no bias towards any of the main parties. It wasn't easy keeping your temper with complete idiots, and it wasn't just the politicians either. There were idiot reporters and any number of commentators on the infonet who plagued him for information or his opinion even though they knew he wasn't allowed to comment. At least no one had picked up on his relationship with Andria so far. She was still refusing to be transferred into the proper position she was trained for as a tactical officer onboard one of the new ships so that they could keep up their not regular but frequent trysts. They made great efforts to remain very low-key and had yet to visit the same establishment twice on one of their infrequent dates.

Much as he was enjoying his newfound relationship with her, being his press secretary really was a waste of her talent. Since her seniority was getting to the point where she couldn't stay as his aide anyway, he was planning on having her promoted to Lieutenant Commander and made the XO of one of the new destroyers, probably the Bellerophon, if he could persuade her to see the wisdom of his planned course of action. He didn't necessarily like the idea of her being put in harm's way if military action started, but she had chosen to join the Navy, and that was one of the risks you took.

At Karl's insistence, the following week, they snuck away for a tryst at the first place they had visited together, Kaula Bay. The place held very special memories for him, which he wanted to repeat. It took him nearly the whole time they were there to find the right opportunity to raise the subject with her. Finally, after consuming a lovely seafood dinner, they decided to stroll along the shore before heading back to the hotel they were staying at, and he finally decided the time was right.

"We're going to start sending the crew aboard the Bellerophon next week," he said conversationally when a suitable break in their conversation occurred.

"Did you finally decide on who was going to Captain her? I know you were tossing up between Lieutenant Commander Dennis and Captain Schwarzmann."

Karl had recently been promoted to Vice Admiral at the President's insistence. He had then promoted his former second, Axel Jeffers, to Commodore and put him in charge of the small squadron at Atlantis in preference to Anton Demendev or John Schwarzmann as both were still too single-ship focused in their attitudes, whereas Axel had also been a broad picture man.

"Yes. I'm giving her to Alex. I spoke to John and pointed out that I would need someone for the Alexander in the not-too-distant future and that a destroyer command was beneath him."

She cocked her head at him. "How did he take that?"

"Laughed, of course. I think he was pleased he'd get the jump on Anton." He shook his head as he considered the rivalry between the two men. "Anyway, this conveniently leads me to the next question: who to appoint as Alex's XO."

She nodded and was obviously thinking about who best to promote. He smiled to himself at her reluctance to put herself forward.

"The next person due to be promoted to Lieutenant Commander and given an XO slot based on their seniority is a very competent officer, although one that lacks shipboard experience recently. Despite her lack of recent experience, I think she'll do well in the role," he said, waving his hands a bit, suggesting he thought the lack of recent shipboard experience wouldn't be a problem.

She paused and stared out to sea, thinking about who would fit that criteria. "Who?"

He was genuinely surprised at her response. There were very few female officers, so far, at least. He smiled at her.

"You honestly don't know?"

She shook her head. "No. Honestly. I can't think of any female officer who is senior enough to be promoted to Lieutenant Commander and given an XO slot. Well, except for... no!"

Her eyes opened as she stared at him.

"It had to come, dear. Your name is at the top of the list, male or female. If I gave the slot to anyone else, questions would be asked. We've been lucky so far, but sooner or later, someone will see us walking along the shore or something. Then there'll be hell to pay. You know the regs about fraternization."

She nodded. "Yes, yes. The only fraternization allowed is between married couples, and even then, they have to be careful about conflict of interest."

"Precisely. So, Lieutenant Commander Carstairs, go do a stint as XO on the Bellerophon, and when you are next on leave," He paused, and she looked at him, wondering why he had stopped speaking, then eyes widened as he sank down onto one knee. "Will you marry me?"

She blinked and smiled and then started crying.

"Yes." she breathed, and he stood, taking her in his arms.

Sometime, very much later, they turned their attention to practicalities.

"I'll tell my parents after the Bellerophon is commissioned. My mother will want to organize the whole thing." Andria informed him.

"My parents will probably faint when I tell them. Well, my mother, anyway. I think they had become completely resigned to me being a confirmed bachelor for the rest of my life. Just as well my sister had three kids to take the pressure off!" He smiled at her, and she smiled back. "We can also discuss that subject after your first stint on the Bellerophon."

She studied him. "Do you want kids?"

"At this point, I don't think either of us should project expectations on the other, but if you want kids, I wouldn't be opposed to the idea."

Andria smiled at him. "All right. No expectations. But I would like to have kids."

He smiled and took her into an embrace. She sighed happily as they cuddled. She had fallen in love with Karl before the invasion. Not that she had let anything show, and she doubted he even remembered their brief interaction at the Academy when he'd been a guest lecturer for three weeks. Despite the small size of the Navy before the attack, this was the first time she'd served with him. She was glad her feelings for him had been reciprocated!

A week later, she had handed off her duties to an extremely enthusiastic young Lieutenant by the name of Marcel Davout and boarded the still unfinished Bellerophon. Being XO would be a challenge, and she felt she was underqualified, or at least lacked enough experience, but the growth of the Navy meant they were getting increasingly short of experienced officers. Captain Alexander Dennis welcomed her warmly and seemed to have no qualms about her qualifications for the position. But then, when she had looked at the list of officers herself, she had seen that Karl was right. She was not only the most qualified junior officer for an XO slot, but no one else was even close to having enough experience for such a promotion. It really highlighted the problems the Navy was facing with the rapid expansion. Ships could be built, and ordinary crews trained, but experienced officers required time in the service to be developed. She just hoped they would have time before one of the big powers tried to gobble them up.




Chapter 8



535

After a long, roundabout voyage, the first of the new FTL-capable commercial freighters, the Cutty Sark, arrived in the system the Troodon charts said was the nearest Hareccan planet to New Earth. They entered the system slowly and immediately broadcast in Hareccan that they were a peaceful trading vessel looking to enter into commercial agreements with the Hareccans. It took several hours of negotiation before they were finally granted permission to proceed to the system's fourth planet, which was the only habitable planet, and dock at the smaller of the three space stations in orbit.

Two Hareccan warships that had been patrolling the outer system came racing over to where the Terran ship's track took them and began escorting them further into the system. The two warships were a little bigger than one of the New Federation frigates but smaller than one of the new destroyers. They received no communication from either ship, and when they reached the station, the two warships took up positions where they could fire on the Cutty Sark without hitting the station.

The away party consisted of the Captain of the Cutty Sark, Vladimir Tupolev, and George Smythe, the cargo master, who was also a Captain in Federation Intelligence. Krandor, one of the Troodons, who was a Corporal in the Federation Marines, was performing double duty by functioning as their advisor in all matters to do with the Hareccans was also aboard. Melissa Chadworth, who was an Assistant to the Secretary of State, rounded out the party, and she had been given limited authority to engage in diplomacy. A squad of fully kitted-out Marines was already stationed aboard the vessel, and they were ready to intervene if necessary, although everyone was less enthusiastic about their taking action with the two Hareccan warships positioned nearby.

They were met by a party of three Hareccans and two other aliens who were of a similar body structure. Most of the alien races in this part of the galaxy in this universe were six-limbed. They had four legs and two arms, creating a very centaur-like appearance. All the main lesser life forms followed the same six appendage form as well, apparently. The intelligent races all had opposable thumbs on their hands, although the number of other appendages varied from race to race. The Hareccans had three fingers on each hand to go with their thumbs. The Troodons had four fingers like humans. The other two aliens present had to be Neg'arn from their reptilian appearance. They were favored by the Hareccans as police and guards, besides forming a large part of any ground force the Hareccan Alliance deployed, according to the Troodon.

The Hareccans had a body that looked a lot like that of a tiger or a lion, but their heads were more like a kangaroo, except with a face that had been shortened. Not that there had been any kangaroo cells amongst the gene bank that had come through the jump that had brought their ancestors to this universe all those centuries ago, but they had pictures. The Neg'arn had a more reptilian appearance, although their heads looked more like a bald chicken. The Hareccan official glanced around the hold and made some noise that the Troodon tech translation device didn't deem worthy of translation. Then he looked at the waiting humans and the Troodon.

"Who is in charge?"

Captain Tupolev stepped forward. "I am Captain Tupolev, Master of the Cutty Sark."

The Hareccan clearly wasn't impressed with the translation device's rendering of the Captain's words.

"Hmmph. Two-legged barbarians with Troodon nomads. Not a very impressive combination."

He paused as if debating with himself what to say next. Or at least that was the impression George Smythe got watching the alien. The facial physiology of the Hareccans seemed to work very similarly to a human's in many ways, assuming he was reading it right, while in others, it was more like a cat's, only without the whiskers. He was already getting a handle on their expressions, or so he thought.

"And no tails. Very odd. Well, I gather from your message you want to trade with us. The Harecca are the most advanced race in the galaxy, so I doubt you barbarians will have much of any worth that you can use to trade with us." Smythe was sure the creature was sneering at the humans. "We only allow members of our Alliance to trade in our systems. Otherwise, you will have to attract Hareccan traders to your system or approach one of the non-aligned races, but then you run the risk of them attacking you."

"And you Hareccans won't attack us even if we don't join your Alliance?" Captain Tupolev asked.

The Hareccan official waved a lazy hand, paw, as to say 'whatever'. "We don't even know where you are from, and we have no real interest in finding out. Besides, our Alliance is currently engaged in a war with the Taxon imperialists, which, at the moment, is our main focus. They are a militaristic race and need stopping. Every member of the Alliance helps by sending warships to join the fleet. So be aware that if you elect to join the Alliance to gain access to our technology, you will also be expected to contribute some warships. For whatever military value warships from barbarians like you are worth, of course."

Smythe felt an almost irresistible urge to punch the alien in its face. Even through the translator, the alien's sneer was not only obvious from the words and the tone they were said in but also in the alien's manner. Captain Tupolev was up to the task of remaining diplomatic, though, which was probably why he was the one in charge.

"We have taken advantage of Troodon technology to boost our military capability. In their terms, our fleet consists of a heavy cruiser, a light cruiser, and two destroyers. No doubt our force seems pitiful to you, but we would consider sending ships to join your Alliance if requested, especially if that meant we could open trade relations with your people. The Troodon seem to think you are the people we need to get friendly with." The Captain bowed slightly at the end of this.

Smythe felt uneasy with the Captain detailing their naval strength so openly, although he noticed the Captain hadn't added that another heavy cruiser was nearly finished, and a third destroyer was about to be put into commission while a fourth was nearly ready to be launched. Nor did he mention the frigates and the other older ships. He doubted the government would be keen on getting involved in someone else's war, but it seemed the price they would have to pay. They needed to find out what was so special about their battleships and the way they were constructed.

None of the Troodon Clans had ever developed the shipbuilding capability that was required to build battleships, or so the defectors claimed. The reason why they hadn't was never clearly explained, and Naval Intelligence had finally concluded that the low-ranked Troodons simply didn’t know. Indeed, most of their ships were bought secondhand from other species when that species retired the ships from frontline service. Battleships were built differently, or so the Troodon seemed to think and were apparently much stronger ton for ton than a group of smaller ships that came to the same tonnage. In the smaller ships, the reverse tended to be true. A similar tonnage of smaller ships generally won against a single larger ship, such as a heavy cruiser, because it only took one critical hit on the cruiser to be decisive. A force of larger ships would generally beat a force of smaller ships of similar tonnage, though, according to the Troodons.

Well, maybe not the heavy cruisers the Federation was building, which had an armament somewhat at odds with the current standard as defined by the information in the Troodon databases. The information they had on the latest Hareccan ship classes was limited, but on the surface, they showed little difference from the previous designs, at least in their basic specifications. The weapons might be a little bigger, and the power plants were supposed to be better, although by how much was unknown. After studying the sparse information available, the Navy Intelligence officers thought they were probably only slightly more powerful going on previous trends. But, by and large, they appeared to be simply building more of the same. Reading the Troodon reports, they found that the process sounded a lot like the gradual increase in size and tonnage of dreadnoughts back on old Earth before World War One.

While the Federation had no intention of letting on exactly what they were doing with their warship design, even if they joined this Alliance, the intelligence people thought that it might allow them to get their hands on the information about why battleships were deemed to be so much stronger. The designers had been careful to make the Federation cruisers and destroyers look normal, if overly large. They had also deliberately made them look blocky and unfinished to an extent. The plan was to explain away the size in relation to the armament as being the best they could do, being lowly barbarians, after all. Smythe had been skeptical of the plan when he had first heard it, even after reading the Troodon reports on how arrogant the Harecca were. Having met one in the flesh, so to speak, he thought the plan had far more merit than he had initially given it credit.

Chadworth moved forward at this point. "Is there someone with whom I can discuss exactly what terms you would require for us to be able to trade here, good sir?"

The Hareccan looked at her for a moment before responding.

"The system Governor's office will have someone delegated to negotiating with barbarians. I will forward your request to them. It may take a day or three before they get back to you. You can't remain attached to the station occupying a valuable docking bay while you wait, though. As you are newcomers, I will waive the docking fee on this occasion, but if you need to dock again before you depart, the appropriate fee will be charged."

Tupolev scratched his head. "How will we pay the fee if you do not think we have anything of value to trade?"

"You brought trade goods, no doubt?"

Tupolev nodded. "We have a selection of goods in our hold. Mostly art and some rare minerals. Plus, some computer chips the Troodon think you people will be interested in trading for with us."

"I doubt we would be interested in computer chips from primitives, but rare minerals could be of interest. However, it will have to wait for the Governor's representative to come and check you out. In the meantime, I will have to ask you to seal up and go into orbit as directed by the orbital control people."

No one was particularly happy with this outcome, but at least they hadn't been thrown out of the system, which Smythe thought was better than nothing. They buttoned up the ship and were eventually directed to a holding orbit about twenty degrees of arc forward of the station and ten thousand kilometers further out. One of the Harecca destroyers took up a permanent position between them and the station.

For two days, they sat in orbit, achieving nothing apart from gaining lots of sensor readings of traffic in the system. The ship had been equipped with a special sensor suite to gain as much information as it could while it remained in the system, and from that point of view, the visit was going well. The whole ship had been deliberately built using old-style computer equipment so that if the ship was confiscated or taken as a prize by the Hareccans, they would only find computer equipment using chips like those the Terrans were attempting to sell. This had become the set policy with any commercial ships that would be used for trading with other races. Their molecular computer chips gave them a significant technological advantage, and they had no intention of allowing them to fall into anyone's hands, either potential allies or pirates.

Their molecular computing systems would remain a military secret for long as possible, and as the Cutty Sark was likely to be boarded by foreign representatives and possibly even inspected from one end to the other, even the personal pads and other electronic devices that the crew carried utilized the older style silicon-based chips that the Troodon assured them were at least as good, if not slightly better, than anything that the Hareccans had. There had been some complaints about the policy from the commercial sector, but the government had overruled them and mandated the policy regardless. It was backed up by a rigorous search of the Cutty Sark for quantum chips before they were allowed to leave the New Earth system. Besides, the government subsidized them for having to use the older computer equipment anyway.

The Terrans still used the Old Earth 24-hour clock for measuring time in space, and late on the second day, a shuttle approached the ship, announcing that it was carrying the foreign liaison officer from the Governor's office. The very arrogant voice over the communications told them in Hareccan that they needed to open their shuttle bay port and stand by for the shuttle's arrival. There was no polite request that they open the port, merely a command to do so. The shuttle was an odd design to human eyes. It was larger and blockier than a human shuttle, even one of the new ones designed to provide access and transportation of mixed crews that contained Troodons.

The Hareccan representative was accompanied by two flunkies, who were also Hareccan, and four of the Neg'arn soldiers this time, who were wearing full body armor and carrying energy weapons. It wasn't the friendliest of introductions. The same group of humans waited for the Hareccan party to exit their shuttle after the bay had been refilled with oxygen, and when the Hareccans eventually exited their shuttle, they moved forward and met the aliens partway across the shuttle bay. The Hareccan in the lead must've decided Tupolev was the most important person as they halted and addressed him first.

"You are the one in charge here?"

"I am the Captain of the ship. However, as far as diplomatic matters are concerned, Melissa Chadworth here is the person with the authority to negotiate. The official we spoke to at the station informed us that we would need to join your Alliance to trade in your systems. As we do indeed wish to trade with you people, I think the first thing we need to do is for you to discuss with Ms. Chadworth what is involved with us joining your Alliance."

"I see. That is a very forthright statement. Joining our Alliance fundamentally involves you contributing to the military effort of the Alliance. Normally this would consist of you sending a couple of warships to join a patrol squadron; however, you have picked a bad time to seek to join our Alliance, as we are currently at war with the Taxons. When we are at war, all members of the Alliance must contribute twice their normal peacekeeping force and preferably volunteer extra forces on top of that. A newly contacted race of barbarians, such as yourselves, would not be expected to be able to field a large Navy. I imagine you only inhabit one system, correct?"

Tupolev nodded. There was no point in claiming otherwise, even though it wasn't technically true now.

"Yes. We're looking to expand to other systems now that we have ships capable of traveling to other stars, but that's a long-term project."

Chadworth joined the conversation at this point. "What would be the standard sort of contingent we would be required to field?"

The Hareccan turned to face the woman. "As a single system of barbarians, I doubt your ships would be all that effective, but in times of war, a single system such as yourselves would be expected to send probably a third of their fleet, either as the normal contribution or the normal contribution plus extras. I presume you have a Navy? And if so, how big a Navy do you have?"

Chadworth glanced at Tupolev before answering.

"We have two warships about the same size as the ones you have watching us, a couple of smaller ones and one that is a bit bigger. Given our different and probably less effective weaponry, I don't think our ships should be rated quite the same as yours. We have a larger ship about to enter service that the Troodons say should be classed as a heavy cruiser, at least by size. Whether your people will think our heavy cruiser is effective as one of yours, I don't know."

"It is unlikely to be anywhere near as effective, but for a single primitive system, you certainly have a decent-sized fleet. Why is that?"

Tupolev smiled at the alien. "Our first contact with the Troodons wasn't exactly peaceful, shall we say. Fortunately for us, they only sent a small ship, not realizing that we had a small fleet of our own at that point. At the time the Troodons entered the system, the ships were sitting on one of our moons engaged in simulated landing exercises with ground troops. Between the somewhat effective armament of our space station and the sudden arrival of our three small warships, we caught them by surprise. It was still a close-run battle, and we only had one intact ship left at the end of it, but it certainly encouraged us to build newer and bigger warships as quickly as possible."

"Yes, the Troodons like to play their vassalage games. Very few races taken under their guardianship, shall we say, ever manage to break free without outside help, so you did well to avoid that fate."

"Perhaps we can take the front foot here and make a firm commitment to support your Alliance in the war you are currently fighting. I will suggest to my government that they contribute two of our destroyer-sized ships and the new heavy cruiser when it is ready for deployment. It should be ready before too long and perhaps will even be ready when we return." Chadworth offered. "But before we actually commit any warships, we need to know whether we have anything to trade worth the value of such an armada. Well, for us, it will be an armada."

The Hareccan turned to study her once more and nodded.

"That is a very good point you make. Most primitive races, such as yourselves, usually have very little to offer. The occasional piece of native art to take someone's fancy, metals that are rare, although they're probably equally rare for you people, and other than that, bulk foodstuffs or simple metals. Unfortunately, you can't earn much from such cargoes as they are so bulky to transport and only provide a low return on investment."

"So our Troodons advisers have informed us. However, we do have one trade item that could be of interest to you."

The Hareccan appeared somewhat annoyed at her apparently dragging it out.

"And that would be?"

"We have a range of computer chips aboard that we've made as generic as possible based on the Troodons samples. They assure us that their chips are the current stock standard model and can be used by pretty much anyone in producing their electronic equipment. They also told us that your chips are probably fifteen percent more powerful or faster than the chips the Troodons normally use and that they cost twenty to twenty-five percent more as a result."

"Yes, that is generally true. Some products can use cheaper chips with a lower performance because they don't need super-processing power, but the market for those types of chips is already saturated. Most of the generic chip sales within Hareccan space are usually for specific older model chips to go into older equipment. All of which means that you probably will not generate much money from cheap chips."

Chadworth smiled, although Tupolev doubted the Hareccan official would have grasped the meaning of a human smile just yet. Tupolev remembered his ex-wife smiling like that when she sent him the electronic divorce file while sitting on the other side of the dining table from him so she could watch his expression when he opened the file.

"Oh, we have no interest in selling cheap chips, sir. The chips we brought along with us for your appraisal are a good twenty percent faster than the Troodons chips we've studied. We believe we can sell them on the open market at about ten percent less than the going rate for the top-of-the-range chips produced in your own factories, according to the research we've done via the Troodons."

The Hareccan official's face took on an expression that Tupolev was unsure about the meaning of, but then his face resumed its normal composed appearance. Perhaps his initial reaction was a look of distaste or perhaps disdain.

"Well, we shall certainly have to appraise these chips that you say are better than ours or at least faster than ours."

"By all means, could we supply you with a sample of several common chips used in personal computers, ship navigation systems, and, let me see, how about the sort of chips used in missile guidance systems?"

If the Hareccan was a bit nonplussed at this list of uses, he tried not to show it, although there was a certain hesitation before he replied again.

"I would certainly be very interested in testing your chips to see if they match your claims. Do you have some handy?"

Chadworth looked over at one of the ship's crewmen, who was hovering just far enough away that he appeared not to be part of the negotiations, and she gave him a nod. The sailor disappeared through the hatch into the cargo hold and returned with a small pallet on an electro-drive delivery vehicle with several boxes stacked on the pallet.

"As it happens, I have a set of samples ready for your perusal, sir. If you would like them loaded aboard your shuttle, my crewmen will be only too happy to do so."

"That would be very kind of you, human." the Hareccan replied with icy civility.

Tupolev got the impression that the alien wasn't too happy with the idea that the barbarians he was talking to might actually have equipment that was better than anything the Hareccans had been able to develop. Chadworth's obvious willingness to hand over a selection of samples said volumes about the likelihood of the chips proving to be as good as she claimed. The only chips with a direct military application were the ones for missile guidance systems. Missiles were not a weapon system the Hareccans favored, at least according to the Troodons, and the chips designated for missile guidance testing had been carefully chosen.

Like the Troodons ships, the Hareccan ships had missile launch systems and carried missiles, but they were very much a secondary weapon. Currently, the government at home was too busy catching up on other technology and trying to build a fleet big enough to defend themselves adequately to put too much time and effort into research, but from what he had heard, the senior naval officers thought that in the long run, missiles would be the weapon of choice. Probably long-range missiles using the Terran molecular computers to get the computational power in an extremely small and lightweight computer device.

In this universe, the human race was simply the newest and probably one of the smallest races in what appeared to be a densely populated galaxy. The Hareccans were the closest major power, and despite the problems that he envisaged would follow from joining their Alliance, it seemed the best way to provide security for New Earth, at least for as long as it took them to get their fleet up to a decent size. While they were posing as a race that recently developed space travel, that wasn't the true situation. Their defenses may have been weak when the Troodons arrived, but that was only because they had not seen any reason to invest heavily in defensive systems. Now that they had realized that they were in a galaxy full of sharks, he imagined it wouldn't take very long before the sharks found themselves swimming in waters overflowing with human killer whales. He smiled to himself as he thought of the simile.

The Hareccan turned in the loading bay for a last word to the humans.

"I will have these samples checked, and if they are as good as you claim, then we can look at trade possibilities if your race joins the Alliance. Can you stay here for a bit longer?"

"Certainly. We are in no rush." Tupolev said with a slight bow.

The Hareccan studied him for a moment and then turned without another word and disappeared into the transport vessel he had traveled to their ship aboard. The Terrans vacated their shuttle bay but waited until the Hareccan transport had left the ship entirely before getting together in the mess for a meeting to discuss what they had learned and what they hadn't.

The main upshot was that the Hareccans were just as arrogant and condescending as the Troodons said they would be. On the other hand, the humans were in the unfortunate situation that beggars couldn't be choosers, at least at the moment, so joining the Hareccan Alliance was the only reasonable course of action now that people knew they existed.

They waited eight days with their patience starting to wear thin before a Hareccan shuttle approached the Terran ship again. The military ships continued to shadow them the whole time without any contact. The shuttle landed, and after the bay's atmosphere had been restored, the same official debarked from the Hareccan vessel. The same guards accompanied him, or at least the guards looked to be the same as on his first visit, but he was accompanied by no less than six flunkies this time. After the introductions were over, his first question was to Melissa Chadworth.

"Are you empowered or otherwise authorized by your government to commit to supplying the Alliance military units as your part of being granted access to all Alliance space?"

"I am allowed to negotiate the size of any military commitment we would be required to make to the Alliance, but the final approval rests with the government at home, I am afraid."

The Hareccan seemed to accept that. "Good. After due consideration, we have decided what the size of your military commitment should be. You will need to supply one heavy cruiser similar in combat value to our Jurchic class. Do you have any information on that class of ship?"

Captain Tupolev tapped away at his pad. "Yes, we do, courtesy of the Troodons. It's only a rough guide to the combat value of each main class of ship but probably good enough for these discussions."

"Yes. Specific details are not needed as it is more a matter of the general combat value of the vessel involved. What about the Lekt class destroyers?"

More tapping on his pad from Tupolev. "Yes, we have the basic specifications of that class of vessel in our database as well."

"Good. I have here the agreement for your membership in the Alliance. As a probationary member, you will be required to supply one heavy cruiser and two destroyers of at least comparable combat value to those classes I have mentioned, and in return, you will be allowed to trade with any member state of the Alliance. All member states will impose normal taxes and duties at their own discretion. Trade with any Hareccan planets will incur a flat one percent duty on all goods and services. That includes the hire of labor, the sale of goods or information, and if, at any point in the future, you enter into joint business arrangements with Hareccan firms, that levy will be charged at a proportional level based on the percentage of the company that is owned by your race."

The humans glanced at each other, and they all clearly felt that the terms offered were acceptable and as the best they were likely to get at this stage.

"I am more than happy to take those terms back to my planet and present them to the government. I feel fairly confident that they will accept them, despite the naval commitment representing a good part of our Navy."

The Hareccan turned to face her. "From what you said, yes, it will be a fair part of your Navy; however, it is not the size of your Navy that is the concern. It is the size of other people's Navies and making sure your race is seen to be doing its part. The only race with a smaller commitment to the Federation is the Gromon, and they are clearly nowhere near your equals regarding their technological development. Our people were most impressed with those chips, and I think you'll find that your firms will have no problem selling them in quantity within Alliance space."

"Good. The chips were the one thing we had that the Troodons were impressed with. I take it we can't sell our cargo until our naval units have arrived?"

"Unfortunately, that is correct."

"Very well, sir. We will head back to our own planet and make the necessary arrangements. Thank you for your time and patience."

"We are always willing to offer a helping hand to new races. I shall look forward to doing business with you when you return."

He turned and marched off to the shuttle he had arrived in, and the aliens were soon gone from the Terran ship. The Terran party wandered up to the bridge, where Captain Tupolev was met with the news that the Hareccan destroyer off their port bow had indicated they were free to depart Hareccan space. They deliberately chose a course that was nowhere near the direction the New Federation was in and got the ship underway.

"Always willing to offer a helping hand to new races," Chadworth said with a sneer once the ship was settled on its course. "And he never actually introduced himself."

"Did you note that bit about only having to pay their duties on the percentage of a company that our race owned? The hint is that we would do better to enter into joint arrangements with Hareccan firms. And then, once they learned the secrets of our chip manufacturing processes, I have no doubt that knowledge would be spread throughout the Hareccan Alliance and leave our companies as uncompetitive outsiders."

Krandor, the Troodon, who had stayed out of sight while the Hareccans were aboard, laughed at this comment.

"You understand the way they work already. Excellent."

His English had improved remarkably over the last couple of months. Most of the Troodons seemed to be able to pick up English fairly quickly.

"Oh, yes. We know all about scams and snake-oil salesman, co-prosperity spheres, and schemes to create economic dependence in other countries, or planetary systems in this case." Chadworth replied with a smile."




Chapter 9



836: Foreign deployment

Two months later, the heavy cruiser Alexander, accompanied by the destroyers Victory and Admiral Xia, dropped out of warp, followed almost immediately by the cargo ships Cutty Sark and Endeavour. The small flotilla then sat at the edge of the Hareccan system and waited until the Hareccan defense forces reacted to their presence. Two destroyers detached from a small space station in orbit around the inhabited planet and came racing toward them.

"Unknown vessels, identify yourselves!"

Captain Schwarzmann turned to Commodore Jeffers with a wry grin.

"Arrogant bastards. They make no attempt to identify themselves or explain why we need to identify our ships. They just simply demand that we do."

"Yes. Arrogant as advertised." He was on the normal bridge rather than the Flag Bridge for their entry into Hareccan space by agreement with Captain Schwarzmann. Too many things could go wrong for there to be even half a second delay as they communicated. Far better for him to be right here on the spot.

Schwarzmann turned to the communications Ensign.

"Hail the Hareccans and inform them that we are the Terran Federation task force sent to join the Alliance Fleet as part of the Alliance membership agreement."

This information was met with a certain wary skepticism by the two Hareccan destroyers, but eventually, it was agreed that the Terrans could move inward and that the cargo ships could dock with the space station. The warships were put into a holding pattern trailing the space station in its path around the planet. The commander of the Hareccan forces in the system, whose title translated as Vice Admiral, was Lethgan F'Tehel. Newly promoted Sergeant Krandor, one of the Troodons who had sought asylum in the New Federation, had been assigned to act as an aide to the Commodore.

"The F sound at the start of his surname indicates that he is from one of the dozen or so main families of the Hareccan Empire. My guess is that he is either very old and heading for retirement, with this position out here as a relatively safe pre-retirement post, or else he is fairly incompetent at ship handling and has reached his current rank through seniority or nepotism, and the high command has shifted him out here to be out of the way so to speak."

"I see. Interesting. Thank you, Sergeant." Commodore Jeffers replied. "Don't hesitate to fill us in with any other background information like that at any point it comes to mind. Do you understand, Sergeant?"

"Yes, sir. I figured that was to be my main function, sir. Please remember that while my people know a lot about the Hareccans, we have never traded directly with them, so I have no first-hand experience in dealing with them if that makes sense."

"I'll try and remember that, Sergeant. Our intelligence people will be all over them anyway."

"True, sir. I should also mention that there are Troodons on some Hareccan planets and stations, but they usually get there through roundabout means, mostly because they work for a company belonging to some other race."

The Commodore nodded. They waited in orbit for half a day before they finally received an official communication from the Vice Admiral. The Hareccan Vice Admiral was indeed old, or at least he looked old to the humans when they compared him to the other Hareccan people they had interacted with during their earlier visit on the Cutty Sark.

"I am Vice Admiral Lethgan F'Tehel. The Hareccan Alliance welcomes you and thanks you for your contribution to the war effort. I have sent word to the station that your people can now trade with Alliance member states under the usual terms. I am assigning a liaison officer to your small squadron who will carry your orders and the coordinates of the system where we require you to rendezvous with our fleet. Welcome to the Alliance. Successful sailing."

The image simply flicked off after the salutation giving them no chance to ask questions of the senior commander of the area. Commodore Jeffers and Captain Schwarzmann looked at each other and shook their heads.

"I didn't really believe what the people from the Cutty Sark said about their arrogance, but this is clearly more of the same. We're not given a chance to ask questions, merely told what will happen. A bloke could get sick of that sort of arrogance very quickly." the Commodore observed.

"What do you mean, could get sick of?" Schwarzmann replied with a grin.

As if to highlight their unimportance to the Hareccans, it was fully another two hours before a shuttle departed from the station and headed in their direction. Despite their growing anger at their treatment, both men ensured there was a proper honor guard waiting when the shuttle arrived. During the arrangements to facilitate the landing of the shuttle aboard the Terran ship, they had learned that the Hareccan assigned to them was named Pergar Kolmon and that his rank was the equivalent of Commander. When the shuttle docked, and the bay's atmosphere was restored, enabling the Hareccans to debark, they discovered that Kolmon was tall for a Hareccan. While he kept his expression blank, Schwarzmann decided the alien was looking down his nose at the honor guard, and even at him, from the Hareccan's body language.

They had spent a large part of the trip studying footage of the Hareccans the crew from the Cutty Sark had interacted with, and with the help of the Troodons, they had developed what they felt was a fair appreciation of Hareccan body language. From those studies, he decided that the Hareccan was unimpressed with the honor guard and wasn't all that keen on even being aboard the Terran vessel. All the senior officers had been studying the Hareccan language with the help of the Troodons and were at least understandable, if not fluent.

"Welcome aboard, Commander. I am Captain John Schwarzmann, commanding the Alexander, and this is Commodore Jeffers Jeffers, commanding the squadron."

"We have arranged a suite for you that we think you will find suitable. I presume that you brought your own food supplies with you?"

"Yes, of course." He turned and pointed to where a second Hareccan had descended from the shuttle and was opening a second, larger hatch halfway along the side of the body. "You will find my supplies in that cargo bay. Have them brought to the suite you have arranged for me."

Schwarzmann struggled to keep his temper under control at the arrogant manner of the Hareccan. He told himself that the fellow probably didn't realize he was being so rude. He looked over to Chief Petty Officer Tsing.

"Please organize to have the Commander's supplies taken to his suite, Chief Petty Officer."

The fact that the Captain had used his rank rather than his name told Tsing all he needed to know about the state of the Captain's temper. He saluted immediately.

"I'll get on it immediately, sir."

Schwarzmann nodded and turned back to the Hareccan, who appeared to be totally disinterested in the proceedings.

"Do you wish me to show you to your suite now, or should we repair to the Commodore's office so that you can give us the orders you have for our squadron?"

"The office first, I think, Captain." the Hareccan responded.

"Follow me then, Commander."

John led the parade to the Commodore's office, where sufficient room had already been made for the Hareccan to fit in comfortably. According to the Troodons, the Hareccans favored sitting with their rump down on an angled and padded cushion. Commander Kolmon eyed the arrangement the Alexander's crew had come up with and nodded, apparently satisfied with what the Terrans had organized for him. He showed no inclination to offer thanks for their seeing to his needs as he sank into the odd seated position.

Commodore Jeffers moved around to his normal seat on the far side of his desk; Captain Schwarzmann took up a position on his right shoulder, and the Commodore's aide, Ensign Minj Chiang, took up a position on his left. The Hareccan eyed all three of them and then did the Hareccan equivalent of a shrug, opened the bag he was carrying, and pulled out what looked something like a laptop computer. He opened this up, and it started up. While the operating system came up, he pulled two rectangular blocks out of his pocket, one colored blue and the other red. He held up the blue one.

"This is a classified star map showing where our fleets are stationed as of the latest reports received here. It doesn't detail the strength or makeup of the formations. The red chip contains your orders. I presume your computer systems are compatible?"

The Commodore accepted the chips and then handed them to his aide.

"If you could bring these up, Minj, please."

The Ensign took the chips and went to a panel over on the left wall of the office. Here there was a computer specifically designed with Troodon technical help to interface with Hareccan computer protocols. Having the Troodon systems aboard the Kru Denmenor available for study helped speed up the process. The Ensign brought up the star chart without a problem and then brought up the orders. Their squadron was to proceed to a planet named Liktraz, and be attached to the Hareccan Fourth Fleet.

"Put the star map back up, please, Ensign."

Commodore Jeffers studied the star map. There were six Hareccan Fleets marked, as well as eight separate Task Forces and three reserve Squadrons. There were also two Allied Taskforces marked and three Allied Squadrons. Right. He would study that later at his leisure. The Fourth Fleet was positioned near the frontier, or at least the pre-war frontier. The Second Fleet was not far away, and the Third Fleet was marked as being at the Cortilan capital planet, Lenfril. Commander Kolmon came over.

"The Taxons attacked the Cortilans at Hafor, destroying all the ships in the system and the orbitals. However, the Third Fleet had already been ordered to the system as a show-the-flag operation, although they weren't expecting to arrive in the middle of an invasion. The Taxons weren't expecting an entire Fleet to arrive either. They had only sent an oversized Task Force, which was more than adequate for the task, up until the unexpected arrival of the Third Fleet."

The Hareccan made a strange movement with his face, which Jeffers finally remembered was a Hareccan sneer.

"We don't believe they were actually planning to invade. In fact, most of our analysts think the attack was a ploy to get our forces out of position by concentrating in Cortilan space while they struck elsewhere."

He paused and pointed at a system in Taxon space.

"Their Grand Fleet sailed from that system a month ago. We have had no reported sightings of it since. They have two other Fleets, one down here and the other up there, but they are each considerably weaker than any of our Fleets. Where we go for strategic flexibility, they go for concentration, and as a result, they lack the ability to threaten multiple points at once."

On the other hand, Jeffers thought to himself, the Alliance might possibly be defeated in detail if the Taxon Grand Fleet catches the single Alliance Fleets in isolation. Overall, the Alliance outnumbered the Taxons and in theory, could outbuild them, according to the Troodons. On the other hand, Taxon ships were regarded as superior to the equivalent Alliance vessels on a one-on-one basis, giving the Taxons a qualitative advantage in an equal numbers scenario. A game of cat and mouse over a hundred-light-year stretch of border. The Commodore nodded and returned to his desk.

"I'd like all the ships to have a copy of that map, Ensign. Also, there will be a Captain's conference in an hour. Please appraise the other two Captains that I'd like them to join me for dinner, and we'll make it a working meal."

"Sir." Ensign Chiang nodded and left the office.

The instruction had been in English. Now he returned to the language of the masters of the Alliance.

"I am going to hold a face-to-face meeting with my other two ship Captains, a human tradition, and then we will get underway. Perhaps I could have you shown to the cabin we have prepared for you. Your luggage should have been delivered by now. I should also mention that we have researched Hareccan food types, and we can produce a fair selection of Hareccan foods with our synthesizer. If you run short of your own supplies, please don't hesitate to sample what we can provide."

The Hareccan looked surprised by this but gave them the equivalent of an affirmative nod. He was shown to his cabin by Ensign Chiang. The cabin had been designed in conjunction with the Troodons to be suitable for the six-limbed beings that all the main races seemed to consist of in this universe. Four cabins for officers or dignitaries were placed together on that deck, plus two modified crew cabins near the main human crew cabins that could accommodate up to eight Troodon crew. Not that there were that many Troodons in the Navy, at least not yet, but that situation may well change in the future, so the Navy designers had made allowance for possible future growth.

The working dinner was interesting as they studied the star charts and the Alliance deployments. The overall consensus was the Alliance was inviting the Taxons to defeat them in detail. Yes, the Alliance had more warships overall besides having a greater population and a larger industrial base, but the Taxon Grand Fleet could smash any single Alliance Fleet quite easily. None of them were happy with the situation, but as they were the newest member state of the Alliance, they had little, if any, say in Fleet deployments. It appeared that neither side was in an all-out war mode, either. It reminded Jeffers of eighteenth-century European warfare rather than, say, either World War.

The three ships set out three hours after the two destroyer Captains returned to their vessels. The flight took two weeks, and the Hareccan Commander stayed in his cabin for most of the journey. He visited the bridge a couple of times and seemed satisfied with their transit speed. The Terrans were careful to avoid mentioning that their ships were proceeding at only about three-quarters of the maximum speed. According to the Troodons, the standard speed of combat ships when cruising was usually around seventy-five percent of their maximum. The new Terran ships had been designed to be a good twenty percent faster than the equivalent ships of the major Navies, amongst other advantages that had been included in their design. The large, boxy, primitive look the Terran vessels had made packing in more engine power less obvious.

Their arrival in the system the Fourth Fleet was currently operating out of was met with a rapid mobilization of three cruisers and four destroyers which at least showed that the Hareccans were on the ball. Commander Kolmon soon communicated their identity, and the hastily mobilized interception squadron returned to their original position orbiting the fourth planet, which was the inhabited planet in this system. The Terran ships were assigned to Task Force 4:7, which was composed of mostly Allied vessels rather than Hareccan ships, apart from a division of two Hareccan heavy cruisers from which the Task Force Admiral commanded the force.

Task Force 4:7 was in orbit around the fifth planet and was built around the Sixteenth Heavy Cruiser squadron, which consisted of the two Hareccan Heavy Cruisers and two Broon Heavy Cruisers. The Alexander was assigned to the newly formed Twenty Fourth Heavy Cruiser Squadron with two Neg'arn Heavy Cruisers. The screen consisted of the Nineteenth Destroyer Squadron, which had six Hareccan destroyers, while the two Terran destroyers were added to the understrength Twenty Eighth Destroyer Squadron, which had two Neg'arn destroyers and a Perman destroyer.

Task Force 4:7 was under the command of Rear Admiral Procarn, who also commanded the Sixteenth Heavy Cruiser Squadron directly. The Twenty Fourth Heavy Cruiser Squadron was under the command of rear Admiral Olik'Dred, who was a Neg'arn officer. The Twenty Eighth Destroyer Squadron was under the command of Commodore Dra'Freg, who was also a Neg'arn officer. The Terrans weren't entirely happy with having their ships broken up into two separate formations, but they didn't really have any alternative, being the new kids on the block, so to speak. None of the alien Admirals or Commodores appeared interested in meeting the human Commodore or any of the ship Captains, which suited the humans just fine.

Arrangements were made for supplies. The human ships had sufficient stores for six months of operation, not counting weapons used in combat, and they were quite happy to arrange for direct resupply from New Earth. They could, in fact, use Hareccan missiles from their tubes if necessary. The boffins had redesigned the missile launching system to do just that, and the three ships sent to join the Alliance forces were the first to be refitted with the modified design. It meant they wouldn't be caught out in an emergency, but they weren't advertising their ability to use Hareccan missiles unless they absolutely had to. In due course, the fleet would have its own supply train, but that was still for the future. In the short term, they would hire one of the civilian cargo ships to perform that role when needed. The Terran ships sat around in orbit for the best part of the week, seemingly ignored, before anything changed.

Rear Admiral Procarn set up a series of exercises to help integrate the mixed forces. While remaining in nominal command of the human ships, Commodore Jeffers elected to stand aside and allow the alien commanders to communicate with his ship Captains directly. The exercises weren't particularly onerous, and the Commodore was fairly certain they were more about ensuring communications worked properly and getting the various units used to carrying out maneuvers with each other. The human ships deliberately made no effort to outperform their Allies, nor did the exchange much information regarding their weapons systems. They merely said their missiles were comparable to the Hareccan ones based on the Troodon version of Hareccan designs, as were their plasma weapons. The fact that they used Troodon weaponry as the basis of their designs produced some mirth among the Allied officers.

The Hareccan Admiral decided that the missiles were too expensive to use up during maneuvers, but he did ask for gunnery practice against some innocent asteroids using the ship's plasma projectors. Here the human ships fired their weapons rather more slowly than they were capable of firing. In fact, they were slightly slower than the Hareccan weapons they were supposedly based on, and when Admiral Procarn questioned Captain Schwarzmann, he simply answered that the human ship's plasma weapon mounts were larger than the Hareccan ones, which was why their rate of fire was slower. The implication was that the humans weren't able to match the Hareccan's plasma weapon technologically.

A week of exercises was followed by two weeks of sitting in orbit until, finally, the war heated back up again. The Taxons began a series of raids on systems using a force of fast capital ships backed by some cruisers and destroyers. The number of battleships varied each time the task force appeared in an Allied system. If there were no military formations in the system, the Taxon ships would often as not simply leave the system and disappear. If there were Allied warships in the system, they would attempt to engage them, although most of the time, any outnumbered Allied squadrons would simply run for the edge of the system and escape. Unfortunately, this would leave any military installations in the system open for the Taxons to destroy at their leisure.

The Taxon raids went on for three months, swinging through a whole swathe of largely uninhabited but militarized systems without much serious fighting occurring. A few Allied installations were destroyed, mostly in unimportant systems, some cargo ships were caught and taken, and a couple of smaller warships were destroyed. The Hareccans were annoyed at the hit-and-run tactics but didn't seem particularly upset, which Commodore Jeffers was at a loss to understand as the raids continued. Two new Terran ships turned up early in the fourth month after their arrival in the system. The heavy cruiser Caesar was assigned to form the second half of the division with the Alexander while the Bellerophon was replacing the Admiral Xia in the force of Terran ships seconded to the Allied Fleet.

The Allied Admirals didn't seem to be overly impressed by the extra Terran heavy cruiser being added to the fleet, and having seen the enormous battleships that formed the main strikeforce of the fleet, he could understand their tepid response to the Caesar arriving. The battleships were both large and built differently. Naval Intelligence was still trying to get a full readout on a Hareccan battleship, but they had learned a few things through Hareccan sailors being susceptible to similar alcoholic compounds to humans and their lips being no better sealed than drunk human sailors. The key thing was that the hull of a battleship was extruded essentially in one piece.

How the Hareccans and the other races managed to extrude hulls that were so big was the question that needed to be answered, but the Hareccans weren't offering up any information to the Terrans that would provide the answers. At least the Terrans knew what information they were looking for now. The revelation that a battleship's hull was basically one piece had rocked the whole Navy engineering department, according to the newly arrived Captain Dennis of the Caesar. Scientists and engineers were now scrambling to work out how it was done and why they didn't use the same techniques for smaller ships. Meanwhile, the Terran ships and the rest of the fleet floated in orbit, doing very little. And then, suddenly, everything changed.




Chapter 10



Action

The Fleet was broken in half and sent to two different systems. Their section was designated the Eighth Fleet. Why the fleet was split wasn't explained to them. The Fleet consisted of the 16th and 23rd Battleship Divisions with three battleships, the 24th Heavy Cruiser Squadron with four heavy cruisers, and the 28th Destroyer Squadron with five destroyers, including the two Terran ships, so at least all four of the Terrans ships were together. After two weeks, they moved to another system and took up an orbit around the fourth planet. There was a large station orbiting the third planet, which was a heavy planet with extensive mining and a good deal of orbital industrial development. Besides several smelters, there was a shipyard in orbit that built commercial vessels and light military vessels. Shortly after their arrival, the Fleet was put on a communications blackout and told to go quiet.

No one told the Terran ships anything, but Commodore Jeffers assumed that the Hareccans had some intelligence information that indicated that this system would be one of the ones hit by the near-constant Taxon raids. Ten days into their silent orbit, the Taxons turned up. Two heavy cruisers, two light cruisers, two destroyers, and two frigates came sailing in from beyond the gravity limit, approximately a third of the way around the system from where the Eighth Fleet lay in wait. The Taxon force came barrelling in, obviously heading for the third planet where the mining and shipbuilding facilities made it a good target. Rear Admiral Procarn held his fleet silently in position until the Taxon force was well past them.

It was a risky maneuver, as it left the station and the facilities there completely open. However, the timing meant that if the Taxons continued into the system, they would run the risk of getting trapped against the star by the pursuing Hareccan Eighth Fleet. Of course, if the Taxons weren't concerned about the losses they would take, then the station and shipbuilding facilities were toast. Rear Admiral Procarn ordered the Eighth Fleet to advance at maximum speed, and the Alliance ships revealed their presence by lighting up their engines. Jeffers studied the relative speeds and positions before adding in the orbital mechanics and decided that the Taxon ships had about another ten minutes to turn aside, or else they would be unable to avoid action with the superior Hareccan force. As it was, they couldn't avoid exchanging fire with the lighter ships in the Eighth Fleet because the Allied ships could cut the angle and gain ground on the Taxon force.

With about five minutes left before they reached the point of no return, the Taxon ships turned sharply and started charging back out of the system slightly faster than they came in. The Hareccan force cut the corner, compensating for their lack of speed, which was still building up. Jeffers estimated that they would catch the Taxon ships unless they turned further away and therefore took longer to get out of the system. The race continued for another ten minutes without any change. The interception point kept getting closer, but the Taxons turned slightly away with about three minutes to go before they entered firing range. It was just enough to prevent the Allied ships from getting within firing range unless they pushed their engines to dangerous speeds.

Commodore Jeffers toyed with the idea of telling the Hareccan Admiral that his ships could travel a little bit faster than the fleet was currently managing, but, in the end, he decided that as the Hareccans had shown no interest in the capabilities of his ships, he would offer them nothing voluntarily. As the two groups of ships continued to charge outwards, he was left with the question of why bother pursuing when it was clear they wouldn't be able to catch the Taxons. In fact, the range was opening slowly as the Taxon ships were slightly faster than the Allied ones. When they were about three-quarters of the way to the point where they could engage their FTL drives, the situation changed again.

Suddenly the system display showed the arrival of another force. A substantial force appeared on the screen that, after about five seconds, the combat computer designated as an enemy formation. The display resolved, and it declared that there were six battleships, two heavy cruisers, a light cruiser, and four destroyers in the force, and they were heading inwards to engage the Eighth Fleet. The Hareccan Admiral took forever to respond, the Allied force ships getting closer and closer to the much larger enemy force while he hesitated, and then finally, they received orders to alter course by nearly ninety degrees.

Now it was the Hareccanss who were cutting across the angle while at the same time, the Taxon task force they had been pursuing began swinging around in an arc, essentially denying that part of the system as an escape route for the Allied Fleet. Well, at least not without engaging that task force as they flew by. Not only that, but the Taxon fleets were both slightly faster than the Allied Fleet, so if it became a stern chase, they would gradually run down the Allied ships. This, in turn, would present Jeffers with a problem in that his ships would appear to be slightly faster than even the Taxon ones, so in a pinch, the Terran ships could simply accelerate away from the rest of the Allied force and avoid destruction. That would not be the most heroic course of action, and it could have serious diplomatic consequences, let alone personal consequences if the Hareccans deemed such action cowardice in the face of the enemy.

The main Taxon Fleet wasn't going to reach the engagement range with the Allied Fleet well before they reached the FTL limit. It would only be long-range fire at first, but the range would close gradually thereafter. Clearly, any ship that was damaged would likely be lost if it couldn't keep up, but there was a fair chance that any ship that maintained its speed would get away. Hopefully, the Hareccan Admiral would allow the ships to independently proceed at their best speed once the Taxons got close enough to open fire. Commodore Jeffers could only hope.

The chase went on for hours as solar systems aren't small places. At some point, the Hareccan Admiral finally realized that the Taxons were going to intercept them before the FTL point if they continued along their present course, and he turned the fleet away slightly. The time to the FTL point increased, but now the Taxons were no longer cutting the corner, and it became a straight tail chase. The hours slipped by as the three fleets raced through the system. The lighter Taxon force was covering the Allied right, limiting the ability of the Allied Fleet to maneuver without going into combat. Jeffers decided at some point that the best course of action for the Hareccan Admiral was to sacrifice two of his three battleships, with one turning on the light support fleet while the other took the pursuing Taxon Fleet straight on. There would be no chance of them surviving the ensuing action, but it should delay the main Taxon ships, preventing them from pursuing the rest of the Allied forces.

As the hours turned into days, it became obvious to everybody that the Taxons would catch them well before the FTL point, yet the Hareccan Admiral did nothing, simply blindly running away even though he was going to get caught sooner rather than later now. Jeffers consoled himself with the thought that once the firing started, he could surreptitiously order the Terran ships to speed up a little until they were traveling faster than the Taxon vessels and thereby escape without any serious losses. It would mean leaving the Allied ships to their fate, but there was no point in them all getting destroyed.

The Taxons were still half a day from getting within range when the tactical situation changed once more. Within the space of a few minutes, three new forces appeared on the tactical display, which the computer quickly designated as friendly. Directly in front of them was the reorganized Fourth Fleet in company with another formation what was marked as the Sixth Fleet. About a third of the way around the system to the right of the direction they were traveling, a force appeared that was soon designated as the First Fleet, and about a third of the way around the system to the left was yet another force that was designated as the Second Fleet.

The Hareccans had clearly out-trapped the trappers. Jeffers assumed that the Hareccans had used small inconspicuous ships or drones even to communicate with the rest of their fleets, although that still didn't explain their timely arrival. Hmm. Perhaps they had spies in the Taxon fleet. Regardless of the information source, now it was the Taxon's turn to be caught in a bind. Their six battleships were now outnumbered more than two to one. Their Commander responded with admirable rapidity, working out the best possible course they could take to escape the system. There was no good course, only ones that were a progressively worse choice. The main Taxon Fleet swung away to what their Commander must have decided was the least disastrous course, while the original force the Allies had been pursuing now altered course away from the Allied ships on a different trajectory.

Because of all the maneuvering and changes of course that had been happening progressively, Commodore Jeffers quickly determined that that force would get away clean, as the only ships that could possibly get within firing range of them were the Terran ones, and then only if their Hareccan Commander released them to pursue independently. Such a decision would only be made if Jeffers let the Hareccan Admiral know that his ships were faster than the Hareccan ones, something he was not keen to do. While he hesitated, the fleets moved so much that he just let the whole matter drop in the end.

The Allied forces closed on the fleeing Taxon Fleet as the enemy desperately tried to reach the FTL point before coming under serious fire. The Hareccan overall Commander ordered the Fourth Fleet to go pretty much at its maximum possible speed, and Commodore Jeffers could only imagine the curses flying around the engine rooms of the Allied ships as their vessels were flogged for maximum output. Watching the plot, he saw a destroyer suddenly drop out of the First Fleet's formation, presumably with engine trouble. Then one of the other heavy cruisers in their own fleet suddenly slowed down. Unlike the destroyer, which was now motionless, the heavy cruiser kept moving but at a much-reduced pace.

Jeffers found it fascinating watching the Hareccans maneuver their ships. They were trying to come in at an angle rather than from behind, and he remembered the old saying that must've gone back to wet Navy days on Earth that a stern chase is a long chase. The Hareccans were coming in at angles from all over in the hope of avoiding a direct stern chase, and it looked like they were going to achieve their objective, at the expense of far less time to be able to fire on their opponents before their opponents FTL'd out. There was some chance they could follow enemy ships into FTL on the right course, but exiting FTL at the right moment was the problem.

It was an old problem. If your ship took a second to react when the enemy fleet exited FTL, it meant that at that speed, you could be a considerable distance from your target, depending on what multiplier of light speed you were operating at when you chose to exit. At ten times light speed, one second's delay equated to ten light seconds of distance. Normal operating speeds were considerably higher than that, and it often meant that by the time you returned to normal space and picked up the enemy ships on your scanners, they were already transitioning into FTL on a new course that you weren't in a position to determine. This aspect of FTL was well known to the Terrans right from when they had developed their first FTL drive, which was a long time before the accident that had brought their ancestors to this universe.

Jeffers was expecting the battle to start with a barrage of missiles. Certainly, Terran tactical doctrine was leaning towards heavier and heavier missile barrages as their understanding of the tech they had gained from the Troodons sunk in. The Hareccans didn't subscribe to that doctrine, apparently. They waited and waited until the enemy ships were almost within plasma range and then opened fire with their first salvo of missiles. Jeffers instructed his commanders to concentrate on the rightmost battleship while the Hareccans and their Allies spread their missiles out all over the place. The Taxon missile defense was more than effective enough to stop most of the scattered Allied missiles well short of their ships. A second salvo managed to reach the shields of several Taxon ships, after which the bulk of the Allied ships entered plasma range and began blasting away.

It was obvious to Jeffers that the Terran missiles were faster and harder for the enemy to hit, probably due to the simple ECM built-in that the Hareccan missiles seemed to lack. This was the first time the new missiles' had been fired in combat, and the boffins back at New Earth would be keen to get the results as soon as possible. Only one of the missiles in the Terran first salvo reached the battleship's shields, but several from the second salvo hit the Taxon shield, along with missiles from the third and the fourth salvos. The Taxon battleship was largely concerned with the Hareccan battleship that was closing on it, but at the same time, Jeffers ordered his ships not to close within energy weapon range to avoid any damage. It would only take one hit from a battleship-sized plasma weapon to punch through the cruiser's shields and possibly impact the hull, going on the energy levels that their sensors were recording from the weapons the Taxons were firing.

Instead, they hovered just out of the effective range of the Taxon weapons and continued to fire their missiles at the Taxon ship while their own energy weapons began engaging the smaller Taxon vessels. One of the Neg'arn heavy cruisers moved in closer so it could fire on the battleship with its energy weapons, but after having fired three salvos, it was hit by two plasma bolts from the battleship. The first knocked down their shields, and the second almost cut the ship in half. It was rapidly left behind by both enemy and friendly ships alike as both forces continued to charge toward the FTL limit. The ship spun lazily away, still traveling at some speed, spewing escape pods as it went, although it didn't actually blow up.

Both the Taxon and the Hareccan battleships were taking damage from each other's fire, and the Taxon ship was also getting hit by the missiles that the Terrans kept launching. Suddenly, two Taxon heavy cruisers, which had been fleeing ahead of the Taxon battleship, abruptly slowed on the far side of the Taxon battleship from the Terran ships, and as soon as they had a clear shot at the Hareccan battleship, they launched a salvo of missiles followed by focused plasma fire. The action appeared to have caught the Hareccan Captain by surprise. With the shields fluctuating because of the fire from the Taxon battleship, the missile and plasma fire from the two cruisers punched right through, doing severe damage to the battleship.

It wasn't all one way, though. The Hareccan battleship caught one of the Taxon cruisers before they could tuck back behind the cover provided by the Taxon battleship with at least three plasma bolts, and the ship simply disintegrated in one large burst of energy. The Hareccans didn't escape from the Taxon cruiser's sacrifice, as some of the ship's internal damage included damage to at least one of the ship's power units. The Hareccan battleship's rate of acceleration dropped, and the Taxon battleship began to draw away. The Terran ships continued to fire away, and then one of their missiles did some critical damage to the Taxon ship's engines, and the enemy battleship slowed as well. Unfortunately, not as much as the Hareccan battleship, so the gap continued to open, and before long, the Taxon ship was out of the effective range of the Hareccan battleship.

At first, Commodore Jeffers thought the rest of the Taxon fleet had elected to leave the damaged battleship behind, but then he realized they were almost at the FTL limit, and now that the damaged battleship was out of range of the Hareccan battleship, it didn't need close support. At least, that's what he assumed they had decided. The Terran ships continued to fire missiles, with about every fourth one getting through and inflicting damage on the battleship. Unfortunately, they were fast running out of missiles despite the Terran ships carrying considerably more than their Allies, or their opponents for that matter. The leading Taxon ships passed the FTL limit and disappeared off the Terran screens.

"Have the Bellerophon position itself directly behind that Taxon battleship so they can give us a bearing on their FTL jump."

"Order sent and acknowledged." his communications man reported.

The Bellerophon maneuvered a little to put itself in the right position before the Taxon battleship reached the FTL limit. The rest of the Taxon ships disappeared, leaving just the damaged battleship behind. Just before it reached the FTL limit, another Terran missile made it through and inflicted damage somewhere in its aft region. As the battleship disappeared, Lieutenant Krupnik on the sensors spoke up.

"Sir. The data from the Bellerophon shows that the battleship is on a slightly different course from the other ships."

"How so?"

"The rest of the Taxon ships were headed towards the system with a large Taxon fleet base about sixty light-years away. The battleship is aimed at a red dwarf that is only six light-years away."

"You sure they are aimed at that system?" Commodore Jeffers queried.

"Yes, sir. There are no other systems beyond it for another five hundred light-years."

The Commodore scratched his head and looked over at his analyst. "Double check that."

The man went back to his display while Jeffers thought about the implications. The only reason he could come up with for the battleship jumping to a close system rather than back to their base like the rest of the fleet was that it had received damage to its FTL drive, and they didn't think it would make it all the way back. The Taxon ship needed to get out of this system, of course, so a quick trip to a different system would get them out of the immediate danger and allow them time to make repairs in peace. Well, the idea sounded good in theory.




Chapter 11



The battleship

The standard FTL drives worked by creating a warp in the fabric of the space-time continuum into which a ship accelerated. It was a quirk of the warp field that, with no acceleration, there was no warp travel. On the other side of the coin, the more a ship accelerated, the faster its speed would build up in the warp field. Theoretically, there was no upper limit, but in practice, it had been quickly learned that there was a point reached where the mass of the ship destabilized the warp field. Usually, when a warp field destabilized, the effect was the same as simply canceling the warp field, which resulted in a ship returning to normal space with zero velocity. About one time in six or seven, a ship that managed to destabilize the warp field would return to normal space in small pieces that were spread out over a significant part of the local space-time continuum as the ship apparently returned to normal space one small section at a time.

"Send that data to all ships and have them align for that system," Jeffers ordered.

"Increase speed, sir?"

"No. Not with Hareccan as witnesses. Maintain our current speed."

"Sir."

The other three Terran ships adjusted their courses to match and parallel the Bellerophon's course. Shortly after the Terran ships crossed the FTL limit, they disappeared from normal space and began racing toward the unnamed system where the damaged battleship was heading. Entering FTL at least meant the crews could be stood down, fed, and rested. Jeffers managed a good eight-hour snooze and felt much better after a shower and a leisurely breakfast. Not that there was anything to do until they came out of FTL.

Captain Schwarzmann had the ship at action stations thirty minutes before his navigator had indicated they would reach the FTL limit of the target system. Hopefully, the Terran ships would emerge fairly close together and not require much maneuvering to get back into formation. The other factor Jeffers had to consider was that despite leaving after the Taxon battleship, due to the shortness of the distance they needed to travel, they'd likely get there before the battleship because the Terran ships were faster in FTL as well as in normal space. Something they'd noticed when operating with the Hareccans. Because the speed of their FTL drive was not adjustable, they delayed activating it after the Allies jumped, with the length of the delay depending on the distance to be traveled. The difference in speed wasn't that great, amounting to only a minute over a distance of four light years, but it added up over long distances. It should be interesting to see what actually happens, Jeffers thought to himself, as long as the Taxon battleship didn't appear right next to one of the Terran ships!

He mentioned this thought to Schwarzmann, who snorted.

"Yes. That was all I could think of lying in my bed, trying to get to sleep," he said sourly.

Jeffers grinned, glad he hadn't thought of the possibility before his own very refreshing sleep. The five-minute warning buzzer indicating the ship was about to leave FTL sounded through the ship, and the crew settled in their battle stations. Commodore Jeffers had moved to the Flag Bridge, one of which they had built all the heavy cruisers with. He could have stayed on the regular bridge, but then he would have been relegated to the back, looking over Schwarzmann's shoulder. It did feel kind of silly being in the Flag Bridge with only himself, his aide Minh Chiang and the communications rating. An Admiral would have a full suite of personnel filling the space, but a Commodore only rated an aide and a communications specialist. The most important thing about the Flag Bridge was that it had big screens for displaying all the information he needed.

The two destroyers had already arrived in the system when the Alexander returned to normal space. The Caesar arrived a few seconds later. Jeffers ordered the ships to take up a closer formation, with the Bellerophon leading, followed by the two cruisers stacked vertically, and finally, the Victory trailing at the rear. The ships applied only enough power to get them mobile, waiting for the battleship to arrive before deciding in which direction they would have to alter course to engage the enemy vessel. Despite being alert and ready, it was still a shock when the Taxon battleship dropped into normal space, almost on top of them. At least it didn't hit any of the Terran ships! It was definitely much closer than he wanted, though. He flipped on his communications channel to all the ships.

"All ships flank speed. Maintain formation. Helms, forty-five degrees rudder until we are orbiting the Taxon battleship. Let's play Cowboys and Indians with this sucker!"

Even though they were startled by how closely the Taxon battleship appeared in relation to their ships, the Terran crews were on full alert and immediately opened fire with both missiles and beam weapons. The Taxon crew was obviously caught by surprise, and it took a few moments for their ship to respond, during which the Terran weapons wreaked more damage on the ailing battleship. When it came, the return fire was nowhere near as powerful as Jeffers was expecting, and it was immediately evident that the damage to the battleship was greater than they had first realized.

The Terran ships spiraled outward as they accelerated in a curving arc around the ailing battleship, inflicting more and more damage on it. The Taxon Captain had his ship moving almost as soon as it began to return fire, but the acceleration rate was less than stellar and again reflected the damaged state of the ship. What heavy fire it did get off was aimed at the cruisers, and very little penetrated their shields, unlike the Terran fire, which was punching through the holes in the Taxon ship's shields almost at will. Unfortunately, little was not the same as none, and the Caesar took a serious hit amidships. The ship continued to operate effectively, so Jeffers elected to wait for Dennis to report rather than jog the man's elbow in the middle of a firefight. Even as he watched the Caesar closely, his aide stepped up alongside him.

"We will be outside their effective weapon range shortly, sir. And our beam weapons as well, of course, but we still have nearly twenty five percent of our missile stocks. If we come to rest, relatively speaking, on their starboard flank, just outside of their effective beam weapon range, we'll be able to chuck missiles at them on their weakened flank without them being able to reply effectively. They seem to be out of missiles, sir."

Jeffers pulled on his invisible beard and nodded. "Right." He relayed that plan to Captain Schwarzmann but with modifications. "Once we get into position, Captain, fire a salvo to show we still have missiles, and then stop while I talk to them."

"As you wish, sir." The Captain replied, sounding doubtful.

The ships fired off a complete salvo of missiles. The Taxon ship managed to intercept almost all the missiles, although two got through. One took down the shaky shield on that flank, and the other missile impacted the battleship's hull, doing a fair amount of damage, going on the bits of metal thrown into space. The battleships' shield projectors in that quarter were clearly damaged, and that section of its shields were rebuilding extremely slowly. Jeffers looked over at the communications rating.

"See if you can raise the Captain of that battleship or the Admiral over there if there is one. Anyway, whoever is in charge over there. See what you can do, Karl."

The rating nodded and got to work on his display. It took a few minutes, but eventually, he got through to the Taxon battleship using Hareccan as the language for communication. After a few more minutes, he looked over to the patiently waiting Commodore with a nod.

"I have the ship's Captain, sir. The Admiral is wounded and currently under sedation."

"Good. Inform him that we still have a quarter of our initial missile stocks, but rather than kill a lot of Taxon sailors in a ship that isn't going anywhere, I ask that he surrenders his vessel. We will treat his crew fairly and add that we have food aboard this vessel that his crew can eat."

The rating looked surprised by this information. "We do?.... Sir?"

"Yes. The Taxons have a similar physiology to us and are bipeds like us."

"I knew they were bipeds, sir. I just didn't realize their physiology was similar to ours, sir."

"Ah. That is why I'm the Commodore, and you are the communications rating." But he smiled broadly as he said it and continued to stare at the rating until the young man got the hint and turned back to his console. He was soon talking to the Taxon ship. Finally, after a back-and-forth conversation, he turned back to the Commodore.

"They want to know what guarantees you offer as to their treatment, sir? They say the Hareccans are not very trustworthy."

"Hmm. That is an interesting observation. Of course, being the enemy, they might be a little biased. Tell them that we are not Hareccans and that we're bipeds like them."

"Yes, sir." the rating said, sounding dubious.

He turned back to his console, and the conversation continued for a couple of minutes before he finally turned back to the Commodore.

"They want us to leave a party of at least twenty of our men on their ship while the first group of their people travels to our vessel, are shown how they will be housed, and report back. Oh, they want the food checked as well."

Jeffers thought about the terms. There was a risk to their twenty personnel, but the battleship was at their mercy. He sighed.

"Very well. Tell them we agree. We'll send a shuttle with twenty of our people that can sit in one of their boat bays for the duration."

The communications rating nodded and returned to the discussion with the Taxons. Finally, he nodded to himself and faced the Commodore.

"They have agreed to the terms, sir. They will load one of their shuttles with as many of their crew as possible, sir. It will leave from the one intact boat bay on this side of their ship just before ours reaches their vessel. Our shuttle can then land in that bay."

"Thank you, Karl," Jeffers said, flicking his comm to the Captain's channel. "John? They have agreed to surrender. We will send over a shuttle with twenty of our people aboard, who will sit in their boat bay as hostages while they evacuate. I don't know how many crew they have left, but I suggest we empty the Marine assault bay and clamp their shuttles to the hull. Have the other ships do the same. Once we fill the space here, we'll send the rest to the other ships. We can put some in the gym areas if we run out of room. Agreed?"

"Sounds like a plan, Commodore. I'll get the Marines to kit up as guards and send twenty men over in the Admiral's barge."

It took over two hours to take the crew off the battleship. Whereas all the other alien races they had met were six-limbed in the centaur mode, the Taxons were humanoids of approximately the same height as humans, with tails and very light fur covering most of their bodies. They were gracile and lighter-boned than humans as the gravity on Taxia was only ninety-five percent that of Earth. It was lower enough to make them slighter than the Terrans but close enough that they didn't struggle aboard the Terran ships.

The two destroyers and the Alexander had taken little damage, and what they had taken was easily repairable. On the other hand, the Caesar would need the services of a dockyard. Rather than let repair crews from the Hareccans or other Allied races climb all over the Terran ship, Jeffers elected to send her home with the booty they had gained. The Caesar's engines were fine, so she clamped onto the wrecked Taxon battleship and headed for home. She wouldn't be able to manage her normal trans-light speed with the Taxon battleship attached, but she should get there eventually, all the same. They packed all the Taxon officers and engineering staff aboard the Caesar in a quick reshuffle before she left, along with some of the engineering crew from the Alexander who could understand Hareccan. It took several hours before all was ready, and the two ships headed for New Earth. The visual image looked like a green bean sitting on a large cucumber. Once the Caesar and her massive charge had started lumbering for the still close hyper limit, the other three ships moved to the hyper limit themselves. Once there, they waited for the Caesar and her charge to disappear into hyperspace safely before they headed back to the system they had departed from to report to their Hareccan superiors.

They reported to the Hareccan Admiral that they had prevented the Taxon battleship from rejoining the Taxon fleet, giving that worthy the impression that they had destroyed the Taxon battleship rather than capturing it. The Hareccan authorities immediately demanded they handover all the prisoners who had escaped the Taxon ship. They handed them over without considering the matter, assuming that was the normal process, plus their ships were stuffed to bursting point with prisoners, and their supplies were running short.

They spent a week doing repairs, and then the fleet moved to a new system as the Alliance forces started to squeeze the Taxons following their victory. Jeffers found himself not at all convinced that the strategic situation was right for the tactics the Hareccans were following. Despite gradually drawing closer together, the dispersed Allied Fleets were still vulnerable to the Taxons bringing their entire fleet against one of the isolated Alliance groups and, if not crushing it, at least doing serious damage before reinforcements could arrive.

The Hareccan commanders seemed confident everything was going well, but Jeffers thought the loss of one old battleship wasn't all that decisive, even if the Hareccans did. They thought they had the Taxons on the run, but Jeffers wasn't so sure. Over the next few weeks, the Taxons made a couple of feints, once at the Fourth Fleet that saw their formation falling back toward the FTL limit while the messenger ships that had been posted at the FTL limit raced for help. One went to the Second Fleet, which arrived before the Taxons could engage, while the Third Fleet arrived two days later and attempted to cut the Taxon Fleet off before they could retreat to the FTL limit themselves. The repeat of the previous successful battle failed to eventuate, and nothing more was heard of the Taxons for a few weeks.

When the Taxons finally lowered the boom, it caught the Hareccans completely by surprise. A Taxon fleet of six battleships with supporting vessels jumped into the same system as the Second Fleet. At the same time, a fleet containing five battleships jumped into the same system as the Third Fleet. Simultaneously a force of four battleships jumped into the Fourth Fleet's system, occupying that formation's attention.

Both the Second and the Third Fleets followed the set doctrine, and they each fell back towards the hyper limit in the systems they were stationed in and sent out help requests. Unfortunately, their requests went unanswered as all the Hareccan ships were simultaneously under threat from Taxon forces. Expecting help to arrive, the Fourth Fleet maneuvered rather than run as they weren't outnumbered that badly by the Taxon force facing them. The other two fleets retired back toward the FTL limit in their respective systems waiting for reinforcements to arrive.

It was later determined that the Taxons had taken careful measurements of the times involved in the arrival of Hareccan reinforcements and the direction from which such reinforcements would come. As the Second Fleet neared the FTL limit, another force of ships jumped into their system close enough to be effectively in front of them right at the hyper limit. The expression of relief on the Hareccan ship's bridges was extremely brief as they suddenly realized, to their horror, that instead of the expected Third Fleet, what they were now facing was a large section of the Taxon fleet.

Unbeknownst to the Hareccans, the Taxons had rushed some hurriedly completed new ships to the front. They then combined the new ships with a third of their existing fleet, resulting in six battleships in the force pursuing the Second Fleet and another five in the fleet that had materialized in front of the Second Fleet. The resulting battle, translated into English as the Battle of K456, was a disaster for the Hareccans. All four of the battleships in the Second Fleet were destroyed, along with two heavy cruisers and four destroyers. Nevertheless, the Taxons didn't hang around, and their fleets retreated to their nearest naval base for repairs even though the damage was not serious to any Taxon ship except for two destroyers that were destroyed outright as far as Hareccan Naval Intelligence could determine.

The Third Fleet finished up having to FTL out of the system they had been in, still wondering why their reinforcements hadn't arrived. The Fourth Fleet continued to dance with the Taxons for some considerable time before the Taxons finally retreated to the edge of the system and FTL'd out. The battle left a lot of red faces among the Hareccan High Command and many dead Hareccan crews. It didn't change the overall strategic balance when it was later realized that most of the Taxon battleships in the other two forces had been cargo ships made up to look like battleships to the Hareccan ship's sensors. Unfortunately, the Hareccan sensors were unable to tell the difference between real battleships and disguised cargo ships until they were too close. This made deciding where the Taxons were concentrating their battleships difficult as they continued to deploy the cargo ships. The information about the cargo ships came late via the Hareccan Intelligence service. It explained why the Taxons weren't advancing on the Hareccans, which they should have been doing if they really had as many battleships as they appeared to have.

The situation at the front settled down for a period as both sides licked their wounds. The newly launched Belisarius and the destroyer Revenge were sent to join the Alexander and the rest of the Terran contingent. The Hareccans still seemed confident that they would win the war in the end, based on their industrial might more than anything. They claimed that the Alliance had five battleships under construction, whereas the Taxons were only building three, according to the Hareccan spies. Lighter ships favored the Hareccan Alliance even more, at least as far as the numbers supplied by the Hareccans went. Axel Jeffers wondered why the fleets of both sides were so small, given each side's massive populations and industrial bases. New Earth was a pygmy compared to the big powers, but the Commodore suspected that if New Earth went to a total war economy like the United States had done in World War Two, then the Terrans would be to field comparable forces. It was puzzling.

Once the Belisarius turned up, Jeffers held a dinner for the Captains of all the Terran ships so he could explain the local operating conditions to the two newly arrived Captains, and so those who had been attached to the Allied Fleet could get the latest news from home. The first of the new Constellation class destroyers had just begun construction, and the next Alexander class heavy cruiser, the Darius, had been laid down while the Hannibal was being fitted out. A new slipway was about to come into commission, and the Navy was going to use it to build new corvettes, primarily for local patrol. A new version of the standard anti-ship missile had been developed, called the Mark II LSM, short for Large Ship Missile, under the new designation. It was faster and longer ranged than the previous version, although the warhead wasn't any different.

A new heavy missile was being developed named the Ship Buster Missile or SBM, specifically for use by the heavy ships in the fleet and armed space stations. It would also be used for system defense on a large scale with a new box launcher design that was also being modified so they could be added to almost any existing ship's hull. The box launcher carried nine LSM-size missiles in three banks of three missiles. The new SBM was much larger, although with a similar speed and range. It also carried a much more comprehensive dedicated EW suite designed to help get the missile home against the enemy without it being intercepted. On the downside, only two of the missiles would fit into the box launchers.

The box launchers were designed so a destroyer or a corvette could easily carry two on its outer hull, while the heavy cruisers could carry four. At this stage, there were no plans to retrofit the Alexander class ships with new launchers, nor could they carry the SBM missiles internally. It would require too much modification of their internals to be worthwhile. Instead, the Navy intended to begin construction of the newly designed Rommel class heavy cruisers once the Darius was finished. The Rommel class design was being redrawn to take into account the new missiles, increasing stowage so that the ship could carry the same number of LSM missiles as the Alexander's while carrying a quantity of the SBM missiles as well. It meant increasing the size of the ships slightly to account for the larger missiles and greater magazine space required, even with the slightly smaller crew the new design would operate with.

Plus, they now had a battleship to study, even if it was old, relatively small, and badly beaten up. The biggest surprise had been the information that the main hull of a battleship was extruded in one piece, and now they had an actual example to study. This presented all manner of problems to the shipbuilding board but also explained the sheer strength of a battleship versus a heavy cruiser. Apparently, the Terran naval engineers were confident of coming up with a way of extruding a battleship whole themselves, and work had already begun at laying out a slipway, or more precisely, a molding bay, where the hull would be created. Needless to say, it would be some time before anything eventuated.

The Terran ships were still working on their own time, and about a week after the new ships arrived, it rolled over into 837 AA. The New Earth Calendar had been introduced not long after their ancestors had arrived when it proved too difficult to try and keep up with the Earth-based calendar. New Earth's day was twenty-six hours long, and a year lasted four hundred and twelve days. People's bio clocks had quickly adjusted to the twenty-six hour day, but the four hundred and twelve day year had required some revision to the calendar. People's ages were lower in terms of years than they were on Earth. Eighteen on Earth was about fourteen and three-quarters on New Earth, so adulthood was now deemed to have been achieved on New Earth at fifteen.

The lull in the war continued. There were maneuvers, threats, feints, and readjustments, but no battles were fought apart from the occasional skirmish between destroyers and light cruisers. A month passed, and then the fleet was reinforced by the brand-new Hareccan battleship Otinian, of the Gel Jonu class, their latest and greatest battleship design. It was supposed to be comparable to the Taxon, Roffir class, the first of which had entered service a couple of years before. Everyone knew that that's what the Hareccans would claim, regardless of the actual performance of their latest battleship design. Besides this, the new design had yet to go into combat.

The Captain of the Perman destroyer that was assigned to operate with the Terran and Neg'arn destroyers in the Twenty-Eighth destroyer squadron had become openly friendly towards the Terrans after the Battle of Hafor. He even hinted that the Permans would be interested in general trade and acquiring better weaponry for their ships. It was potentially a major diplomatic breakthrough, although Commodore Jeffers hadn't yet had a chance to pass that information back to headquarters. He fully intended to do so as soon as the opportunity arose.

About two weeks after the Otinian arrived, the Nile turned up. This was a militarized version of the standard cargo ship design that was being built at New Earth in increasing numbers. It carried only limited weaponry but was probably well-armed enough to fend off anything that it couldn't outrun. Unlike the standard cargo ship designs, it sacrificed some of its hold space for extra engines to give it a speed comparable to one of the destroyers. It brought fresh Earth-type food, spare parts, and new missiles for the small New Earth Squadron, which were very welcome. It also provided Commodore Jeffers with a way of passing on the information about the Perman request for trade ties. A month after the Nile had headed back to New Earth, the Fourth Fleet changed location, moving several systems closer to the Taxon Empire.

There were several minor engagements and skirmishes with the honors about equal. The Taxons lost a heavy cruiser and three destroyers in the series of small engagements, while the Hareccans lost two destroyers and a light cruiser, but they did have a battleship seriously damaged to the point where it would be out of action for six months or more while it was repaired. The Fourth Fleet wasn't present at any of the skirmishes, but Commodore Jeffers was certain it was only a matter of time before the dispersed Hareccan deployment caught up with them again.

He found it frustrating not being able to get decent access to the Hareccan intelligence reports on the Taxon Fleet and its dispositions. The Hareccan arrogance was all too evident in their attitude towards Allies, none of whom were treated particularly well. Even the Gyran, the second strongest race in the Alliance, were treated with near disdain by the Hareccans. They were treated with far more respect than the Terrans or any of the other smaller races, but Jeffers was amazed at how much disdain the Hareccans showed everybody, even their most powerful Allies. The Gyrans were thirsting for revenge against the Taxons over their defeat more than a century earlier, which accounted for their zealous involvement in the war.

Most other races in the Alliance, like the Terrans, were only fielding their military units to gain access to the Hareccan markets and the security that followed from being a part of the Alliance. None of them were what you could call keen, not even the Neg'arn. Jeffers tried to think of a similar situation in Earth's history but found it difficult to find one that quite fitted the bill. After much thought, the closest he could come to something resembling the current situation was the French invasion of Russia in Eighteen Twelve, where none of Napoleon's Allies were keen on the campaign despite the number of troops they provided.

The lull in proceedings lasted another month. At this point, the Taxon Fleet made a major attack on the Gyran planet of Hixbub. The planet wasn't the closest Gyran planet to the border, but it was the closest major planet, and the Taxons bypassed the more heavily defended systems on the border to strike straight at Hixbub with a force including four battleships. The Gyrans had their own main fleet, The Guard, based in a heavily defended border system which they immediately dispatched to Hixbub, as was the Allied Third Fleet. With both formations each having four battleships, the Hareccans decided that was a sufficiently large enough force to defeat the Taxons.

The Taxon Fleet appeared to be willing to engage the Gyran Fleet initially, but when the Allied Second Fleet turned up, they ran for the FTL limit as if in complete disarray and in panic. Having been in the system for some time before the Gyran Guard arrived, the Taxons force had not only destroyed a lot of orbital industry but had made sure that there were no remaining long-range detectors in the system. They had hypered in their Grand Fleet well outside the system and then flown it physically inwards. It had built up a fair velocity as it came slicing across the system from its initial entry point, which was about forty-five degrees in an arc around the system edge from the spot where their smaller expeditionary force was appearing to flee to so it could escape into FTL.

The Grand Fleet, having built up a significant velocity outside of the detection range of any of the planetary-based scanners left in the system, had gone into silent mode with just the minimum life support systems still operating and their reactors turned right down. In hindsight, it became clear that the Taxon strategists had determined the time it would take for the Gyran Guard and the Alliance Second Fleet to arrive in the system and at which points they would most likely arrive from when they reached the system. With everything in place, they set their plan in motion.

The Taxon strategists knew they were relying on everything going right to achieve a great victory but were also well aware that given the dispersed nature of the Allied deployment, the worst result would be the destruction of the space industries of the system if the Allied forces detected the Grand Fleet and ran before they could be brought to combat. They had deliberately chosen this planet because of those factors. All the other Allied Fleets were too far away to effectively intervene before the Taxon Grand Fleet destroyed the allied units in the system, or the Taxons completed their destruction of the systems infrastructure and left if the two Allied Fleets managed to escape.

According to the report Commodore Jeffers read after the event, the Allied Second Fleet only detected the Taxon Grand Fleet when they were almost right on top of them. Partly this was because a large gas giant had somewhat shielded the Taxons as they approached the Allied forces, and partly, it was sheer incompetence on the part of the crews of the Allied ships in not detecting them sooner. As soon as the Taxon Grand Fleet became known, the advance force began reversing course to join in the fight.

The resulting battle was a total disaster for the Allied forces. Two of the Gyran battleships escaped, along with three cruisers and six destroyers. The Taxons lost one battleship to a bit of luck when one of its main power units failed at a critical moment in the battle, and the ship was destroyed outright. Apart from two destroyers, that ship was the only major loss the Taxons took throughout the battle. The loss of six battleships in exchange for only one was a massive defeat for the Allies, and it led to all manner of changes in how the war was conducted.

The immediate repercussion was that the commander of the Allied Armada was sacked by the Hareccan High Command and replaced with another Admiral. An Hareccan, of course. The remaining Allied Fleets were quickly combined into one force until such time as reinforcements could be raised. The other result of the battle was that the Taxons were now equal to the Allies in the total number of battleships in service. Given that their battleships appeared to be slightly better one-on-one than the equivalent Allied battleship, Jeffers rather thought the advantage lay with the Taxons in the immediate aftermath of the battle. Panic rained amongst the Allied High Command, expecting the Taxon Grand Fleet to appear anywhere at any time.

Jeffers came to the opinion that the Taxons were probably busy repairing the battle damage their fleet had taken anyway. Shortly afterward, the Hareccans produced three old battleships they had previously retired but not broken up, and they had been hurriedly taken out of mothballs and crews found for the old ships, which, on paper, at least, gave the Allies the advantage again, if only just. The new Allied commander seemed unwilling to be overly aggressive any time soon. Instead, he adopted a policy of using their lighter ships to raid Taxon space while keeping their capital ships concentrated and ready to act against any sign of the Taxon Grand Fleet.

As Commodore of the Terran ships, Jeffers received a copy of the briefing notes that were sent out to all the Fleet Admirals and ship Captains by the new fleet commander. He quickly called a Captain's meeting of the Terran Squadron that outlined the new operational plan and then opened the meeting to the floor, looking for suggestions of where they should raid. Jeffers had assumed that the Terran Captains would all want to raid rather than stay and hold station with the Hareccan fleet. It only took them two days to come up with a campaign plan that Jeffers was happy with, which he formally submitted to the Fleet commander.




Chapter 12



839: Middies

Charlotte Nguyen, of the Southport Nguyen's, stared out the window, taking in the spectacular view of the Harrow Mountains in the distance beyond the green and brown farms that edged the Academy grounds. Cold-looking clouds scudded across the blue sky on this late fall day as she waited. Like her, a dozen other Middies sat in chairs in the small atrium, all waiting in great trepidation for their exit interview with the Naval Academy Commander. She and her thirteen fellow graduates were the first class to do their entire Naval Academy stint at the new Chiang Naval Academy built on the eastern side of the New Italia peninsula in the southern hemisphere. The naval expansion that followed the Battle of New Earth resulted in the government establishing a dedicated naval training facility catering to all basic naval training needs for both enlisted personnel and officers. Previously the Navy had been part of a shared military training campus.

Charlotte had spent two and half years studying at the facility, the first six months having been done off campus as the first set of buildings had not been complete till partway through the first semester. Indeed, there was still building going on as the campus continued to grow. Only thirteen of the original eighteen applicants in her class that the Navy had accepted for officer training were left. Three had dropped out, unable to keep up with the workload. One had flunked out psychologically, and one had been badly injured and would be doing their final year with next year's class.

Seven of her fellow Middies were on the command track. Two were electronic specialists, and four were engineering specialists. She was a command track person, of course. Only her cousin, Chien, who happened to be working on a mining project a little further south of the campus, had attended her Graduation Ceremony the previous afternoon. As this was actually one more member of her family than she expected, she had been more surprised than grateful at his appearance at the ceremony. Not that Chien thought she was doing the right thing joining the Navy, but as he put it, one needed to show family solidarity. It had still been a pleasant surprise despite his generally negative attitude and comments at the garden party after the Graduation Ceremony.

Finally, it was her turn to enter the Commander's office. Commodore Dennis sat behind a typical utilitarian government issue desk. One wall sported a picture of the first Victory, while the other had a large window overlooking the main part of the campus. On his desk were several folders, presumably her and her fellow Middie's records, although actual hard copy printouts were a bit old-fashioned. A picture of a middle-aged woman and three pre-teen children sat at one end of the desk, and a communications panel and halo display at the other. As his children were all adults now, the old photo must have retained special memories, she decided. Charlotte marched forward, halted precisely one meter from the desk, and saluted.

"Middie Charlotte Nguyen reporting for assignment, sir."

She had barely spoken to Commodore Dennis the entire time she had spent here. Now his old, worn-looking face studied her from under bushy eyebrows below a balding pate. He had suffered a serious spinal injury in a ground vehicle accident many years ago, and he had worked hard at his rehabilitation and had regained significant movement so he could stand and walk after a fashion. The effects of the injury had finally caught up with him and had forced him out of continuing as an active space officer. Charlotte was not sure which ship he had commanded before being put in command of the new Naval Academy, but everyone thought he was doing a good job nursing the new facility through its first few semesters.

"Charlotte Nguyen," he stated.

Charlotte was unsure if that was a question or just him saying her name to bring the appropriate file to the front of his brain. He made no attempt to open any of the folders on his desk as he sat looking at her. She couldn't decide if she should respond or not to his stating her name, so she elected to stand at attention till he said something further. He smiled a little after a moment, which took her by surprise. She didn't think she had ever seen him smile before this.

"We have a policy of not publishing or otherwise giving out a student's actual marks in this Academy, as you are no doubt aware. You either pass or you fail. Do you know why that is, Middie?" he asked.

Charlotte was a little thrown off by the question as it wasn't on her list of things she felt he might ask her. She thought for a second and then remembered the quote from a trainer at the beginning of her first year.

"Sir. I was told it was to prevent elitism among the students, sir. Attendance at the Academy is not a competition between you and the other trainees to see who finishes first but about whether you learn to be a competent officer or not, Sir."

The Commodore nodded, again surprising her with a small smile. "That is the Academy's take on the matter. And it is true that in this Academy, at least, elitism is not something that is encouraged. I have no doubt you will have experienced it at high school, where those with good marks put down the poorer performing students, thus putting extra pressure on the students mentally as well as creating fracture lines throughout the entire student body. You have seen this, have you not? Just as those from wealthy backgrounds will denigrate those from less affluent circumstances."

"Sir. Yes, sir," she responded.

He was right that it wasn't just about performance at high school, either. The wealthier students tended to look down their noses at the poorer students, with the entire student body broken up into three main demographics, those that were pulling good marks and those that weren't, those that were well off and those that weren't, and those that were physically endowed either with sporting ability or physical attractiveness and those that weren't. It wasn't monolithic, of course, and there was a lot of crossover amongst the groups, so, for instance, a poor star footballer would be seen socializing with other rich footballers or someone who was not academically gifted but who was physically very attractive would still be sought after by members of all groups.

"Good. Most students do get the point when it is presented to them properly. Of course, here at the Academy, we have a much higher grade of student than that found at the average high school, but the principle is the same." He paused and eyed her for a moment. "There are two other reasons as well. One is that it encourages teamwork, as the students don't feel they are directly competing with each other. We have other policies that encourage teamwork as well, but the no elitism policy is probably the most significant. And there is a third reason. Do you know what it is?"

She frowned as she concentrated. She had also heard of the second one, although it was more of a by-product of the no-elitism policy, she felt. What other reason could there be? She hesitated, then decided honesty was better than a half-assed guess.

"Sir. I have no idea. Sir." she replied.

The Commodore smiled even more and nodded. "Good. Well, it would have been even better if you managed to work it out, but I can think of only one person who managed to deduce the third reason, and she is dead now." He closed his eyes for a second, and Charlotte wondered who he was referring to before he opened his eyes and continued. "The third reason, Middie Nguyen, is that there is no second place in a space battle. You and your ship either win or you die. Think long and hard on that point, Middie Nguyen. That is the real reason why we play no favorites here at the Academy. It is to prepare you to form part of a team aboard a warship. In practice, the service does try to promote those with ability ahead of those that are not, shall we say, as well equipped, but every Naval Officer is expected to form part of a team aboard their ship."

He paused and smiled at her. "And as part of your graduation, you are ordered to refrain from mentioning that point to anybody outside your fellow officers aboard ship. Do you understand Charlotte?"

She nodded. "Sir. Yes, sir."

"Good. Here are your orders." And he handed over a packet. "You are the next generation who will follow in the footsteps of Laurel Xia and Chou-en Chiang. Those are big shoes to fill for any Middie, but that is the expectation we have of any who choose to take service to defend our world."

He paused, and his stern expression faded a little.

"Bon voyage, Middie Nguyen," he said as he stood after she had accepted the packet, and he saluted, which she returned before exiting the room.

Once outside, she paused to open the envelope. Inside was a folded sheet of paper headed by the Navy's coat of arms which informed her that as she had graduated from the Naval Academy, she had been granted the rank of Middie in the Federation Navy and that she was to proceed to Terra One and report aboard the FNS Warrior at her earliest convenience. Yes! Ship duty!

Back in the common room, a couple of the others were milling around, obviously excited as well. Jason Winston, a friend of sorts, came over. "Well? What did you get?"

"The Warrior," she answered, looking up. He smiled. "I'm for the Darius. She's still fitting out, but it means I'll be a keel plate member of her crew!" He looked excited.

She ignored his one-upmanship and smiled back.

"That's great, Jase. Congrats, man!" She offered her hand, and he shook it somewhat bemusedly.

She glanced at the other Middie who was still hanging around, Lee-Ann Demendev, who was obviously the last of the Middies to be interviewed, following Charlotte. No one had really got on with Lee-Ann as she was prone to big-note herself because her father, Anton,
was Captain of the Caesar and off with the expeditionary force that the Hareccans had demanded as part of the terms of the Terrans joining their Alliance. She thought about the teamwork and do-or-die talk and angled her exit to pass the girl.

"Good luck," she said as the girl walked past her.

Her unexpected comment caused the girl to turn and nod before she disappeared into the Commodore's office.

"Should we wait for her?" she asked Jason, nodding at the now-closed door of the Commodore's office.

Jason waved a hand around the room. "Has anybody waited for us?"

"Good point."

They headed out of the main administration building, across the parade ground, past the indoor training facilities, and to the western gate of the Academy. Here there were two naval ratings who looked them over as they walked up. They held out their IDs and were passed through the gate without question, although both the ratings grinned a bit. With their graduation, they were technically officers and should be saluted, but as they were just freshly graduated Middies and were not displaying their rank badges yet, there was no official reason for the ratings to actually salute them. Trainee Middies did not wear rank badges.

The grins were presumably because all the other recently graduated middies were already at the Black Door, which was the favorite watering hole of all the trainees, officers, and enlisted personnel. Apart from graduated Middies, there was hardly anybody else in the place at that time of the day, and it would remain relatively quiet for the next several hours. With the bar's patrons largely confined to just the graduating Middies, they were able to relax, and they all had a good time in what would be almost certainly the last time they would all be together in one place. The Middies were just starting to wind down when the place began filling up at the end of the day. Generally, it was only when you had the next day off that you would risk coming to the bar, at least as far as the officer trainees were concerned, and the enlisted trainees always outnumbered them.

Given that they all had movement orders for the following morning, the party broke up, and they staggered back to their dorms to begin packing so that they would be ready to ship out at oh seven hundred. When their ancestors had originally arrived on this planet, they had settled on dividing the thirty-four and a-quarter Earth hour day into twenty-four even time segments, each of sixty minutes, with each of those composed of sixty seconds carrying forward traditional timekeeping from Earth. All they did was increase the length of time a second occupied. Over the centuries, their metabolism had adapted to the longer day, which now seemed completely normal to the inhabitants.

It was still a pretty sorry-looking bunch of Middies, now sporting their rank badges that they had each acquired from the Commissary, before assembling their kit and heading to the transport bay. They were all assigned to a large transport shuttle carrying a squad of Marines and several cases of equipment, no doubt of a violent kind, and two Lieutenant's returning to their ships after being on leave. It seemed an odd place to take your leave to Charlotte, but then she realized that her cousin was working just down the road and that it was possible the two officer's families lived nearby.

The climb up to New Earth orbit was slow, and even once they reached space, it still took a fair while to rendezvous with the military space station Terra One. Here everyone was offloaded. The Marines helped the shuttle crew offload their cases onto a couple of hand trolleys before heading off to points unknown. The Middies milled around wishing each other good luck and bon voyage and other typical phrases, trying very hard not to think about the fact that they may never see some of their classmates ever again.

As the Warrior was docked at the station, it didn't take long for Charlotte to arrive at her new home. A Chief manned the entrance hatchway with a rating at his shoulder, and she marched up somewhat nervously as they eyed her without expression. Trying to look like a professional, even though she wasn't, she deftly extracted her orders from her pocket and handed them over without putting her duffel down, which was the correct method of boarding when new to a ship.

The two men kept straight faces as they watched her maneuver, and the Chief quickly looked at the orders and handed them back.

"You're expected, Middie Nguyen. You are instructed to head straight to the Captain's quarters which are on deck C towards the bow from the stairwell."

"Thank you, Chief," she looked at his chest. "Wilson. The Captain wanted to see me directly?"

"That's what the memo says, sir."

She nodded, tucked her orders back in her pocket, and went to step through the hatch.

"Welcome aboard, sir." the Chief said as she passed by.

It was almost an insult, leaving it that late, but Charlotte decided to respond rather than just ignore the matter. She halted and turned back to face the Chief.

"Thank you, Chief Wilson."

She nodded to the two sailors, turned back to face the ship, and stepped aboard. She hadn't attended countless functions at her mother's rich and famous friends' mansions without learning a thing or two about dealing with snobby servants. The Chief and his offsider weren't servants, but the same general principles applied. She found her way to the Captain's cabin without any trouble, halted outside, and knocked on the door.

"Come." a voice commanded.

She pushed on the door, and the magnetic holding lock snapped open, allowing her entry. The Captain's cabin also served as his normal office. It was a rectangle with a desk, a computer, and a large screen on one side of the room, with a two-seater lounge and two single chairs on the other. There was another door in the center of the wall which no doubt led to the sleeping accommodation and bathroom. She marched forward, put down her duffel bag, and stood at attention, taking in her new commanding officer. Captain Wright was not slim, but he wasn't fat either. He had a sort of round solidness, which she decided was the best description as he stood up and returned her salute, after which he held out his hand and shook hers enthusiastically.

"Welcome to the Warrior, Middie Nguyen."

"Thank you, sir. It's a pleasure to be here."

"You made good time getting here, Nguyen. That's good. We have orders to undertake exercises out near the Oort Cloud. We've just been waiting for you and a couple of other sailors to arrive. I think we're only two bodies short now. We had a couple of experienced hands transferred to us from the Admiral Xia, but they were owed leave, which they took, before reporting aboard, so we'll just have to wait. They are due aboard today, but that gives them till midnight."

He motioned behind her, and she saw that were two chairs sitting against the wall, so she assumed she was to take one and sit in front of his desk. He had already reseated himself by the time she had completed that task. He did something with his computer and looked at the screen.

"You have fairly good marks overall, though you weren't quite top of the class." He paused and stared at her. "Did you finish at the Academy feeling you could have done better or that you did as best you could?"

She took a deep breath, trying to decide how to answer that. Did she say she could have done better in hindsight and then sound like she hadn't been trying hard enough in the first place, which was not a good impression to give her first Captain, nor should she say that it was as good as she could do and admit she wasn't as good as others? She looked at the Captain, trying to analyze his expression.

"That's a very Catch-22 question, sir. If I say I could have done better, that'll give the impression I'm a slacker, and if I say it's as good as I could have done, it gives the impression that I'm somewhat inadequate. How do you want me to answer it, sir?"

The Captain smiled and nodded at her. "Good answer. However, the question still remains. Give me an honest answer."

"I honestly don't think I could have done much better, sir. There were a few tests where I could have gotten higher marks or just as easily lower marks, particularly the tactical ones. There were a couple of occasions when I got lucky and did better than I deserved, and there were a couple of times when I got unlucky and scored worse than I should have. I've never been brilliant at maths which accounts for the fact that I didn't get a brilliant score in that subject, but I did better in history. My maths ability affected my navigation and engineering to some extent, plus I didn't have a practical background in engineering-type matters. My brother would have done better than me there as he is always tinkering with his car. He could probably build an antigravity generator from scratch."

The Captain gave her a moment to think about it in case she wanted to add something to her personal resume, but when she sat there calmly regarding him, he nodded.

"Going on the comments on your record, I think that is a fairly accurate appraisal of your achievements at the Academy. We shall be working on your navigation skills first, I think. Both the XO and I noted your lower performance level on that subject. It wasn't barely adequate like your engineering results were, but it definitely needs improvement. Don't worry, you'll get a shot at other slots as well in time. We believe all bridge officers should be able to take over any position on the bridge as needed at any time. Anyway, the XO is on the bridge. Why don't you make your way there and introduce yourself, and he'll give you your cabin assignment."

He stood up, and she followed suit. He held out his hand, which she took and shook again.

"Once again, welcome aboard, Middie Nguyen."

"Thank you, sir."

Even in her limited naval career, she knew enough to come to attention and saluted at this point. He returned her salute, and then she picked up her duffel bag and left the cabin. Oh, joy, more navigation instruction. She hadn't disliked navigation, or engineering for that matter, but she just wasn't very good at either subject. She had no trouble finding her way to the bridge, where she met the XO, Lieutenant Commander Denedov. Like his Captain, Denedov was also built rather solidly with blond hair, and he towered over her as he was well over two meters tall. He gave her a cheery welcome, showed her the bridge layout, which she had already studied on her computer in 3D, and issued her with her cabin assignment. She would be bunking with Lieutenant Amanda Clitheroe, who was the Tactical Officer. Apparently, the Captain had a policy of junior officers bunking in with senior officers.

The cabin was empty when she arrived, but it was obvious which bunk was hers, the cabins being the same layout as in their final year at the Academy. She was on what was termed the Reserve Watch but which everyone called the B Watch, and the people on it were called the B team. She would be manning the bridge when the A Watch was off duty. She checked the roster the XO had sent to her pad and saw she was on duty from twenty-two hundred hours that evening. With her gear stowed away, she headed to the wardroom. A couple of other officers were there, but as she didn't recognize any of them, she didn't press introductions, simply grabbing a bite to eat and then returning to her cabin, where she tried to sleep.

The missing crew must have turned up because she found the bridge crew preparing the ship for departure when she went on duty at twenty-two hundred hours. Not that the ship's newest and most inexperienced officer expected any important task on the bridge this soon. The Captain was manning the con, as the saying went. This meant he was sitting in the control chair at the center rear of the bridge in a slightly raised position so that he could see over the shoulders of his subordinates at their stations in front of him. He turned his head as she entered the bridge.

"Ah. Nguyen. Relieve Van Hagen on the sensors, please."

She was a bit startled to find she was being assigned an actual role on her first watch, especially as the ship was performing a possibly complex revolution, but she acknowledged the order and went to the sensor station where the A watch Ensign was waiting with a grin. He jumped out of the seat to allow her to sit down, pointing at the screen.

"There's just all the usual traffic in the system today apart from this fellow here. His transponder appears to be on its last legs as it keeps turning off and on. I've reported him to Fleet already, so just keep an eye on him."

She nodded. "Thanks. I will."

When the Captain next spoke, she was still studying the display, showing the system and the vessels' tracks. They had spent a lot of time doing just this task at the Academy but doing it for real was a much scarier proposition!

"Helm. Contact the station and advise that we are ready for departure."

"Contacting the station, aye, sir." the helmsman replied.

The procedures in place for arrivals and departures at stations varied depending on the race, the size of the station, and how busy the systems were. Or at least that is what she had been taught at the Academy. In some systems, the navigation officer would be the one contacting the station. With New Earth's main station, it was usually the helm officer who was the point of contact, as the station would take control of the ship while it entered or departed its birth, only releasing the ship to the control of the helmsman when they were safely clear of the station. The procedure was simple, although most helmsmen didn't like giving up control of the ship.

After a short delay, the ship began to back out of the docking bay, and the Captain turned to the navigation officer.

"Is the course to D-234 laid in, Alier?"

D-234 was the closest system to New Earth. D-234 was a red dwarf system with little to recommend it apart from one gas giant that had numerous moons and a small asteroid belt. She knew from the Academy that the Navy used the system's Oort Cloud for exercises. Charlotte felt a sense of excitement. She didn't care if it was only for carrying out the ship's exercises; she was leaving the New Earth system for the first time!

"All set, sir. Updating the display now, sir."

Charlotte's display changed to show the projected course of the ship. She quickly studied the screen to see if there was anything likely to interfere with their travel.

"Is there any cause for concern with our projected course, Ms. Nguyen?" the Captain asked.

"No, sir. Our course is clear as far as I can determine," she answered briskly.

You couldn't tell from inside the bridge, but on her display, she could see the ship was starting to swing around as the distance between it and the station rapidly increased. She could hear the helm talking to someone, presumably the station officer, and then he reported to the Captain.

"We are clear of the station, sir. I have control of the ship and am ready to proceed on the course as laid in, sir."

"Very good. All ahead three-quarters of maximum military power."

"Three-quarters of maximum military power, aye, sir."

According to Charlotte's display, the ship began to increase its distance from the station rapidly as the engine power built up until they were accelerating at thirty gravities. This put the ship's top speed at only forty gravities which seemed a little low to her as she had read the Revenge class ships were capable of over fifty gravities acceleration. Not wanting to appear stupid on her maiden bridge watch, she put that matter aside for later consideration and kept an eye on the surrounding space, but no one was coming near the Warrior.

When her shift finally ended, she was exhausted from concentrating so hard on the surrounding space for hours on end, even though there had been little to see of concern. She wandered down to the wardroom with the other officers from B Watch, where she introduced herself. The senior officer on the watch was the navigation officer, Lieutenant Martin Klinger. The tactical officer was Ensign Brigitte Hudson. Lieutenant Vladimir Utanov was the communications officer. The helmsman on B watch was a senior rating, so he went to the crew mess after they were relieved. They wouldn't reach the FTL point for another sixteen hours or so, which meant that there was some chance she would be on the bridge again when they went FTL.

The others all smiled when she asked how long it would be until they reached the FTL point, knowing exactly where she was coming from, but they all decided not to poke fun at the newbie. A restraint she didn't fully appreciate until the next year when the ship received another newly minted Middie from the next class at the Academy who asked similarly, ah, revealing questions. Traveling to D-234 wasn't all that exciting for the rest of the bridge crew, but it was all very new to her, so she wasn't suffering from the lack of excitement the others felt about maneuvers in the system's Oort Cloud.




Chapter 13



Even More Troodons

Jelaxor waited impatiently as the ancient ship neared the FTL exit point on the outskirts of the system they had elected to travel to first. His cousin, Pendrekor, who regularly visited the Broon home planet, had told him of a new race, the Terrans, who had allied with the Hareccans in their war. They had done so to access Hareccan technology, he had no doubt, being a new-found single system species. His cousin had described them as bipeds, like the Taxons, but without the tails of that warlike race. More surprising had been the news that there were Troodons living among them, survivors of an attack on their system by a Troodon clan. Their small cruiser had only just been defeated by the locals, according to his cousin's source, which didn't say much for the local's military ability, although it had improved since then, given the ships they were contributing to the Allied Fleet. Big, clunky-looking ships, according to his cousin, their size and clunkiness no doubt due to the Terran's lower technology level.

He hadn't seen the Terran ships himself, but his cousin said the Hareccans accepted them. More to the point was that the Troodon ship that attacked their planet had carried slaves aboard whom the Terrans had freed. The Terrans had then transported many of them to a Gormon planet where they had been able to arrange travel home to their clans. Unbelievably to Jelaxor and those with him, was that quite a few of the former slaves had decided to remain and settle on the Terran's planet. According to his cousin, they had been accepted there as resident aliens, and some had even been granted citizenship. Certainly, a couple of Troodons were serving aboard the warships the Terrans were supplying to the Allied Fleet, and his cousin's source was a Gormon sailor who had spoken to one of those Troodons. He claimed they were all free and able to earn a living on the Terran planet where there was no slavery.

Jelaxor's people were mostly from his sub-branch of the sub-clan. Their leader had been disgraced, and the whole sub-branch was sold into slavery by the sub-clan as punishment. One hundred and twenty of his relatives, and forty other slaves, had been crammed aboard a dilapidated, ancient, former warship that had been gutted at some point and turned into a slave transport. What the guards aboard the transport hadn't allowed for was that Jelaxor's people included an entire squad of elite assault troops who were used to working together and were trained in taking over warships. They had waited until two days after the ship entered FTL before making their bid to take the ship over.

Merixor, the team leader, had approached Jelaxor with a carefully worked out plan to take the ship over before they'd even reached the FTL point, and after careful discussion with the second highest ranking clan member in the group, Orianix, the plan was agreed to. A diversion was needed to ensure the plan's success, and Orianix found three volunteers who would start a fight with the non-family group of slaves to attract the guard's attention. The plan went off almost perfectly. Merixor's assault squad took out the guards, acquired their weapons, and gained control of the bridge before the bridge crew even realized what was happening. Two of the non-clan members and one of the volunteers were killed, and several of the non-clan members were wounded in the brief fracas. With their whole sub-branch disgraced, they couldn't return to Troodon space, and there were only two races that they knew of whose space was close enough that the old ship they were on would make the trip and who would accept Troodons as refugees. One was the Hareccans, who would no doubt use the Troodons in forced labor camps, and the other was the Terrans, who, while still rather an unknown quantity, at least seemed to be the lesser of the two evils.

Their real problem was that no one knew precisely where New Earth was. Once the ship had been secured, they spent considerable time studying the star map, trying to determine what direction they should head to find the Terrans. It wasn't hard to work out in what region of space New Earth was located because a lot of the nearby space had already been completely explored and occupied to a large extent. The largest unexplored, or at least unmapped, area was further outwards along this galactic arm and out from the galactic center, so they resolved to head in that direction, angling towards Lotharn space. If they reached Lotharian space, they'd know they had gone too far. They couldn't go to Lotharn space because that race had agreements with several Troodon clans, and they'd almost certainly be handed back over to their brethren and forced to resume their life of slavery, that was, if they weren't simply executed for hijacking the slave ship.

The biggest problem they faced was the poor state of the ship they had taken over and the low amount of fuel the ship carried. There was enough food aboard to keep them going for some time when they added in the crew's supplies, longer than the fuel would last, at any rate. There was no fuel scoop, so they couldn't fly to a gas giant and refuel that way, so their best tactic was to fly deep into the suspected area and then cruise from the outer edge of one star system to the next until they found somebody. No one was particularly hopeful, but on the other hand, none of them wanted to hand themselves over to the Hareccans and into guaranteed slavery for as long as they lived.

After studying the star map for some time, Jelaxor made the decision of where their first and longest flight should take them. The Terrans favored yellow stars like most races, according to his cousin. It was a star type that was surprisingly rare in the area immediately beyond the area that had been explored, at least according to their map. Now that he had studied the map closer, he realized that it was like some river running through space, the river where there were no yellow stars. There were plenty of other stars but not yellow ones. Strange. The star he selected to fly to was not even at the edge of this band of non-yellow, but it wasn't too far in.

He felt that if the Terrans had been near the edge of the non-yellow area, they would have been detected before now. All civilizations broadcast signals into space in vast quantities, although they usually became rather attenuated fairly quickly. Entertainment and communication signals were not designed to punch through vast distances of interstellar space, and you didn't have to be that many light years from a civilized planet to be unable to pick up their general signals reliably. Dedicated, high-energy communication signals of one sort or another were a different kettle of fish. Many civilizations sent strong signals out into space in the hope of detecting or being detected by other races, somewhat foolishly as far as Jelaxor was concerned, often with deleterious results for the race concerned.

In the slow, badly maintained transport vessel, the flight to the yellow star he had selected took a seemingly endless amount of time. Although the trip objectively only took just over twenty-two of their home planet's days, it felt like a couple of months crammed aboard the transport with facilities that weren't exactly adequate, consuming food that was, at best, bland. Tempers frayed, and he had to use Merixor's assault troops to break up several fights, particularly between his own clan and the outsiders. At least they only had two deaths before the trip finally came to an end. The transport dropped out of FTL, and they scanned the system they had found as best they could with the limited instruments aboard the transport.

As far as they could tell, there was no obvious sign of civilization in the system. Despite being a yellow star, it was not a system that favored colonization, as the only planet within the habitable zone was a large gas giant. The gas giant did have several large moons, but they were all tidally locked, making them almost useless for founding a colony. Everybody was disappointed, but at least now they were in the right part of the galaxy, or so they hoped. Not having flown very far inside the FTL limit, it didn't take them long to get the transport back out to where they could start their trip to the next yellow star thirty-six light-years away.

They dropped out of FTL at the edge of that system and began scanning. Once again, they found they had gotten unlucky as the system had no planet in the habitable zone. There was one oversized heavy planet on the inner edge, one small airless planet on the habitable zone's outer edge, and two frozen planets further out. And that was it. The disappointment was even stronger this time. Jelaxor felt his people's disappointment was almost physical as they turned the ship around and began heading back out to the FTL limit for the system. Due to the vector along which they had arrived at the system, they had wandered slightly further into the system than they had in the previous one. They were still short of the FTL limit when the ship's rather limited sensor array picked up another ship, approaching rapidly from further around the system's outer edge.

"Damn! Where did they come from?" the young Troodon on the sensors exclaimed.

"Communications. Have they signaled us?"

"No, sir, but I'm beginning to think that the communications suite isn't working properly."

"Of course not! I'm surprised anything works on this rust bucket! What do you make of the unknown ship?" he asked the young Troodon at the sensor station whose name he couldn't remember.

"She's fast, sir. The computer software is estimating her acceleration at fifty-two gravities."

"That can't be right." his second in command said disparagingly.

"I'm getting a signal, sir. It's very distorted. I think the receiving antenna on the outside of the ship was broken. It sounds like it's in Hareccan."

"Put it on speaker. Let's see what we can make of it."

A very static-filled noise erupted from the speakers.

"Unknown, static, static, heave, static, immediately. This is, static, last, static."

The language being used was Hareccan. Damn!

"Navigation. Are we going to reach the FTL limit before we're in range of that ship?"

"We're almost there, sir. Where do you want me to head?"

"Have you got the next yellow star locked in?"

"Yes, sir. We can light up the FTL drive in two seconds."

"Go!" he ordered.

There was a delay, and then the FTL drive kicked in, along with its rather strange effects. He had often wondered whether other races suffered from the same problem, but he had never gotten around to getting a definitive answer from anyone. They had been traveling in FTL for barely four hours when the navigator announced they were exiting again. That was quick, he thought to himself, and then he remembered that there were two yellow stars very close together in one area of the space they were traveling through.

This time they were in a system with a planet in the habitable zone, but it was a large, heavy planet, making it almost certainly unsuitable for colonization. The yellow stars in this area of the galaxy are not very exciting, he thought to himself as he waited for their scans to populate the system. The ship settled back into normal space without any issues, fortunately.

"Keep this on the FTL limit this time."

"Yes, sir." the Troodon at the navigation console replied.

Some time passed as they studied the displays.

"It's possible there is a station in orbit around that planet, sir." the sensor operator announced. "There is definitely something in orbit, and it looks to be too close to be a moon."

"No sign of any ships yet?"

"No. That's what makes me doubt that it's a station, as there doesn't seem to be any traffic in the system."

"Hmm." Jelaxor replied, not wanting to commit without further information. "Prepare to head for the next yellow star."

Then the alarms went off.

"Ship! It's right on top of us!" the sensor man reported, the surprised fear in his voice was palpable.

"Navigation, get us out of here!" Jelaxor ordered.

The Troodon on the communications console spoke up.

"You better hear this, sir!"

The speakers came alive with a crackling sound that they had heard earlier.

"Unknown vessel, static, Terran warship Warrior. Static, be boarded."

The words were still in Hareccan, but everybody on the bridge stared at each other. Jelaxor looked over at the communications officer.

"Tell them we surrender."

"Yes, sir!"

Jelaxor looked over at Orianix.

"You'd better stay here while I go and meet them. I'll grab Merixor to make sure there are no incidents."

Jelaxor could see Orianix wanted to come with him to the shuttle bay to meet the enigmatic Terrans, but after a moment of warring with himself, he simply nodded, and Jelaxor headed off the bridge. He found Merixor waiting in the boat bay with his men, brandishing their few weapons. Jelaxor shook his head.

"No. No weapons." At Merixor's look, he shrugged. "They just followed us through an FTL jump. That has to be a warship out there, which means it can blow us to smithereens at the twitch of a digit." He mimed pressing a button with his finger. "We will open the outer hatch and wait here patiently for them to enter completely peacefully. Do you understand?"

Merixor slumped and nodded. He led the way over to the corner of the bay, and the men piled their weapons there before they returned to stand with Jelaxor while the Troodon in charge of the boat bay opened the outer door. They waited for a surprisingly short time before they heard the clangs and felt the thuds as a shuttle landed in the bay. The Terran ship really must have come out of FTL very close to their position. He wondered if it was skill or chance. The prison ship hadn't carried a shuttle of its own, presumably to make it harder for the slaves to escape. The boat bay controller studied his screens, and then they heard the outer door closing.

"I presume they're oxygen breathers?" Merixor asked just as the boat bay operator was about to open the inner door.

"I think so. We'll find out in a moment." Jelaxor replied.

The inner door opened, and they found themselves looking at a very compact, if menacing, shuttle with six figures standing in front of it. Despite knowing what they looked like in theory, in practice, it was still a shock seeing them standing there on their two legs. Five of the figures were wearing armor that was different from Troodon armor but no doubt serving a similar purpose. The other figure had a tightfitting spacesuit on with a helmet that had a transparent panel covering about three-quarters of its front. The armored figures all carried unfamiliar weapons that looked a lot more efficient than the ones Merixor and his men had scrounged.

"One moment." a voice said in Hareccan.

It was a somewhat high-pitched, almost lyrical voice that was completely at odds with the armored figures. The spacesuited Terran moved one of its hands to the side of its helmet, which suddenly contracted into the back of the spacesuit. In hindsight, Jelaxor realized it was relatively simple engineering, but it was an impressive effect, all the same. The face revealed was somewhat like a Gormon face in features. There were two eyes and an olfactory beak above a broad, if narrow, mouth. The skin was smooth like a Gormon’s, but the similarities stopped then. This figure had what looked to be trimmed fur on its head and two protuberances, one on either side, that were possibly hearing organs. Alternatively, they could be the olfactory organs, and the beak could contain the being's hearing capabilities. Who knew when you met aliens for the first time?

"You're a long way from home, Troodons." the figure said in Hareccan.

"Yes. We are refugees seeking asylum. We understand that you Terrans will allow Troodons to live in peace without enslaving them on your world. Is that true?"

The Terran looked off into space momentarily as if receiving instructions from somewhere else, perhaps via an earbud, before focusing on Jelaxor again.

"How many of you are there aboard this vessel?"

"A hundred and fifty-eight, all told. A hundred and twenty from my clan and thirty-eight others." He paused. "We had been reduced to the status of slaves by our fellows, but we overpowered the crew of the ship and escaped."

"I see. Well, we have no slavery on New Earth, so that's one thing you don't have to worry about. Are all one hundred and fifty-eight of you determined to seek refugee status with us?"

"We haven't really discussed that. Well, all my clan will seek refugee status as we are from a sub-branch that has been declared slaves due to the stupidity of our sub-branch leader. So, we can't go back. The other thirty-eight are in a similar boat but are slaves by conquest rather than disgrace, so they can probably return to their clan if that can be arranged should they want to."

The Terran nodded, seemingly a universal sign of agreement or understanding. They then stared off into space for a few moments, no doubt waiting for instructions from their superior aboard the warship. Then the Terran snapped back into focus.

"My Captain says that we will transport you all to New Earth and sort things out there. Your ship looks pretty decrepit. Will it be able to make a distance of thirty-five Hareccan light years?"

"It should be able to. Fuel and communications are our main problems. Thirty-five light years will empty the tanks."

More silent conversing with their superior.

"Very well. Here is what my Captain proposes. We will take ten of the other group of Troodons and thirty of your clan, including your second in command, aboard our vessel for the duration of the voyage. We will put ten of our combat troops, fully armed, aboard your vessel for the duration, along with an engineer to oversee your engines and a communications tech who will attempt to repair your communications system or install one of ours. We will not get underway until he manages to get communications into a more reliable state and our engineer is happy with your ship's power supply and FTL drive. I will stay aboard as well due to my fluency with Hareccan. Are those terms acceptable?"

Jelaxor looked at Merixor, who shrugged but gave an infinitesimal nod, so Jelaxor moved over to the panel near the entry hatch and used the ship's internal comms system.

"Did you hear all that, Orianix?"

"Yes. We don’t have a lot of choices, do we, Jelaxor? Actually, they seem quite reasonable terms to me. I'll go and collect my gear so I can transfer to their ship."

"Thanks." He turned back to the Terrans. "We accept your terms. If you give me a few moments, I will organize the people to be transferred to your vessel."

The Terran nodded, and Jelaxor set about organizing which members of his clan he wanted to go across to the Terran ship. He made sure to include all those with technical backgrounds that weren't absolutely required in the engine room or on the bridge so that they could hopefully pick up some idea of Terran's technological capabilities while aboard the Terran ship. He left the outsiders to decide amongst themselves which ten would go across to the Terran ship, which they did seemingly without any problem or hesitation.

The Terrans waited for the first ten of the hostages to be assembled and then loaded them aboard their shuttle, which headed back to the warship. It returned with more of the armored troops, the engineer, and tech specialists, along with all the kit for the people who were staying aboard the transport ship. He gave the Terran leader the cabin that Orianix had been using while the rest were just housed pretty much like the Troodons, wherever there was an empty piece of deck space. The Terran communications tech spent little time trying to get the ship's system working and instead spliced a Terran communications system into the existing network, even going outside the vessel in his spacesuit to repair the damage to the antenna.

The transfer of the Troodons to the Terran ship was completed rapidly. The Terran engineer gave a rather dubious-sounding approval for the ship to set off for New Earth, and then, after inputting the course information supplied by the Terrans, they departed. Once they were in FTL space, Jelaxor turned to the Terran officer whom he had learned was called Charlotte Nguyen and held the rank of Middie aboard the warship named the Warrior. As a start on teaching his people the language of their new hosts, he insisted that all titles and names be rendered in English, which was apparently what their language was called.

"The title New Earth implies there is an old Earth, yes?"

Jelaxor may not have spent much time with the Terrans so far, but he could tell that the question made the Middie uncomfortable. The Middie clearly took a few moments to marshal her thoughts before replying.

"It does imply that, doesn't it? We are isolated from the rest of our people by a distance too large to bridge. As is clear from the title, New Earth is not our original home, but it is our home now. We do have one small colony that we started recently. We were unaware that we were not alone in this part of the galaxy for some centuries after we founded New Earth, and then later, we were more concerned about stabilizing our colony and terraforming New Earth than exploring or setting up new colonies until recently."

"Until members of my race attacked you?"

The Terran nodded. "You've heard about that?" At his nod, she continued. "Yes. It came somewhat as a shock, particularly as the Kru Denmenor was considerably more powerful than the few warships we did have. At that point, we had been detecting signals for over a century, so we knew we weren't alone, but the straight-up assault took us by surprise. Once we had realized that we weren't alone in this part of the galaxy, we started building some warships, but our ships were small and inadequate compared to the Kru Denmenor, and we were lucky to defeat it."

Jelaxor studied the Terran for a moment, lowering his head slightly to look at her from underneath the bony ridges above his eyes. This typical Troodon body language mannerism represented doubt or disbelief in something they had just been told. The Terran must've had experience with Troodons because she made the shrugging motion that he had already determined was a Terran mannerism that represented casual acceptance or something that was unimportant.

"We managed to disable its power supply which rendered its weapons inert and made their life support dependent on their emergency power supplies. We still had at least one intact ship that was preparing to fire again, and they surrendered. Most of the crew were made prisoners, and we are still holding them. There were sixty-something slaves aboard, thirty-three of which are now living on New Earth and have all applied for citizenship. The ones that volunteered for the military have been granted citizenship already."

"Interesting. So, there is hope for us as well? What happens with those that haven't been granted citizenship?"

"Well, all the ones that wish to stay have applied, but apart from those who volunteered to serve in the military, the rest have to live by our laws and prove themselves to be worthwhile members of our society for a minimum of two years, at which point their status will be reviewed. I imagine most will get their citizenship when the two years are up. The other former slaves were repatriated via a third party, and the remaining crew of the Kru Denmenor is being held for ransom. I understand negotiations are continuing with their clan as to a suitable remuneration for their return, although some have indicated they would prefer to stay and apply to be citizens of New Earth."

She made the shrugging motion again.

"I'm not sure what's happening with that, although I do know it's being debated. I understand that most of the former crew who have applied to stay are female. I gather that females are very much second-class citizens in Troodon society?"

Jelaxor very carefully and obviously imitated the Middie's shrug motion, making her smile. The truth was that Troodon women were indeed treated as second-class citizens. Once a woman was old enough to breed, they were assigned to positions of low status in all parts of society, both civil and military, where they could catch the eye of a suitable male who would make her clan an offer for her. She would then spend the next several decades bearing and raising his children until she could have no more children and her youngest had reached adulthood. At this point, they were usually sent to factories where they could work away on production line tasks that didn't tax their bodies or mental capabilities as they grew older. The only females that were likely to have been aboard the ship that had attacked New Earth were almost certainly youngsters used for menial tasks aboard the ship until one of the male crew took a fancy to them and married them. He could well imagine them being reluctant to return to Troodon society, having been exposed to the Terrans.

It was already clear to Jelaxor that Terran society was different from Troodon society. From things he had overheard, it was clear that women were treated equally in Terran society and that Terran society was built around family groups instead of a clan organization. As far as he could tell, there was nothing between a small family group and the government, which was apparently elected by the populace. He wasn't sure of the actual mechanics, but it was probably similar to a couple of other races the Troodons knew of that had elected governments. From an individual's point of view, such a form of government had a certain attraction as at least you did get some say in who was running the state. In Troodon society, it was inherited power at a clan level, and only the most powerful clan had any real say in what direction the whole race went. There were hundreds of clans of varying sizes and power, and every so often, a new clan emerged or an old clan died.

"You could say that. This is going to require some mental adjustment among my people. Females are generally smaller and weaker than males among the Troodon, more so than appears to be the case amongst you Terrans, but I have never noticed them to be any less smart when they are given a chance. That's probably the worst thing about our society. Females receive very little education."

He broke off and shook his head in a very Terran manner.

"Well, we are changing that already. Apart from those that volunteered for the military and are being taught English on the job, so to speak, all the rest of the Troodons that applied to stay are currently at school learning both the language and useful knowledge. Males and females alike."

Jelaxor nodded in the universal agreement for yes. It suddenly occurred to him just how subversive this Terran attitude was. If word of how they treated females spread around Troodon society, he imagined there would be mass immigration to New Earth by Troodon females. Damn! This was going to cause panic among the senior clan leadership once they realized the implications. Ha! It was tempting to consider returning to Troodon space to lead the revolution, but his clan was too minor, and as his branch had been disgraced, it meant that anybody could round him up as a slave if he was caught on a Troodon planet or aboard a ship taken as a prize by Troodons.

Did the Terrans realize what effect their equal rights for females would have on Troodon society? Once word spread, that is. He could see the number of Troodons living in Terran space growing rapidly in the near future. The real question was, could the Terrans maintain their independence? Troodon clans had taken over several single-planet races and turned them into slaves. It was not discussed officially, but he knew that a couple of races had been entirely wiped out. The Hareccans had done the same to several races they had deemed not worth persisting with and had also absorbed numerous minor races into their hegemony. Those races were not necessarily enjoying the process as most of them had very limited rights, not full citizenship.

"So, Middie Nguyen," he said as his vocal cords struggled with the strange name. "Tell me about Terran Federation military capabilities." He held up a hand. "I don't mean military secrets; I just mean general military capability compared to the Hareccans.

The Middie nodded and made an expression with her facial muscles that he still wasn't sure of.

"We are aware, militarily, that we're not in your league as yet, nor any of the other main races we have had dealings with now. Fortunately, your people rarely act in concert, and the Hareccans just aren’t interested at this stage. Ship for ship, our ships are better and getting better. Our computer systems are significantly better than anything anybody else has as far as we can determine. Our weapons systems were nowhere near as good, though, which was one of the reasons why the Kru Denmenor nearly succeeded in defeating us, but we have closed the gap since then and even made some improvements in certain areas."

"So, how big is your fleet, if you don't mind me asking?"

"At the moment? Well, we have one old ship we classed as a corvette that is the sole survivor of the fleet we had when the Kru Denmenor turned up. We have five vessels in this ship's class, four of which are serving with the Allied Fleet while we are taking a turn at exploration and training. We have two more of a new type of destroyer under construction. We have four cruisers in service, with two more fitting out. Two of the cruisers are serving with the Allied Fleet, with the longest-serving ones being rotated out when a new one enters service so that all the crews get some experience. We've just started constructing two cruisers to a new design. There was a delay in the middle there while we refitted the Taxon battleship we captured."

"You captured a Taxon battleship?" Jelaxor couldn't keep the surprise out of his voice.

"Well, yes. I probably shouldn't be telling you all this, but from what I understand, you've got nowhere else to go but to throw in your lot with us. It's an older battleship that was badly damaged in one of those battles, and when it FTL’d out of the system the battle was in, it wasn't able to keep up with the rest of the Taxon fleet and dropped out of FTL in a system not that far from where the battle had been fought. Our squadron pursued it and fought it to a standstill until it surrendered because their ship lost power."

She paused for a moment clearly thinking about something. Jelaxor was less surprised now that he had heard the story, as ships that lost power quite often surrendered. Not always, of course. Some races preferred to commit suicide. As far as Jelaxor was concerned, it was better to choose slavery rather than death in the cold of space. There was always the chance that you might escape later as he and his people had done or that some other miracle might happen.

"We took the crew off and handed most of them over to the Hareccans because we really didn't have the facilities to look after them. This was over in Hareccan space. Only later did we learn about what the Hareccans would do with them, which we weren't impressed with. We piggybacked the derelict ship back to New Earth, where we've been studying it while we refit it with our systems and weapons. I understand we are nearly ready to build our own battleship."

If anything, this surprised Jelaxor even more. Battleships were so tough because their hulls were extruded in one enormous unit all at once. It required a huge investment in the plant to do the extruding, plus massive amounts of computer power to control it all. Most smaller powers couldn't justify the investment and either bought ships from the bigger powers or did without. The Troodons had no battleships of their own that he was aware of and lacked the capability of building them. No clan had sufficient resources to devote that much of their industrial capacity to setting up the plant to build a battleship. The fact that the Terrans were busily doing exactly that said a lot about their tenacity and focus, although not so much about their economic sense. Or perhaps it said too much about their economic capability. Interesting question.

"Building a battleship slipway is a huge investment for a small state. Most single system states just don't have the spare capacity to devote to such a task," he commented to the Terran.

"So we gather. There is a huge debate in military circles about the value of building battleships compared to other types of weapons systems, such as AI-operated attack drones. Many feel that small cheap drones are a much better investment than huge battleships."

"That's a debate that's been going on for millennia. I've not read a lot of history, but I do know that space fighters were very popular at one stage, and missiles have been in and out of favor several times, but the modern laser close-in defense systems are just too efficient."

The Terran studied him for a moment as if she was going to say something and then decided not to. She repeated the shrugging gesture, this time to indicate that it didn't matter, he interpreted. From this conversation, he realized that the Terrans were much stronger than he was initially led to believe. Even if they only had a captured battleship, one battleship was better than none. He wondered if the Hareccans were paying attention to the ships they were rotating through the Allied Fleet. From what he knew of the Hareccans, there was a good chance they simply didn't care what the petty nations were doing. He smiled to himself, realizing that the decision to throw themselves on the Terran mercy was looking better and better all the time.




Chapter 14



840

The first Annual Strategic Review was a meeting proposed by the President to provide an update of all the relevant information to senior government officials, politicians, and Navy personnel. The first part had been general reports made by the heads of several government departments on how the economy was going and where the problems lay. The audience consisted of the President, Vice President, members of the Senate's Armed Services Committee, heads of various government departments, and senior members of the departments, all the senior Naval officers in the system at present, including every ship Captain and several scientists.

Vice Admiral Andrews had selected Captain Malcolm Harris to report on the Naval situation as he was the most informed Naval officer available. Why his superior didn't do the report himself, Harris didn’t understand. A summary of his report would be sent to all the Naval ship Captains serving on foreign stations to keep them appraised of the latest developments at home. It took some time to get everybody seated, but finally, the Chief Petty Officer overseeing the guest's seating signaled that everybody was present and accounted for.

Captain Harris moved to the lectern and plugged in a chip. He pressed a few buttons, and some data graphs and lists appeared on the screen to his left. "These charts are a summary of the data we compiled from the sensor readings collected during the Battle of Hafor. Most of the data is pretty much as expected, but several interesting points can be extracted from the information. Particularly in relation to the use of missiles."

He paused and pointed to the far upper list. "During the battle, there were one thousand four hundred and twenty-four missiles launched by both sides. Of that number, there were a total of twenty-two hits on opposing ships."

There was a stir in the crowd at this declaration, and it took some time for everybody to quieten down.

"Even more interesting is the breakdown of these hits by when they happened and which targets were hit." He pointed to another chart. "We have divided the ships into three categories, light being destroyers or smaller, medium being cruisers, and large being battleships. As well as that, we divided the battle into three phases, the early phase, before the heavy ships reached beam range. The middle period was when the two formations were slugging it out, and the late phase, once the Taxon Fleet broke off from the close action and ran."

He paused for a moment. "Forty-nine percent of the missiles were fired in the early phase. Thirty-eight percent were fired in the middle phase, and only thirteen percent in the late phase. This small percentage in the late phase is because most ships on both sides had exhausted their missile loads by that time. Indeed only a few of the battleships and our cruisers were still firing missiles in quantity in the late phase."

There was a pause while he waited for a moment to allow his audience to absorb the numbers. The colored graph on the big screen made the ratios clear.

"During the early phase of the battle, when nearly half the missiles were fired, a total of two hits were scored, both on small ships. An exceedingly small return for the number of missiles fired."

The crowd murmured as comments were passed. Surprise showed on many faces.

"During the middle phase, there were a total of eight hits, five on small ships, two on medium, and one on one of the large targets. This is despite the range having closed considerably and shields being under fire from plasma projectors." He again waited a moment as they absorbed the information. "During the late phase, thirteen hits were scored, eight on small, three on medium, and two on large vessels. Both of those hits on large vessels were by our cruisers on the Jermain."

He again stopped and let them consider these facts. "Of all the hits, only two, yes, that is right, two, did any serious physical damage to opposition warships. The damage caused by all the other hits was minor and did little to incapacitate the ships that were hit. The two serious hits caused the destruction of an Hareccan destroyer which was hit by a large missile after a Taxon heavy cruiser knocked down its shields, and then our cruisers scored one damaging hit on the Jermain's engines. Which was the main reason we were able to capture her. She was about to jump when the missile hit her engine compartment, following the final long-range beam barrage, which took down her rear shield by sheer luck."

He waited while they considered this information. "Most of the other missile hits dissipated on the enemy warship's shields, although in several cases, the hit did weaken the shield sufficiently that follow-up plasma fire took it down and led to the target being damaged or destroyed."

"From this information, the obvious conclusion to be drawn is that missiles are largely ineffective in large space battles, especially against large warships with effective point defense systems. We believe this explains why foreign ships are so lightly equipped with missiles and launchers, a policy we have followed to some extent with the Revenge class destroyers and the General class cruisers, taking our lead from the Kru Denmenor. Modern point defense systems, largely in the form of multi-tube lasers, are indeed very effective."

He stopped speaking and stepped slightly back from the lectern, and he watched those assembled before him nod and discuss the points raised with their neighbors. After a good few minutes, he stepped back up to the lectern, and after everybody had settled down upon seeing him back at the lectern, he spoke again.

"While at first sight, you might believe it obvious that missiles are of limited use and should perhaps be done away with entirely, thus freeing a large amount of hull and internal space for other uses, we, in analysis, believe this design policy is fundamentally wrong!" He paused for effect as heads came up and people whispered queries. "In fact, we are of the opinion that our ships should have their missile compliments greatly increased and new fire and control systems introduced to take advantage of larger missile volleys and load-outs."

There was muttering and shaking of heads, but he continued. "What is obvious from the records is that none of our Allies, nor our enemies for that matter, have any proper method of coordination in their attacks. It is very much each ship for itself. Yes, they do indeed concentrate their fire against specific targets locally, but it is only locally and still amounts to attacks by individual ships launching their missiles separately at the same target. These uncoordinated volleys are much easier to counter by the target and any nearby ships, it would be much more difficult to protect themselves if there were a single large wave of missiles all targeting one vessel simultaneously."

"It is our belief that with a properly coordinated salvo of several ships worth of missiles, our force should be able to punch through almost any ship's shields. Including the latest Harecca battleship design, whose performance we have been able to gain some useful information about while serving alongside them. At least, that is the theory. In practice, well, we all know about Murphy, so I expect such attacks to work maybe half the time, or even less against well-defended bigger ships, but it should be absolutely devastating against older ships and smaller ships from cruisers down."

"As a result of this study, we have put a halt to the construction of the Revenge class destroyers and the Alexander class cruisers. We have also modified the design of the new Constellation class destroyers, which will now carry a significantly heavier missile armament. We were only able to make limited changes to the Constellation class, so we have come up with a workaround."

Here he put an image up on the screen of an ugly-looking metal shape that appeared to be bolted onto the side of a small cargo ship.

"This is the Euphrates, a Nile class Fleet Supply Ship. You are looking at the finished prototype of our new missile box launcher designed to take advantage of our new missile designs. It can carry twelve of the new Mark IX small ship missiles or SSMs. It can also carry nine of the Mark III large ship missiles, or LSMs, when we finally get them into service. Alternatively, it can carry two of the Mark I ship buster missiles or SBMs."

He pointed at the image. "It is able to do this through a very clever modular design. The missiles come on premade racks that slot into the box launcher and then have the electronics and electrical circuits connected. This means that the power supply is the same for all missile types. All the new missiles we are designing are based on this concept. Not only that, but we are doing a redesign of the heavy cruisers, with the new class to be called the Rommel class. As I said earlier, the first two of the Constellation class are already too far along to make any significant changes on the slipway. We are also working on a new Enterprise class of destroyer design. Why the new designs, are you asking?"

He pressed a couple of buttons, and the display updated with the three new ship classes.

"The Enterprise class will have essentially the same displacement as the Constellation class; it is just a redesign to carry more missiles. With the cruisers, we are taking the opportunity to fix a few design problems with the Alexander class that have shown up under service conditions. The Rommel class is slightly larger with significantly greater missile capacity, but otherwise similar. But I imagine you are still wondering what the main point of these redesigns is. It is very simple. Each of the new designs will be able to carry either small or large missiles or a combination of both. We are adapting the modular design of the box launcher and using that for the ship's internal launchers. In theory, the destroyers could carry the SBMs, but their size limitations mean that it would be too hard to load the missiles aboard the ship."

He pointed to the screen. "The new designs also incorporate docking ports for the box launchers. The destroyers can carry two, while the heavy cruisers can carry four. And yes, that does mean that the destroyers could be armed with four SBMs. We are also going to refit the older ships to be able to carry the box launchers as time and availability permit. Meanwhile, our software people are developing command and control systems for when we launch a large missile salvo. There is no point in firing twenty missiles at a ship when ten would have done the job. Initially, this will be based on a fair amount of guesswork, sorry, carefully calculated estimates," here most of the crowd smiled, "going into the targeting programming, but as time goes on, that should get better when real-life information is incorporated into the systems."

He paused and changed the screen to display a missile.

"This is the new Mark III Large Ship Missile. It carries its own ECCM and is at least twice as hard to target as the previous model that is currently being used by our ships. When these new missiles are combined with our new ships, the missile numbers we're talking about become quite large. A force composed of two cruisers and two destroyers, similar to what took down the Jermain, will be able to launch an initial maximum salvo of one hundred sixty large ship missiles if they are armed that way. Alternatively, one hundred and eight large ship missiles from the cruisers and seventy-two small ship missiles from the two destroyers."

These numbers produced some serious conversations in the audience, and he gave them a minute. Finally, he stepped back up to the lectern and started speaking again.

"Bear in mind that is using all the box launchers in one massive strike. This will almost certainly be the preferred tactic of our forces, but there are alternatives. The most obvious one is only to use half the box launchers in the first strike, which gives you an equally large second strike. Similarly, you could go for thirds or even quarters. The other point to bear in mind is that the box launchers don't add to the ship's crew while tripling or quadrupling the maximum missile strike capability in the early stages of the battle."

He changed the picture again to show the Kru Denmenor.

"The addition of four box launchers to the Kru Denmenor suddenly makes this old light cruiser a significantly more dangerous ship. We're currently working on a design based on the ship's hull for an anti-destroyer or anti-pirate vessel. We are looking at a ship with sixteen internal launchers for SSMs. The design will be twenty percent faster than the new Enterprise class but with flag accommodation, so it can serve as the flagship of destroyer squadrons, as a suitable ship for colonial defense, and even for diplomatic missions. But that is a long way down the track. What we are going to produce for home defense in the short term is this."

The picture changed again to show what looked like one of the Fleet Auxiliaries or standard cargo ships that were being built. He then showed a close-up of the cargo bay.

"Pretty much the whole cargo capacity of the ship is replaced by box launchers. A ship built to the same hull as the standard Fleet Auxiliaries will be able to carry twenty-four of the box launchers, which gives it an initial strike capability of two hundred and sixteen LSMs. The ship has two main problems, the first being that it is very fragile. This is acceptable as a first-strike weapon against an enemy who doesn't know what is coming, but once they have been used openly against an enemy, we can expect opponents to hunt them out and destroy them early. We are proposing that these be kept here in the New Earth system as a last-ditch surprise weapon."

He flicked the play button on his screen, and the image changed again to show a strange-looking ship that seemed to be all framework and motors.

"This is a construction drone that is used to transport heavy components around the dockyards. They are very simple, highly maneuverable, and relatively cheap to make. If you replace their small reaction motor at the back with a destroyer-size motor and sling an SBM underneath it, you get something that looks like this."

He pressed another button, and the image changed. The new image looked all out of proportion with the large motor unit at the back and the big heavy missile slung underneath it.

"It looks ungainly, but it can accelerate at over one hundred gravities, and we expect to increase that by at least 20 to 25 percent during the development process. It is built from composite materials where possible and is very hard to detect on the radar when its motor is not operating. The maneuvering jets mean that, unlike a missile with its small course alterations, this thing can maneuver like a shuttle, making it much harder to hit. Once it releases the missile, it can return to the base or carrier, where it can be reloaded and then used again. It is a cross between a combat drone and an old-style torpedo bomber from your history books."

"The tacticians think the best operating procedure will be to have these behind objects, such as a moon or a planet, where they can launch and get up to a pretty high speed before they slingshot around the body and then head towards the target. Given the low radar profile of the things when they are not using their main engine, we anticipate that they will be able to get fairly close to an opponent before they are detected. At least the first time we use them. Like the converted Auxiliaries, they are fragile and will fall apart if point-defense weapons hit them. Because they lack internal crew, their cost is significantly cheaper than a frigate for a similar strike capability. They provide both a cost-effective way of boosting our planetary system's defenses and a method of carrying out a massive surprise strike against a battleship-heavy fleet."

"The other type of drone we are looking at is similar in construction with the same composite materials used in the low radar profile, but rather than a SBM slung underneath it, it will carry two LSMs that have been modified to reduce their radar profile as well. This drone will be a kamikaze drone, designed to fly into a ship's shields and explode, with the drones stacked up in a column behind the lead one so that the shield is subjected to repeated explosions on the same section of the shield until it falls down and then the subsequent drones will hammer into the ship's hull hopefully destroying it in the process."

He looked around while his audience thought about the implications of what he had just described. Finally, one audience member put up their hand, and he acknowledged that person, although it was someone he didn't recognize.

"Surely these are no different to any previous drones or missiles for that matter. Why should they be any more successful?"

"Partly because they are AI controlled. Each drone has its own onboard sensor suite that the AI controls so it can take evasive action to dodge missiles and even laser close-in defense systems to some extent. Unlike missiles, the drones should be able to successfully weave and dodge enemy defense systems that target them until they are very close, at which point we are relying on sheer weight of numbers to punch through the enemy ship's defenses and shields before eventually striking the ship itself."

He paused for a moment. "These drones won't be cheap, more expensive than an SBM in fact, but we anticipate their survival rate to be high enough to warrant the expense. It is early days yet, and the system is yet to prove itself even in theory, but the general consensus among our military scientists is that this is the way of the future. Not everyone is convinced, which is why we are still proceeding with the Trafalgar class battleships and the new ship designs for the smaller vessels. I might add that the Trafalgar is being redesigned as well, but as we hadn’t started extruding the hull, the redesign is not really delaying the ship to any great extent."

"In other developments, we are still a few months away from testing the new drive system we have been developing, which will increase our ship's acceleration by 20 to 30 percent using a similar amount of fuel and taking up less space. Progress has been slower than anticipated, and we are still more than a year away from any likely deployment. The new plasma cannon design is progressing slowly as well. The development of the design is being complicated by the fact that we are attempting to make the new plasma cannon have almost the same footprint as our existing weapons so they can simply be removed from the older ships and replaced with a new weapon, greatly increasing their firepower without any need to rebuild the ships."

"Are there any questions?"

As if that audience wouldn't have questions, many of which were totally irrelevant. He spent the next two hours answering questions. Finally, the meeting drew to a close with Vice Admiral Andrews giving the closing address, praising the scientists and the development teams for all their hard work. After that, all the working Navy people gleefully escaped to their real jobs. As they headed out, he turned to Captain Harris.

"Good work, Malcolm. You explained all the key points simply and in as straightforward a manner that even the dumbest politician could understand what you were saying. Hopefully, it will keep the politicians out of our hair for the next six to twelve months."

Captain Harris laughed. "I doubt that, sir. Those armed services committee fellows like wandering around keeping an eye on everything."

"True, but we've now given them information that should keep them happy for some months and hopefully for a year. They're politicians, so they have egos the size of a battleship. The worst thing you can do is make them feel like they're being left out of whatever's going on. I know it runs the risk of secrets getting out, but we don't have any real security concerns at the moment. It's not like we have a stream of foreign cargo ships with their crews always calling here. So far, I think we've only had one Lotharn cargo ship turn up here, and that's it?"

"Well, yes, sir, but our ships are starting to travel all over, and I recall that old saying from pre-space days, loose lips sink ships."

Andrews surprised himself and laughed. "That's a classic. Perhaps we should print up posters and have them stuck aboard all the cargo ships to remind the crews that they are dealing with foreigners and need to be careful."

Captain Harris smiled. "Way ahead of you, sir. We not only have posters aboard the ships, but we are infiltrating their crews with operatives, with the aim being to have at least one aboard every cargo ship dealing with outsiders."

Andrews nodded. "And what's happening with the Taxon prisoners the Hareccans have?"

Harris gave the Admiral a grin.

"The President has got behind this matter and pushed. The Foreign Affairs people say they have just about done a deal with the Hareccans to get the surviving Taxons transferred back to us. We're releasing a new top-end chip that is ten to twelve percent faster than the previous top-end chip in exchange for releasing, no, I mean, officially, they are transferring the Taxon prisoners to us as we were the ones who captured them. We will give the Hareccans an exclusive supply of the new chips for twelve months." He shook his head while grinning as the chips they were supplying their Allies, while better than anything their Allies were currently making, were significantly old tech compared to Terran computer systems. "Foreign Affairs thinks it's just a matter of negotiating the length of the exclusive deal, and the prisoners will be transferred."

"Good. And how is our small group of existing prisoners going?"

"It's like they can't quite believe we haven't sent them to the salt mines yet. They give the impression they're waiting for the other shoe to drop, if that makes sense?" The Admiral nodded, and Harris continued. "We do have a couple learning English who are also teaching our people to speak Taxon, and they were very surprised when we started supplying them with entertainment from Taxon itself, which we're sourcing through the Lotharn."

"And the expansion of the prison camp will be completed in time for the new prisoners to arrive?"

"Yes, sir. It's nearly ready now."

The Admiral nodded. They walked along in silence for a few paces.

"Does intelligence have anything else it wishes to pass on to me?"

"We are still analyzing the pros and cons of the trading hub idea, but so far, we haven't found any real problem with it, in theory at least." the Captain replied.

"What's the latest on placement?"

"F-128 is the preferred system, currently. It has a Mars-like planet that we will put the trading post in orbit around that should serve adequately. A scientific group wants to undertake experiments in terraforming the place. While its atmosphere is very similar to Mars, it is considerably larger, with a gravity of .85. The Navy wants a separate fleet station built in orbit as well and intends to rotate warships through the system."

"Yes, I've seen those plans." the Admiral said. "I threw a spanner in their works when I ordered that as it will be a public trading post, none of the new design ships could be rotated through the system. Much as we are going to do with the Allied Fleet contingent, only older ships will be put on public view. Why F-128?"

"Mostly because of its positioning. It's a day shorter in travel time from Lotharn than New Earth, three days shorter travel time from Gormon, and only two days longer from Broon. The Troodons have also shown interest in trading there, providing we refrain from shooting them on sight."

The Admiral nodded. "It will present all sorts of challenges from an intelligence point of view. How is the feeling in the intelligence department?"

"It's mostly regarded as a good idea, sir. There are those who think it's of dubious value, while others are convinced it will provide us with a great opportunity to spy on all sorts of other races. They all agree that it will also be a potential security risk to ourselves, but the general consensus is more for than against."

"Good. There's so much weight behind the idea in commercial circles and, therefore, the politicians that I think it will go ahead unless something dramatic happens, although I am working to make it happen as slowly as possible. If nothing else, we're stretched too thin as it is, militarily."

The Captain nodded. They had reached the pickup zone at that point, and the Admiral's car arrived to transport them back to the headquarters building. The Admiral remained silent in the car as he considered other matters unrelated to the intelligence side of affairs. The new design of the ships had been delayed yet again as they modified the designs once more to allow for the Troodon crewmen, which seemed to be something that would happen in small numbers sooner rather than later.

Both the Constellation and the Meteor were already undergoing conversion to enable them to carry the missile box launchers as well as provide space for Troodon crewmen. The first of the new Enterprise class ships had been delayed on the stocks for the same reason as had the first of the Rommel class cruisers. There wasn't a lot they could do with the older ships regarding the crew makeup without some considerable internal rebuilding. The Department of Naval Shipbuilding Bureau had come up with a plan to modernize the older cruisers, but it would mean each one was out of service for close to six months. He had already given approval for the Darius to be refitted as it was still fitting out and not in service yet. The real problem was hiding their actual strengths from their neighbors.

"Will anybody notice if we use the Xenghis or the Hannibal in the rotation with the Allied Fleet squadron?" he asked the Intelligence Captain sitting next to him.

"Not if we give them the name of one of the three ships the Hareccans know about."

Andrews considered this for a moment. "Oh, I see what you mean. We can send the Xenghis out to the Allied squadron to rotate whichever of the ships is due to come back next and call it the Caesar."

"Precisely, sir. The Hareccans don't really pay any attention to our ships, provided we have the right number in the squadron. All the communications officers would have to be drilled at calling the ship by the right name, but I don't see that's an insurmountable problem, and it is quite possible that none of the Allied races have broken our codes and got into our communications anyway." He paused for a moment. "The most likely point of failure would be one of the senior officers using the wrong name for the ship during a conversation with other Allied officers."

"Yes, I can see that. The easiest answer is to make it a flat rule that the relieving ship be always referred to by the name it supposedly purports, even in casual conversation."

"I shall pass that on, sir," Harris replied, nodding.

Andrews nodded as well, as it would solve their problem of refitting their ships if they could use the other two Alexander class cruisers in the rotation. It wouldn't matter that one of the ships was laid up for six months while it was refitted in that case.

"Once we get that trade station up and running, rotating cruisers through there will show that we have more than just the three that were currently fielding." the Admiral observed.

"That would be expected by our Allies, though, sir. I imagine it will take at least twelve months minimum to get the station operating, sir. Possibly a good deal longer if you do a good job delaying it, sir. By that time, adding a fourth cruiser to the rotation would show that we were still building our strength but were not totally focused on building a large fleet and instead relying on the Alliance to protect us."

"Good point. I'll pass that on to Foreign Affairs. Ensure all our agents know what's happening with the fleet."

"I will do that, sir. We should be able to set up a solid wall of disinformation over time, sir."

"Good."

Andrews stared out the vehicle window for a while and made no further comments on the short trip back to back to Naval Headquarters. When they arrived, he continued sitting in his seat for a moment after the vehicle had stopped, and when Harris went to get out, he raised a hand to stop him.

"Where are we at with Operation Taillight?"

"From an Intelligence point of view, we've provided all the information we can hope to gain in the near future. It is possible we might gain some new sources of information over the next six months, but there is no guarantee, sir."

The Admiral nodded. "About what I thought. I've got a meeting with the Operation's planning staff tomorrow. There's a good chance I'll be going to the President to ask him for permission to carry out the operation in the next few days."

The Captain shrugged. "It's a risk, sir, but at the same time, it could be strategically quite effective. Our people's main question is will the Hareccans allow us to carry it out?"

"Commodore Jeffers has spoken to his superior about the possibility of such a raid, and the feedback was positive. I think if we present a well-thought-out plan, there will be no problem."

"Well, sir, I will keep my people on it as there is always the chance of some last-minute piece of information turning up that will prove critical, but as far as Intelligence is concerned, it should catch the Taxons completely by surprise."

"That's the plan, Malcolm. That's the plan."




Chapter 15



841 The raid

The Terran task force coasted into the system under an emissions blackout and gradually spread out to hopefully avoid detection en mass. Newly promoted Vice Admiral Jeffers tried to project calm as the tedious task of slipping into the system began. He was still adjusting to his new rank. With the increase in the size of the fleet, Karl Andrews had been promoted to full Admiral. John Schwarzmann had been promoted to Commodore and given command of the Terran Squadron attached to the Allied Fleet, while Axel had been rotated home and planted his flag on the still unfinished, refitted battleship, Jermain for three months. Three glorious months where he had been able to go home on the weekends and, at least after a fashion, live an almost normal life.

And then, after several months of negotiations, while the war remained quiet, the plan worked out by Vice Admiral Jeffers and his team had been accepted by the Hareccan High Command as a way of taking the fight to the enemy without risking their capital ships. This resulted in another rearrangement of the Navy. The fleet was now designated as the First Fleet. The ships in New Earth orbit were designated Task Force 1:1. The ships in orbit around Atlantis, their new colony, were designated Task Force 2:1, and the ships attached to the Allied Fleet were designated Task Force 3:1.

There were also several changes to the senior naval commanders. John Schwarzmann was promoted to Vice Admiral and given command of Task Force 1:1, while Axel transferred back to Task Force 3:1 and was given the task of carrying out the raid. Anton Demendev was promoted to Commodore and given Task Force 2:1, which consisted of the upgraded Kru Denmenor, the working-up destroyer Constellation, the new frigate Rodney, and the old frigate Halsey. Alexander Dennis was promoted to Commodore and given command of Battleship Division 1, which consisted only of the Jermain at this stage, but effectively he functioned as Schwarzmann's second in command.

Once the raid had been approved, it took another month to stock up on supplies and carry out the needed maintenance on the ships of Allied Task Force Twenty-Six, with the final complement being three Terran heavy cruisers, four of their destroyers, two Neg'arn destroyers, and the Gormon frigate, which was all their race could manage to field. They had settled on the target system quite deep in Taxon space, and the task force departed accompanied by two fleet transport ships carrying further supplies which they would transfer to the warships at the edge of the first target system allowing the transports to return home. They would reload supplies and meet the task force at a different system to replenish the ship supplies once more before the task force headed home.

The task force took the target system by complete surprise, although there didn't happen to be all that much in the system at the time, which surprised them. They did manage to capture two cargo ships, destroy three others, and destroy all the space infrastructure the system possessed before departing. Unfortunately, several other ships escaped the system and would no doubt carry the alarm to the Taxon authorities. When the Task Force began the long process of leaving the system's gravity well, they deliberately set their course for an uninhabited red dwarf system to confuse any pursuers before re-entering FTL and heading to their next target system.

After several more systems had been attacked, Admiral Jeffers discovered several faults with the plan, mostly to do with the insufficiently accurate intelligence he'd been given regarding the systems they had targeted. The worst thing was they could spend weeks trying to sneak into a system, coasting in from outside the FTL limit, only to find there was nothing there, or that their presence had been detected early and the bad guys were massing to ambush them, or the system was evacuating. So far, their raid had only netted a half dozen destroyed interstellar cargo ships and the capture of three more. They damaged or destroyed space facilities in every system they visited and disrupted local shipping in two busy systems. The three captured cargo ships had been divided up, with the Terrans getting two and the Neg'arn being given one. Given their contribution to the force was only two undersized and poorly armed destroyers, there had been some grumbling about them getting a third of the spoils, but it at least made for good diplomacy. Jeffers supposed that the next prize would have to be given to the Gormon even though they had only contributed a frigate to the fleet.

Mind you, he'd prefer that the Gormon were looked after rather than the Neg'arn. The latter were arrogant and touchy, and the two destroyer Captains clearly resented being placed under the command of the upstart Terrans. Plus, their more reptilian look, sound, and, above all, bad smell meant that their race was not very popular among the human crews, especially the Terran officers, who had to spend the most time in close proximity to the Neg'arn officers.

The Gormon, on the other hand, had been almost embarrassingly grateful to be allowed to contribute their ship to the expedition. Their race was a sort of avian mammal or mammalian bird; no one could quite decide without dissecting one, something that you didn't ask to do in polite society! They were happy, at times boisterous, and almost childlike in manner. Their system was right on the edge of Allied space, inward from the Terran-controlled area, and they were still a little primitive. They had been raided by the Troodons a couple of times and, when finally found by representatives of the Broon, had persuaded that race to allow the Gormon to purchase two old frigates for system defense, and when the war started, they had bought a state-of-the-art frigate from the Lotharn, which formed their contribution. Since the Terrans had joined the Alliance, they had found the Gormon to be the friendliest of the other Alliance races, and a strong relationship was growing between the two races, at least among their warship crews.

The Gormon ship was assigned to the Fourth Fleet with the humans under the Hareccan Harathidor. Harathidor meant something like senior strike force commander in the Hareccan tongue, and the Terrans translated the title as Fleet Admiral. He had put it in the division with two of the four Terran Destroyers, and thus they had been included in the largely Terran Task Force Twenty-Six. TF26 had seven Terran ships, all three cruisers they had rotated through their contingent, and four destroyers, which were all the ships they had shown the Hareccans before, apart from an extra destroyer which was used to rotate the others out and which the Terran’s claimed had an engine fault and was unavailable for the mission. Using all three of their cruisers, the two normally part of the Alliance Fleet and the extra one which rotated in to relieve the other two, was one of the things they had been forced to agree to in order to get the plan approved by the Hareccans. As far as the Terran High Command could tell, none of the Allied races had any idea of how fast the Terrans were expanding their Navy as none of them bothered to send ships to New Earth, nor had any opened an Embassy there. Having gotten a better measure of their Allies, the Terran government discouraged the idea of embassies now.

An all Allied ship task force had been a rarity early in the war, but the Hareccans felt the decisive battle was approaching and were concentrating nearly all their own warships in the First and Second Fleets, which were earmarked for the next phase of the methodical advance the Alliance was attempting to undertake despite the reverses they had suffered. The Taxons had so far failed to line up for a full fleet battle, but they would have to do something soon. And in anticipation of that, the Terrans had suggested the raid in Taxon rear space by light units to disrupt trade and force the Taxons to spread out their combat ships in rear areas that they could otherwise use to reinforce their main fleet.

The Hareccan High Command had taken over a month to approve the plan's final draft, and the local Hareccan Fleet commander had not been impressed with it right from the start. He had pretty much deliberately made it clear that the only way the force would get to the levels asked for was by the Terrans committing the whole Terran Expeditionary Force to the operation, plus the extra three ships from the Allies. Having no Hareccan ships in the Task Force was, in fact, a good thing, as far as Rear Admiral Jeffers was concerned, because even their lowest destroyer drivers were arrogant and supercilious in their attitude toward their lesser Allies, such as the Terrans.

Scanner probes were gradually filling in the details of the next system to be attacked as TF26 silently coasted further into the gravity well. The system was supposed to be a supply hub and training center and had been the main target of the raid all along, not that Jeffers had any confidence in that being the case going on the poor intelligence provided about the previous systems they had visited. In fact, if he was asked, he would have to say that the systems they had visited bore only a geographical resemblance to what the Hareccan Intelligence Service people had indicated they would find. When they returned, he was going to spend a lot of time discussing the failings of the intelligence they had been given with those responsible. He had the Flag Bridge set up to repeat all the verbal communications occurring between the crew on the ship's bridge so he was not left out of the loop on something important.             

"No apparent facilities or energy sources on the two frozen planets closest to us." Lieutenant Franklin announced from the sensor station.

The plot continued to fill out. The one habitable planet was the fourth from the star and had two medium-sized moons. The second, third, and fifth planets were further away from the task force than the habitable planet due to their approach vector and where those bodies were in their orbits. There was supposed to be a gas mining facility on the sixth planet which was about as far from the task force as the habitable planet at this moment in time. The probes enabled them to see details their ship's sensors would not pick up over the vast distances involved. This was exacerbated by the anti-dust energy screens that all ships used to protect themselves from small particles and micro-meteorites when moving through space that tended to mask a ship's energy signature.

"Contact. Slow-moving ship on approach to the sixth planet. Large. Possibly a tanker." Franklin informed the Admiral.

Jeffers thought about altering course but decided to wait and see what else popped up before doing anything that would attract attention. He remained silent and continued to stare at the plot. Several minutes passed in relative peace.

"Second contact. The ship appears to be a cargo ship from the mass. Moving inbound towards habitable planet from a course that heads in the direction of another colony system." Before Jeffers could say or do anything. "More contacts!" Franklin announced more loudly, although he managed to keep any of his obvious excitement out of his voice.

"One, no two more cargo ships inbound on two different tracks. And an outbound ship, heading towards their colony at Klin."

More time silently passed by. Then a steward wandered through the bridge distributing coffee, tea, and light snacks, with the crew at action stations while no immediate action was pending. Some considerable time later, Franklin gathered more information.

"The gas giant has a mining station and probably two tankers or cargo ships in dock. There is also possibly another station or, more likely, a platform further around the gas giant. The big tanker we spotted before seems to be on track for the platform rather than the mining station."

Jeffers elected to keep the Task Force continue coasting inward as another hour or so ticked by.

"Ah ha. The probes are coming into range of the inhabited planet. There are two stations. One has several small to medium ships around it that all look civilian." There was a pause. "The other has a heavy cruiser, two destroyers, and a corvette either in space or docked. The station looks to be armed from the power readings." The Lieutenant went silent for a moment. "Lost one of the probes, sir. They definitely detected it, sir. Active sensors are powering up all over. Yep. Power cores are also starting to warm up on the ships, sir. It will take them a while to get their ships underway, though from a cold start."

Admiral Jeffers nodded absently to himself as he considered the best option, even though he was not visible to the people on the ship's bridge. The Task Force's speed and angle of approach limited his actions to a degree, but in practice, his main choices were only two, fight first or fight second. He used his tactical plot to try out a few alternate courses before pressing a button to open a communications channel to the ships in the Task Force. Because it was a mixed Alliance Task Force, he had to speak in Hareccan.

"All Captains. We will change course to 271 by minus 15 and begin deceleration at five lecthons. We will destroy the facilities and the ships at the gas giant first, then use its gravity well to swing us around to face their combat ships should they choose to fight. Activate in two declars from this time, mark."

Even the Neg'arn Captains had no problems with the course change, deceleration, and maintaining formation. But then, his instructions had been pretty simple. Well, the die is cast, so to speak, Jeffers thought to himself. The enemy would be picking up their emissions in due course now that they were using their main engines to brake before reaching the gas giant. The enemy combat ships would not get there in time to stop the Task Force from destroying the facilities and any tankers that couldn't get out of the way.

"Sir?" Lieutenant Franklin said with a note of query in his voice.

"Yes, Lieutenant?"

"Sir. Their combat ships are not exactly moving toward us, nor are they fleeing. At least not directly."

"What do you mean?" Captain Jones replied.

"I'm not sure what they are doing, sir. Look at the plot, sir. They're curving away slightly rather than moving straight towards us, but they are not simply heading for the FTL limit either."

There was a few moments of silence as they both contemplated the data. The ship's Captain came online to the Admiral, sounding puzzled.

"Sir. Are you seeing what their ships are doing?’

"Yes, Andrew. What do you make of it?" Jeffers replied, although he already had his own ideas of what it meant.

"If they were going to run, they'd be blasting for the FTL limit already, sir. I think that it's possible there are more combat ships hidden from us on the other side of the star, and these chaps are angling to meet up with them before engaging us. It would make sense from their course."

Admiral Jeffers nodded, as this was the only possible reason he could think of for the course they were taking.

"I concur. Thank you, Andrew. On the other hand, it means we should be able to destroy their facilities around the gas giant and still high-tail it out of the system without being intercepted should their second force give them too much of a numerical advantage."

"Hmm. Yeah. Good point, sir." Jones sounded like he didn't think much of that idea. "We'll be within proper scan range of their warships soon, and we'll be able to get a better idea of their combat value once we can determine the class of ships we're facing."

"That will be interesting, Andrew," he replied.

He had a feeling about those ships.

"Sir." Captain Jones concluded and ended the conversation.

Another hour went by. "Sir. The probes are detecting a large ship moving towards us rapidly from the other side of the star. It must have been doing something over on the other side of the system and was hidden from us by the star. The small force of warships appears to be angling to form up with it."

"You can't determine what it is?"

The man hesitated a second before replying. "It looks like a capital ship, sir. But it's also a little undersized for a Taxon battleship. Maybe a battlecruiser, sir."

"Shit. All right. Let me know what class of ship it is as soon as you can. How soon until we can better information on the ship classes in the squadron angling to join it?"

Franklin glanced over at his Captain. "Not long, sir."

"Did you hear that, Admiral?" Jones said after contacting the Admiral again.

Yes, Andrew. We will still take out the facilities at the gas giant. It's going to be another six hours before we reach those facilities, so I'm going to take a break till then. I suggest you do the same. Call me if anything unusual happens or if any more enemy ships suddenly appear."

"Sir. Yes, sir." Captain Jones responded.

After another contemplation of the plot, the Admiral cut the comms channel, stood up, and headed for his cabin. He found it hard to settle and, after two hours, gave up and instead worked on reducing the pile of paperwork on his desk. Technically, it was on his computer rather than in the form of paper, but the old terms were still used.

He returned to the Flag Bridge, where his display had been updated with the information that the large Taxon ship was indeed a battleship, although it appeared to be an old and small one, possibly even smaller than the Jermain. The consensus of opinion was that it was a training ship, given what Intelligence had reported about this system. The real question was whether it was armed or not. An armed battleship, even an old and small one, would be a significant problem and possibly one that wasn't worth risking his ships to defeat. The smaller ships were a mixed bag but mostly older models as well.

He sat and considered his orders and the odds of defeating an actual battleship. There were still four other systems they were supposed to raid before they returned home, but if they took severe damage and casualties here, even if they won, it would make continuing with the raids a questionable option. This was the kind of decision he was paid the big bucks for, and it was not something he could really debate with anybody without undermining his authority. If he engaged, he ran the risk of having the entire Task Force obliterated, although it was unlikely he would lose all his ships. As far as they could tell, the Terran ships were faster than anybody else's and certainly a lot faster than old Taxon training vessels.

He called up the enemy ship's data, as far as their scanners could determine, and studied the vessel for some considerable time. Then he turned his attention to the other ships. They were all smallish for their type, although the actual classes hadn’t been determined yet. The probes were designed for long endurance, not detailed scans, and it would be another half an hour before the enemy ships were close enough to get detailed readings from, which would enable them to determine the actual ship classes. Actually, going on the enemy ship's acceleration, the Task Force was in the position of doing pretty much whatever it liked as it could run away at will from anything it couldn't fight. Certainly, the Terran ships could, and the Neg'arn destroyers, while not as speedy as any of the Terran ships, were almost certainly as fast as the Taxon destroyers were, and he doubted the Taxons would pursue closely with just the two destroyers.

A sufficiently belligerent commander might try and use his destroyers to inflict damage on the Task Force's ships in the hope of slowing them down so that his heavy cruiser and the battleship could catch up. Trying that against a force that had three heavy cruisers would be stupid as such a course of action would almost guarantee the destruction of his two destroyers without any benefit. At least not as far as Axel could see. No, the real question was, did he want to fight? The three Terran cruisers each had a small number of the new missiles they had loaded right before they set sail which the other destroyers didn't. They were only supposed to be used in an emergency, but that order had been given in the circumstances of the Terran ships being in the middle of an Allied Fleet where there would be many witnesses to their new missile's superior performance.

Against an old and probably not that well-maintained battleship, he could reasonably expect to punch through the shields with the new missiles even if he had to use the normal missiles to do the damage. He decided that the Task Force should have little difficulty decimating the force of older Taxon ships, presuming the new missiles were effective against the battleship's screens. He mentally shrugged, committing himself to the fight, and then sat and watched as they tore apart the station and the two tankers in no time at all. Because of his decision to eliminate the gas mining station and the two tanker ships docked at it, and the time it took to allow the station crew to evacuate before they destroyed the station, the Taxon flotilla was essentially on the far side of the gas giant by the time they prepared to engage. He had sent the Gormon frigate up above the planet to keep an eye on the Taxons, who seemed to ignore the small Gormon ship.

The Gormon ship reported that the Taxons were coming around the planet in a clockwise manner which meant that they would be behind the Terran ships, so he quickly had the fleet reverse course and then had them angled outwards so that they would open the distance from the planet to an extent. If any of his ships were severely damaged, he didn't want them dropping into the gas giant's gravity well. Apparently, the Taxon commander didn't agree with his tactical assessment as the Taxon ships came around the planet, keeping to a very close orbital trajectory. Probably trying to gain extra velocity from the slingshot effect, Axel decided.

The fleet's orders were to concentrate on the battleship first, then the heavy cruiser, and only once those two were taken care of were they to go after the destroyers. The Captains of the Neg'arn destroyers had not been informed about the new Terran missiles, which only the cruisers had so far and even then only in limited quantities. None of the Terran ships in the Task Force had yet been equipped with the new box launchers. He elected to use the new missiles in the third salvo, reasoning the best defense would be directed to the first salvo and to a lesser extent, the second. He gleefully imagined the surprise on the enemy ship's bridges when the Terran ships opened fire with a salvo of sixty missiles, followed by another and another, with the third salvo much more coordinated and all the cruiser missiles, being the new ones, arriving on the battleship's position simultaneously.

The Taxon force came racing around the planet, and the Allied Fleet, well, the Terran ships, opened fire with their missiles. The range was still too great for the Neg'arn and Gormon missiles. The sheer magnitude of the opening salvo overwhelmed the Taxon fleet's missile defense systems despite the battleship Captain using his large plasma projectors in a missile defense role. Six of the missiles in the first wave reached the Taxon battleship, knocking down its shields momentarily in three places. The second salvo of ordinary missiles did slightly better, knocking down the battleship's shields in four places, although three came back up almost immediately, even if at reduced strength. The salvo wasn't as well coordinated as Axel would have liked, with the areas of the battleship's shields all being different than those hit by the first salvo, although, to be fair, the battleship's Captain had rotated the ship between salvos to bring fresh shields to the fore.

Then the new, faster missiles arrived. Their better ECM and higher speed resulted in a much higher hit ratio. Not only that, but their coordination was much better, the missiles concentrating on the already weakened parts of the battleship's shields. Because of their higher speed, they arrived so close behind the second salvo that the battleship had barely begun to rotate when the horde of missiles arrived. The damaged areas received multiple hits and were knocked down completely. The section of the shields that had been completely knocked down had no less than five missiles charge through and impact the hull, which gutted the battleship.

The fourth salvo, which was composed of the older style missiles once more, took much greater losses because of their slower speed and the gap that had opened between them and the third salvo. The battleship managed to rotate and present the still weak but undamaged side to this salve, but the higher number of surviving missiles ensured that three more made it through to the battleship's hull, doing severe damage. With the fifth salvo already on its way, Axel felt there was no need to waste another salvo on the battleship and ordered all ships to swap their target for the heavy cruiser, the first salvo to use their new missiles.

Only four of the missiles from the fifth salvo impacted the battleship's hull, but that was enough when combined with their previous damage to take it out of the battle entirely, as its power system clearly went down, leaving it dead in space. It was soon apparent that the battleship was going to fall into the gas giant's gravity well unless they managed to repair their engines. Meanwhile, the next salvo arrived on the Taxon heavy cruiser and obliterated it in one go. Without the battleship's close-in defense weapons, too many of the missiles got through, and, in fact, in hindsight, it was overkill to use so many of the new missiles as he had on the cruiser. Still, it was an important lesson that would go in his report so that other ships would avoid the same mistake in the future.

After that, it was simply mopping up. The two destroyers attempted to flee but were run down by the Allied ships in no short order, and then it was a matter of trying to rescue survivors from the wrecks. There weren't that many, apart from the destroyer that surrendered, and most that did survive were on the battleship, including a large group in the rear of that ship that the Revenge discovered after it had launched its shuttles to retrieve other survivors. And then, Admiral Jeffers could do nothing but sit and watch in amazement as Captain Franklin maneuvered the Revenge into a position where he practically landed it on the ruined rear hull of the battleship to take off the crowd of survivors there.

It was heart-stopping stuff, and several times he reached for the communications console but hesitated and then withdrew his hand, leaving Captain Franklin to get on with it without interruption. It was one damn fine piece of sailing, but something he hoped he'd never see anything like again. Afterward, he was extremely glad he hadn't interrupted Franklin as it appeared that he had rescued the Crown Prince of the Taxon Empire! Returning the Crown Prince intact and unharmed would be of major diplomatic value down the track. Axel Jeffers was convinced that the Terrans were on the wrong side in this war and that they would withdraw from the war in the not-to-distant future and perhaps even jump ship and join the Taxons sooner or later. He was convinced that diplomatic brownie points earned now would be greatly beneficial later.

After destroying their other commercial and military stations, he decided to drop the prisoners off on the still intact mining discharge station in orbit around the habitable planet. He had allowed the stations to be evacuated first, much to the disgust of the Neg'arn Captains, who always complained about him taking the time to do that at every station they attacked. Due to the damage the Bellerophon and the Caesar had taken from the Taxon missile barrage that started just before the Terran third salvo had impacted on the Taxon battleship, plus the fact that one of the Neg'arn destroyers was little more than a wreck after the Taxon cruiser targeted it exclusively, he decided to end the mission at that point and head home, or at least back to Hareccan space and report.




Chapter 16



We are Taxons, after all!

"Cadet Officer Krakendel report to the Captain's cabin immediately. Cadet Officer Krakendel, report to the Captain's cabin immediately."

"Oooh. Who's been a naughty boy then?" offered Cadet Officer Jorndel.

She made a scraping motion with two digits over her left hand, which was shorthand for being caned and had been a common sign among school students across the Empire for centuries. Krakendel simply shook his head at her as he stood up.

"Ha. Bet the Captain wants advice on how to polish his helmet visor correctly," suggested Cadet Officer Ludel nix Moordandel with a grin at his amused fellows.

Frogar nix Krakendel, Crown Prince of the Taxon Empire, scion of the most powerful Royal Family in the known galaxy, directed the smirking Cadet a very uncomplimentary hand signal, indicating an activity that Moordandel would be incapable of performing given he was a male. Krakendel held his head up high as he departed the room, ignoring the general amusement of the other cadets in the mess. It took him some time to make his way through the battleship to where the Captain's cabin was, but even as he traversed the corridors and lifts, he couldn't think of any reason for the summons. At least not in terms of things he may or may not have done that would get him into trouble with the Captain.

Captain Hurgan Lowenfen was a tall, spare male whose crest had all but disappeared and whose eyes could look at a cadet like a twin-barrelled plasma projector. Frogar had no idea why he was being dragged before the Captain and was consequently somewhat concerned by the unexpected summons. Throughout his military training, he had tried very hard to act like all the other cadets and try to fit in with his fellows, as his father had strongly suggested he should before he was sent to the Military Academy three years ago. He could feel his guts starting to churn with nervousness as he knocked on the door of the Captain's cabin, and when the door opened, he resolutely marched forward and came to attention before the plain military desk the Captain used.

"Cadet Krakendel reporting as ordered, sir!" he announced clearly, hoping his voice did not portray his nervousness. His salute was answered by the Captain, who pointed to the chair.

"Sit, Cadet."

The command took him by surprise. It was not something he had been asked to do on previous visits to the Captain's cabin!

"Sir?"

"Your Highness. I have a problem."

The Captain began as the cadet settled in the chair. Apart from a few non-training, formal occasions on stations or on this system's planet, the Captain had never used Frogar's Imperial rank either. This was strange and getting stranger.

"On the one hand, I am required to carry out your training in accordance with all the usual methods and without any favoritism due to your rank. On the other, I am also required to do my best to ensure that you survive the training program in good health."

He paused, and Frogar nodded. He understood the problems Captain Lowenfen labored under. Military training was not necessarily safe, and every class suffered attrition due to accidents or mistakes. Up until this cruise, their final trip before graduating, Frogar's class had lost one cadet dead and two others badly injured. One of the injured would probably be healthy enough to retake the class next year, but the other cadet was probably maimed for life.

"I am now presented with an extremely serious situation, which, in normal circumstances, I would have no problem responding to in the best traditions of the Navy. But it is a circumstance that conflicts with my orders to make sure you survive, your Highness."

Frogar was puzzled. His tail began to twitch involuntarily, something he normally kept under complete control, as did every other cadet when faced with a senior officer.

"Sir?"

"We have detected an Alliance squadron inbound to attack the vessels and facilities in this system."

The Prince considered this extremely surprising information, considered his past impressions of the Captain, took in this strange interview, and reached a conclusion that he didn't particularly like.

"Oh. I am guessing that while you would prefer to fight, the odds are against us, and you expect that we will lose?"

The Captain seemed pleased he had grasped the point immediately.

"Yes. The force appears to consist of three heavy cruisers and seven destroyers or frigates. Not insurmountable odds normally, but the three cruisers appear to be the same class as those first detected at the Battle of Hafor. There were only two of them then, and they chased after the Jermain, which had been damaged and was never heard from again, so presumably, they took it down. I have studied the report of the battle, and these ships are presumed to belong to the most recent race to join the Hareccan Alliance, the Terrans. According to the Fleet After-Action report, these cruisers appear to be more capable than the Hareccan Kolit class ships, which gives me pause. The destroyers accompanying them appear to be a mix, with four from that same race, along with a couple of standard Neg'arn ships and a frigate that appears to be of Lotharn design but is an entirely new vessel, as far as we can tell. Presumably purchased by a small ally of the Hareccans, possibly these same Terrans."

He leaned back in his chair and watched the Crown Prince digest the information. "If we were flying a Prince or Planet class ship, I would be a lot happier, sir."

"Yes. But we are not. The Halgon II is still a battleship and is probably worth at least two of those big Terran cruisers, but given that there are three of them, even with the local squadron attached, I can't really see us winning without taking a lot of damage I'm afraid, your Highness. Which means my proper course of action is to preserve the heir to the throne and run."

Frogar sat up with a start.

"Sir!" he exclaimed in surprise.

"Don't look surprised, Your Highness. My first duty is to ensure your safety. You are the Crown Prince, after all."

The Crown Prince shook his head. "I have two sisters. Markee will be starting at the Academy next year, and it's not like we haven't had a Female Empress before."

The Captain actually smiled. "So, you are saying we should fight? Against possibly superior odds?"

Frogar nodded. "If they had a battleship along, then yes, I would suggest we run. But as it is, the forces must be fairly closely matched, and once they realize they're up against a battleship, they may back off themselves. If they are on a commerce raiding mission, forcing us to spread our warships out to protect our rear areas, it is fairly likely that they will choose to simply back off rather than take heavy losses against us, even if they thought they would win." He paused and looked straight at the Captain. "We are Taxons, after all."

The Captain smiled, impressed by his Crown Prince's words. "My thoughts exactly, Your Highness. Thank you. You may return to your duties."

Frogar stood, saluted, and left the cabin smiling but worried. The Halgon II was old, although it had been updated with the latest weapons systems. Most of her regular crew were older men approaching retirement, supplemented by a horde of recruits, and her officer corps was pretty much the same. There was a hard core of experienced training officers and a swathe of cadets filling the roles of junior officers. This could get hairy! All through training, he had never felt a real fear for his life despite the risks of accidents and equipment failure, which were real enough and had resulted in the death of one cadet. Accidents happen in life regardless of whether you are in military or civilian employment. He had felt fear engendered by the various activities he had been required to undertake as part of his training, certainly not that he would admit such to his fellows, but this was different. This would be a real battle against people really trying to kill him, or at least his ship, and he felt a cold shiver run down his spine and up the length of his tail.

The alarm calling for the crew to report to action stations started before he got back to the mess, and he ran for the right rear plasma projector turret, which was his current duty post. The training involved rotating the cadets through every section of the ship, and he had already done communications, environmental, engine room, and boat bay. Next would be the command deck if they survived this.

The crew for the plasma projector was already present when he arrived. Their task was more in the nature of damage control and repair rather than controlling the three hundred and ten morkon plasma projector. Of course, if the control runs went down, they may have to take the appropriate positions within the turret and manually control the beast. Fortunately, that was both unlikely and a very last-ditch action. In the meantime, they waited in a reinforced defense station, ready to spring into action if damage occurred.

Two hours later, the Captain's voice came over the ship's internal communications system speakers.

"Men of the Taxon Empire. We are about to engage raiders from the Alliance who have come to this system to bring pain and ruin to the local inhabitants. Although we are a training ship, it is still our duty to defend the Empire, and to this end, we will shortly be engaging the enemy. Do your best, look out for your shipmates, and bring Glory to your Families!"

Not the greatest of speeches, Frogar decided, but then he had often wondered if the great historical speeches that various Emperors and Generals had supposedly sprouted before important battles had really been what the men had actually said. They could just as easily be what someone had penned in retrospect as being what they should have said! The Captain's speech had the advantage of being brief, at least!

Several ekons seemed to crawl by, but when he looked at his comm, the time in the top right corner told him that barely a single ekon had, in fact, crept by. He sighed in frustration, then noticed his crewmen and the one woman all looking at him with that knowing look veterans get when looking at green sailors like him, and he shrugged with a smile.

"I know; hurry up and wait!" he said with a grin, and they all smiled. Good.

The action, when it started, caught them all by surprise. Suddenly, there were noticeable shifts in the ship's orientation, something that was not obvious during normal sailing operations. Such discernible changes implied the ship was now performing combat maneuvers despite the lack of warning. Even his veteran gun crew visibly hunkered down and began to look pensive. He got the impression they were surprised as well. Without any warning, he felt the turret start to move despite their compartment not being attached to it while it was operating in auto mode. The sheer mass of the mounting transmitted vibrations through the decks and bulkheads as it began training on the distant foes. They had test-fired the weapon before during their training cruise, so he knew what to expect, but even so, the sheer impact of the massive vibration that accompanied the weapon firing took his breath away, and he closed his eyes momentarily in fear, then re-opened them and sat up straight and alert as a proper Crown Prince should.

Some of the crew did have their eyes closed, but several didn't, and when a couple of them looked his way, he nodded back to show their situation did not cause him to cower in fear. Frogar counted eight discharges before the ship shuddered, the lights went out, and then the paler, orange-colored emergency lights came on. We've been hit, he realized with a start, and it was all he could do just to sit calmly and wait. Their weapon discharged twice more, and then there came an almighty crash, and the defense station rocked violently as the ship sustained another serious hit.

The flashing red light came on over their heads to indicate their plasma projector was damaged, and he looked over at the senior crewman.

"Time to earn our pay. Check your suits are sealed."

The last was unnecessary, he decided, as the experienced crew all had their helmets sealed as per regulation when going into action. The crewman who made the announcement nodded, smiling wanly, and pressed the command to open the hatch which was alongside his duty station. The hatch only opened about two-thirds of the way before it became stuck, and a high-pitched whining sound overrode the other background sounds of the ship. The defense station didn't de-pressurize, so the hull was still intact, at least in this part of the ship. They began to squeeze out into the gun bay, being careful not to damage their suits, although one overweight chap had to be helped through the gap and not too gently either by his sniggering shipmates.

Frogar looked up at the weapon and realized the projector ended just above the plasma chamber. Hmm. Replacing the projector barrel was a shipyard task and beyond their capabilities. He pointed upwards.

"Not much we can do about that. Regs say we should join the nearest damage control party station, which I think is that way?" He pointed aft.

The senior crewman nodded, glanced up at the missing projector barrel once more, and then he looked at his people. "Right, people. Nothing we can do here. Let's follow the officer aft and see how we can be of service."

Frogar perforce led the party to the bulkhead hatch, which opened without a problem, indicating there was atmosphere on the other side, and his small band trooped through. He helped them through while the last one closed the bulkhead behind them, and they moved on toward the next bulkhead aft. The light was red here, indicating the next compartment had lost atmosphere.

"What's through there?" he asked.

The senior crewman considered the matter, shrugged as if to say he had no idea, and then went to a panel away from the hatch and called up the ship diagram.

"Machinery space, sir. Inside is a hatch on the floor down to the left engine room, one through to the next compartment, where the damage control station is, and a hatch in the ceiling up to the rear shuttle bay."

Frogar glanced around and nodded to the crewmen with him. They would have to enter the airless compartment to proceed regardless. The rear shuttle bay was small, containing two gigs and a patrol boat. It was the designated rear evacuation point in the event of catastrophic damage, although no one really believed there would be time to escape if the ship was that fatally damaged. The ship shuddered again, and they all scrambled to stay upright as the hull literally lurched sideways most alarmingly, their tails lashing around desperately as they all tried to maintain their balance.

"Right. Everyone. Check your suit’s integrity. Then we'll head next door."

Frogar was attempting to keep things light while projecting confidence, but he was becoming increasingly concerned with the state of the ship. The heavy vibrations of the plasma projectors firing had stopped, but there had been no announcements of any kind over the intercom, and the ship was still jumping and vibrating in a most disconcerting fashion periodically.

He received a nod from the senior crewman to say all had checked their suits, and he motioned them all against the aft bulkhead before hitting the manual open override to make the hatch open even though the next compartment had lost air integrity. There was a moment's hesitation, then the hatch clanged open, and the air rushed out into the next compartment. It did not take long before the senior crewman followed the air next door, Frogar on his heels. The whole compartment was a mess, with part of the ceiling missing and bits of machinery strewn around, some having that semi-melted look that indicated they were on the fringe of a plasma strike or missile warhead explosion. Most races' missiles were designed to produce a plasma blast once they struck their target, so the damage was similar to a plasma projector's strike if more exploded-looking. Looking around again, Frogar began to suspect he was looking at a missile explosion. And a very powerful missile explosion at that.

There were suited figures moving in the wreckage, the damage control party? No, perhaps not, as they seemed to be building a ladder to get up to the boat bay above. Not that it looked to be in any better condition, but where were these people coming from? He looked closer and realized the hatch down to the engine room was open, which meant the port engine room was also in a vacuum, something that didn't bode well for the ship's continued operation. He carefully picked his way through the wreckage and found a real officer, an engineering Lieutenant, directing the work party. This officer noticed his approach and nodded.

"The right engine room took a direct hit, and another wrecked our left room as well. We're trying to get up to the boat bay and see if we can get one of the gigs up there going."

Frogar puzzled over this information, trying to make sense of it. There were escape pods along this deck if they were planning to abandon ship, so why not use them?

"Escape pods?" he queried, pointing along the deck back the way they had just come.

"You don't know? Right. We're caught in the gravity well of the gas giant we were going around. The escape pods don't have the power to get into orbit, let alone escape the planet's gravitational pull."

Shit! Frogar couldn't help but grimace inside his helmet before looking around and counting. The ladder they were building was almost ready.

"Too many to fit in a gig," he said quietly.

"I know. And I doubt either are operable given the damage up there, but it keeps the morale up for the men to feel they are doing something."

Frogar nodded. It was a good point. And if they could get a gig operable, at least some of them would escape.

"What happened in the battle?"

"We got creamed. Those big cruisers have been modified to have a huge missile complement, and they just smashed us. I think we're the only ship left, and we're probably only still here because we're going down on the gas giant, and they have decided not to waste any more energy on us."

"Shit." he let slip.

"Yeah." the Lieutenant agreed with a grimace.

The Petty Officer leading the ladder building program signaled, and a crewman climbed the makeshift erection successfully, and they began streaming up the ladder as fast as they could. Frogar let his crew go first before being the last up into the boat bay. The Lieutenant's estimation appeared to be correct. One of the gigs was missing entirely, the guard boat was a wreck, and only the second gig appeared to be intact, although it was clear it had taken damage as well.

He found the Lieutenant inside the gig getting the small ship's systems up and running.

"Got power, at least.’ the Lieutenant commented as he saw Frogar enter the tiny flight deck.

"Yeah. But the motor is non-operational. That doesn't mean we can't fix it." he added, sounding determined.

The Lieutenant maneuvered out of the flight deck couch and headed outside. Overhead was the swirling gases of the massive gas giant. He could hear the engineering Lieutenant ordering his people about as they set about the task of trying to repair the gig. There were still too many of them to fit inside, but it was possible that they could come up with some way of securing the extra crew to the outside of the small vessel. Hmm. That was an idea. He'd let them decide if they could repair the gig first before raising possible false hope.

He sat in the command chair and looked up through the transparent canopy of the gig. Frogar had never been this close to a gas giant. It was at once awesome and scary as hell. There was an eddy in part of the clouds that made it look like there was an evil eye staring at them like an angry God as they were being gradually sucked in. It didn't sound like a very exciting way to die.




Chapter 17



Prisoners

Frogar shook his head, trying to get the fear the image induced out of his psyche, and noticed something out of the corner of his eye, which caused him to turn his head toward the other side of the cockpit. On a panel to the right, he saw a blinking light. Hmm. He tried to remember what that light meant and realized it was the com channel. Someone was calling them. The shuttle still had battery power, obviously. He found an earpiece in the console next to the couch and pressed the communications open button below the blinking light.

"Attention, Taxon Battleship. Are there any survivors aboard? Over." the voice said in Hareccan.

The message was repeated ten seconds later in Taxon. The voice was very stilted with a strange accent, but the Taxon words were clear enough.

He spoke at last. "Taxon battleship, Halgon the Second, responding, over."

"Your ship is powerless and dropping into that planet's gravity well. You have maybe an hour to repair your drives or evacuate, over."

What did they mean, over? "Understood. Who is this?"

"This is Lieutenant Andropov, Terran destroyer, Revenge. We are maintaining station on your left beam looking from the front of the ship. Over."

Over must be some end-of-communications thing, Frogar decided. "Understood. We are in the wrecked boat bay about a quarter of the way forward from aft on the left side. Can you see where I am talking about?"

"Just a moment, Halgon." There was a period of silence as the Terrans presumably moved their ship. "Roger, Halgon. We can see the boat bay and your people moving around. Regret we can't tow you out, but we lack the grunt, and the cruisers are too far away."

Who, or what, was Roger, Frogar asked himself? At least the rest of the sentence made sense.

The Lieutenant had come back in. "Who are they?"

"Terran destroyer. Just up there."

"Yeah, saw the ship against the stars. I think we can repair the gig engines, but it will take too long. Can they send shuttles?"

"I'll ask." He resumed his conversation with the enemy. "None of our boats are operable. Can you send shuttles to pull us off? "

"One moment Halgon." The link went silent. "Unfortunately, no. We have already dispatched them to other parts of your ship."

"Shit!" Frogar said.

The Lieutenant slumped. He obviously understood Hareccan as well. "I'll keep the men working anyway. You know, never give up and all that."

"Halgon, do you copy?" came the Terran voice again.

"Yes," answered Frogar.

"Captain says he's going to bring us down onto your upper deck. If you could move that wrecked ship out of the way, we'll come in there and put our boat bay opening where that small ship is. Do you copy?"

The Lieutenant leaned past Frogar. "You're going to land your destroyer on our hull?" he sounded incredulous.

"Roger that. Or so the Captain says. You have to get rid of that shuttle or whatever it is first." The stilted voice didn't sound all that confident about the Terran destroyer's ability to carry out the proposed course of action.

"Okay. Give us a few moments." The Lieutenant turned to Frogar. "I don't believe it will work, but we have no other option. You stay here and monitor the comms, Cadet
Krakendel, while I get the fellows organized. We'll let you know when to abandon ship."

"Right, sir," Frogar responded, trying to sound confident.

The Lieutenant disappeared back outside and started bellowing to organize the survivors around the gig. He ducked back into the gig.

"Tell them we are moving the gig now, and then hop out here, Cadet.”

Frogar called the Terrans. "We're about to get rid of the gig. Come in straight after it is gone."

"Roger that, Halgon. All set here." the voice responded immediately.

Still no indication of who Roger was. It must be a Terran word for unknown enemies or something.

"Right. Abandoning ship now."

He released the magnetic clamps, jumped out, and the mixed crew shoved the gig away from the hull. It took a while for it to clear the hull, but with the Halgon already in the outer reaches of the gas giant's atmosphere, the small gig was slowed slightly more than the massive Halgon and dropped slowly away and astern.

Then, the stars directly above them disappeared, and a spaceship came slowly down until it was almost touching the Halgon's hull. The Terrans had rotated their ship so their boat bay faced straight down above the Halgon's hull, and he could see Terrans inside the bay still in artificial gravity. He had never seen Terrans up close before, although they had all viewed the intelligence report about them, or at least what little Imperial Intelligence had been able to find out. They were of a similar size to the Taxons and of a similar shape, although without tails, which looked decidedly odd. He wondered how they maintained their balance.

The Lieutenant spoke up. "All right, men. Get ready to cross. They look to have gravity on over there, so …"

He stopped speaking as the Terrans clearly turned the gravity off on the Terran ship right about then. The Terran crewmen were floating in the bay now rather than standing.

"Right, they're making it easy for us. Simply jump into their bay. Frankel, I'll help you. All right, people, let's go."

Frogar found most of his people huddled near him and directed them to jump upwards. He only followed them after making sure there was no one left on the hull of the Halgon. The Terran crewman indicated that everybody should move to the real floor of the boat bay and rotate so they were sitting on the floor. Someone who was clearly an officer checked everybody's positioning and then held up a hand in an obvious signal to stop, said something, and suddenly, there was gravity. The Terrans, who were all armed, Frogar noticed, checked all the Taxon crew for weapons. No of the Taxons had any weapons on them except for himself. He had his great grandfather's combat knife on his hip. The Terran checking him looked at it and clearly said something inside his helmet, which must have been on their frequency as Frogar heard nothing, and the officer came over.

"You are an officer?" he asked in stilted Hareccan.

"Officer Cadet. We were a training ship."

"Shit. Why fight then?"

"We are Taxon. We expected to lose but hoped to do enough damage that you would be forced to cease your raid of our rear areas."

The officer shook his head.

"Sounds like us," he said, which Frogar took as a compliment of sorts. "No one else is wearing a knife. So, does this knife have some significance?"

"It was my great grandfather's."

"Ah. You are a noble, then? To be wearing an heirloom." The Terrans clearly had some idea of Taxon society, although Frogar was not about to tell them who he was.

"Of a sort." he replied.

"I see. One moment."

The officer obviously switched channels to talk to someone else. After a few moments, he turned back to Frogar.

"We have not time to argue this. My Captain has offered the following. If you give us your parole, I will allow you to retain the knife. You understand what I mean by parole?"

"Yes. I was surprised you knew the term. Do your people have the same procedure?"

"In the past, we did. It has not been used much in recent times. So, will you give me your parole as a Taxon noble?"

Frogar considered the pros and cons. He would be unable to attempt to escape without first withdrawing his parole, which, of course, would be a dead giveaway that he was indeed planning to escape, but on the other hand, he had little chance of escaping from their ship anyway.

"Yes. You have my parole, officer?"

"Lieutenant Smith. TSS Revenge. And you are?"

Frogar thought quickly. Then he realized his name was on his uniform.

"Frogar nix Krakendel. Cadet, formerly of the Halgon the Second."

"Right. Welcome aboard. Now I need to get you all out of the bay so I can land the two shuttles that we have had out collecting other survivors. It would help if you could get your men moving into the corridor as quickly as possible. I would appreciate it if they caused no trouble. My people will direct yours to the mess, which is the only place we have that you will all fit in, I'm afraid."

"Very well, Lieutenant. I will direct them."

He turned to the engineering Lieutenant who had been hovering nearby. His rank insignia were hidden behind soot and grime, which was why he hadn't been picked out, Frogar supposed, although they may have assumed that as a noble, he was the most senior man.

"Sir. The Terrans wish us to move through that corridor so they can land two shuttles they have had out looking for other survivors. We will be held in the mess area for the present."

"Very good, Cadet." The Lieutenant bellowed to the men to file into the corridor and follow the directions of the Terrans before turning back to Frogar. "He spoke to you because of the knife?"

Frogar was surprised the Lieutenant had picked up on that, but then he realized he should not have been. Only nobility wore such affectations.

"Yes, sir. I have given my parole in order to be allowed to keep it. Besides, I didn't think there would be a lot of chances to escape at the moment."

"Probably not. The knife is important?"

"My Great Grandfather's, sir," Frogar replied.

Emperor Halgon III had nearly doubled the size of the empire, defeated the Gyran invasion, and was probably the most revered Emperor after Taxon the First, who had founded the Empire.

"I'm Gandel Roorgor, by the way." He offered his hand, and the Prince took it and clasped it in the traditional Taxon greeting.

The two officers got their men moving with the Terran guards feeding the Taxon crewmen through an airlock where the corridor he had been told to follow left the shuttle bay. It took a while to process the nearly eighty men through, but finally, they were all clear and in the corridor. A last look back by Frogar allowed him to see that the Terran destroyer was already well clear of the dark mass of the Halgon as it slid down into the thickening atmosphere of the gas giant. Bits and pieces were coming adrift from the old battleship as it fell away from them.

He was one of the last through and followed his compatriots down a corridor, through a bulkhead, and then into a large mess area. The whole ship was at once very similar, and, at the same time, also rather different from a Taxon ship. The proportions were similar, but there were no zero-g rails along the corridors that would allow the Taxons to use their tails to hold their position in zero-g that their own ships had. And the design was subtly off in many little ways that were enough to ensure he knew he was on a foreign ship. He glanced behind him and saw that the last survivors had exited the airlock and were following him while the Terrans that were still in the shuttle bay were obviously preparing for a shuttle to land. That at least looked very much the same procedure as on an Imperial ship, and then the airlock closed, shutting off the view.

The Terran mess crew paid little attention to the Taxon's arrival and continued with their respective tasks. The armed guards, however, had spread around the walls and looked to be fully alert to any dangerous moves by the Taxons. An obvious officer entered the mess and spoke to one of the guards, who then bellowed loudly enough to be heard by all. "Anyone in need of medical attention?"

Several hands went up, and the officer spoke to someone still out in the corridor he had entered by. Almost immediately, another Terran entered with a white armband bearing a red cross and an obvious medical kit that also sported a red cross. He did minor repairs to the injured, none of whom seemed seriously wounded, and left the mess. The officer spoke to the guard again, and he repeated the words in Taxon. "We will shortly be issuing food and water to all of you. We have stocks of foods that are apparently similar enough to your own food to be edible, so that should be fine. Please stay in your seats, and no harm will come to you."

Another short conference.

"How many officers are in your group?"

Roorgor glanced over at Frogar, who took into account that the Terrans seemed to be treating them well before nodding back to the Lieutenant. The Lieutenant stood up. "Lieutenant Gandel Roorgor, Engineering." The guard obviously translated this for the officer and then pointed at Frogar.

He decided he might as well stand up, too. "Officer Cadet Frogar nix Krakendel." The guard didn't seem to pass this on to the officer, but that worthy seemed distracted, and then the hatch opened from the direction of the shuttle bay, and a bunch more Taxons came through. Among them were Ludel nix Moordandel and Commander Rargon, the Executive Officer. Rargon was clearly injured but appeared to have been treated already. The thirty-odd Taxons spread out and found places in the now packed mess, Ludel coming over and sat with Frogar. Past shipboard animosities were apparently to be forgiven in the face of a real foe. The guard spoke up.

"Right. Officers in the latest group, please stand and identify yourselves."

"Commander Lurgo Rargon." the XO offered.

"Lieutenant Urgae Galvan." One of the bridge crew Frogar didn't really know. Moordandel was hesitating, so Frogar gave him a nudge, and after looking at him questioningly, the other cadet then stood at Frogar's nod.

"Officer Cadet Ludel nix Moordandel."

The officer and the guard conferred, and the officer glanced at Frogar again before departing. The two cadets moved over to where the Exec was sitting along with Lieutenant Roorgor. Rargon looked up as Frogar approached. He appeared to have a broken arm and a bandaged head wound.

"Ah. That is at least one worry off my mind." Frogar nodded. "Have they done or said anything yet?" he asked the Cadet.

Frogar understood the question immediately. "Not so far, no, but I didn't hide my name. Bit hard with it printed on my uniform."

Rargon nodded sourly. He glanced around the room. "This is it, then?"

Lieutenant Roorgor stood to attention. "Sir. I count one hundred and nineteen survivors, mostly from engineering."

Rargon nodded. "Good job, Roorgor." He carefully stood and looked around the room. "Men. I don't know what our fate will be with these people, but they seem to be treating us fairly well so far. Anyone bringing a destroyer down into the upper levels of a gas giant's atmosphere to rescue enemy sailors from a wreck deserves our respect and for us to behave. So, for the moment at least, we will obey their directives and not cause any trouble. They have so far treated us with honor, so we will return that attitude for the present. Any questions?"

Most of the men appeared to be too shell-shocked to question the Exec, so he waved a hand. "Sit quietly and don't cause trouble. Hopefully, they will feed us something soon." He sat down and faced his small officer corps. "My main concern is you, your Highness. If they decide to use you as a bargaining chip, that will be bad enough, but they could do worse."

"Sir. I am aware of the possible courses of action they could follow. I was given a briefing before I started at the Academy and another during my last leave. I think, or at least I hope, that these people are not as evil as the Hareccans. Certainly, from all I have been taught, I doubt a Hareccan ship would have come down into the gas giant's atmosphere to rescue survivors."

The Commander nodded. "No. I can't see that happening either." He stared off into space for a moment. "We could see the destroyer from the shuttle, although we couldn't see what it was actually doing. One of the Terran crew told us that the destroyer was effectively landing on the rear of the Halgon to pick up survivors near the engine bay. An amazing piece of sailing, I have to be honest."

"How bad did the battle go, sir?"

The Commander snapped back into reality and grimaced. "Pretty bad. We damaged one of those big cruisers of theirs, and one of the Neg'arn destroyers was badly hit, but they creamed us. Those cruisers carry a larger missile complement than I've ever seen on a ship that size, nor have I read any reports of them pumping out that many missiles in any of the battles they have engaged in up until now. Their missiles are much harder to hit than our missiles. I have not seen anything quite like it. We took numerous hits before we even got within plasma range, and they concentrated their fire on the Halgon almost exclusively at first. Their shields were pretty good for cruisers as well." He paused and looked around.

"It is well known they are a minor Ally of the Hareccans, and given their performance here, they don't appear to have shared their tech with them yet. I would not like to face a battleship fleet built by these people!" Frogar considered this statement grimly while the Commander continued. "The three cruisers seemed to be able to coordinate their missile fire perfectly, which I've not seen before. And even though the Halgon had been refurbished, he was still old and small, as far as battleships go. They punched through the shields faster than I expected and knocked out the starboard engines early on. Then the port engines took a hit, and with most of the shields down, the destroyers began smashing the weapons bays and sensor nodes, and that was it. The bridge took a direct hit, and only the two of us survived from CIC, so I ordered everyone to abandon ship, but I doubt most of the surviving crew heard as the ship was a wreck by then. And here we are."

Frogar considered their situation. One hundred and nineteen out of over eight hundred crew. Two cadets out of forty. Three officers out of thirty-odd. He looked at the Commander.

"And the other ships, sir?"

The commander shook his head. "No idea, really. The Gunaria was still fighting the last I saw, although she looked to have taken a hit or two. The two destroyers were untouched when we were blinded, but then the Terrans had been concentrating on the Halgon up to that point. Unless they all ran and were able to out-pace the Terrans, I can't imagine any got away."

Just then, some of the Terran mess crew began bringing out food bowls while others brought out jugs of water and plastic cups. The food was a porridge-like substance with some chunks of meat or meat-like protein, and Frogar found it rather tasty, which was surprising. He glanced at the Exec before he began to eat from the bowl in front of him, but the Commander had just shrugged as if to say, what else can we do?

The noise level dropped considerably while the survivors ate their meal and afterward was slow to return to the level it had been before the meal as the Taxon sailors began to contemplate their fate. The Hareccans dealt harshly with prisoners, which tended to result in few Taxons surrendering outside of the sort of desperate situation the Halgon crew had found itself in, but these Terrans were an unknown quantity and, so far, at least, appeared to be far more hospitable than their Allies.

The senior-looking officer returned and beckoned over the guard who had spoken in the accented and slow Taxon, and the two of them approached the table where the Taxon officers and cadets were sitting. The officer drew himself up and made a strange movement with his arm and hand, sort of raising his hand to just above his right eye but keeping his hand flat and edge-on to his forehead. He spoke some gibberish in the Terran tongue, and the guard turned to the Taxons and focused on Frogar as he translated.

"Your Highness. It is with great regret." Pause, more gibberish. "That my Commander, Admiral Jeffers, myself, and the Terran Federation." Gibberish. "Must apologize to the Taxon Empire for the way the prisoners." Gibberish. "We took when we captured the Jermain were treated by the Hareccans." Gibberish. "We handed the prisoners over to our Allies in good faith and were dismayed to learn." Gibberish. "The way they were treated once the Hareccans took charge of them."

There was a pause, and then the gibberish continued. "Please understand that without some good reason, we Terrans." Gibberish. "Would treat our prisoners fairly and provide livable conditions for them." Gibberish. "Please assure your father that in future, all Taxon prisoners we take." Gibberish. "Will be retained in our care and treated properly." Gibberish. "Given the state of our ships, supplies, and the distance we are." Gibberish. "Inside your Empire, my Admiral has decided that all of the prisoners." Gibberish. "We have taken in this system and the prisoners we took." Gibberish. "In earlier attacks are to be released onto the civilian station orbiting the habitable planet." Gibberish. "In this system, which we will leave intact. We have no desire," Gibberish. "For the war we are currently engaged in to devolve into atrocities, at least," Gibberish. "On our part, and we would like your father and your government to know this."

There was a pause, and Frogar realized the Terran was waiting for him to do or say something in return. "I will pass on your words to my father. For what good it will do. We do not treat prisoners all that well either, but I have no idea whether that was in response to the Hareccans' treatment of ours or whether the methods the Hareccans use are in response to ours. I do not believe we treat prisoners as badly as the Hareccans do, but I have no personal knowledge." He paused. "What happened to our other ships?"

This was translated, and the officer said some more of their gibberish. The guard nodded and turned back to Frogar. "We captured one destroyer, which we are attempting to repair. With the few crew members who escaped from the other ships, there are approximately another one hundred and thirty prisoners on our other ships."

Frogar nodded in response to this information and said. "Thank you."

The officer did the strange hand action again, and the two left, leaving Frogar and the others a bit non-plussed.

"Well, that answers whether they twigged to your identity or not, your Highness." Commander Rargon said quietly into the silence.

"Yes," Frogar answered in a dull manner as he once more found himself thinking about his lost friends from the Halgon, who were obviously dead and gone forever. Strangely, he did not feel any great animosity towards the victors, which he found strange.

"These people seem rather more honorable than the Hareccans," Moorandel observed.

The officers all nodded in agreement. Frogar decided to bring up something else he'd noticed and nodded at one of the guards against the far wall.

"See that guard there. The chest is different from the others, and the hips are wider. Just a racial variation or something else?"

They all studied the guard in question and spent some time discussing the matter. Lieutenant Roorgor observed that one of the mess personnel had been of a similar shape. The Terrans clearly had no place for the captives to sleep, so the men started trying to get some sleep bu simply cradling their heads on their arms on the tables. It wasn't the best way to sleep, but at least they managed to get a bit. They ensured that one officer stayed awake and on watch at all times throughout the slow trip back to Jalix.

After two night cycles, the Terrans seemed to operate on a similar length 'day' to the Taxons, maybe an ekon or two longer; they had determined that about ten percent of the crew were of the other type of Terran. Because the ship only had one mess, the Taxon prisoners were crammed into one half of the room while the Terran crew came in to eat their meals in a hurried manner in two shifts per meal. Their waste disposal facilities were similar enough to Taxon waste disposal to be usable, with the only difference relating to the fact the Terrans had no tails. They were even allowed one shower each and given some non-descript baggy coverall things, with a hole cut in them for their tails, to wear while their uniforms were washed.

It took most of the trip for every survivor to finally get a shower, but the whole process showed the Terrans' willingness to treat their captives with care and honor. Eventually, the guard returned and asked them all to line up facing the corridor they had originally arrived through. The armed guards, who were ever present, watched them closely as they were led through the corridor towards the shuttle bay they entered the ship through originally, but then the column was turned right and marched through a standard docking port and onto what could only be the cargo bay of a normal Taxon space station. From the pale grey color scheme, the signs written in Taxon, and the small group of Taxon civilians held well back by armed guards, but obviously waiting for them was a welcome sight after the close captivity.

The guard who could speak Taxon turned to them as they left the ship, the officers in the lead. "Your Highness. We are releasing you and your fellow survivors onto the station, which we will leave intact. If you can ensure no one attempts any hostile act until after we have left the system, then no further destruction will be visited upon Taxon assets in this system."

Frogar looked over to Commander Rargon, who nodded, indicating he should reply. "Thank you. And thank you for saving as many of us as you could and for the decent treatment we have received. My father will be informed."

He bowed his head slightly as if addressing a member of the nobility, and the guard did that hand-to-the-head thing Frogar decided was the Terran's formal military salute. The column of survivors made its way to the waiting civilians, where an older, portly chap with a barely functioning tail stepped forward.

"I am Station Administrator Kooven. Please follow me to a recreation area we are using as a temporary holding area. The other survivors are already there. We do not have the facilities to handle such a large number of people at once, so as we complete medical testing, we will be shipping as many of you as we can down to the planet. There is a small military base there, which is part of the training support infrastructure, although it hasn't been used much since the military station was completed. With the destruction of the military station and the main civilian station, there really isn't anywhere else we can send you." The man sounded apologetic, almost.

His eyes roamed over the survivors without any recognition, but as his gaze passed over Frogar, he frowned.

"Only two cadets? Out of what? Forty?"

Rargon nodded. "Yes. It is a bad business, and there will be much sadness in many of the Families once word reaches the Capitol."

At least thirty of the cadets had been nobles. There were two commoner colleges that had courses for prospective officers, one on Taxia and the other on Klin. They each provided four cadets, ten percent each of the total intake, as part of an agreement dating back to Frogar's great, great, great grandfather's day. In practice, they both could provide considerably more if there were enough promising students, although four was the norm. It was both a great honor and a sure step in gaining status for any family to have one of their sons picked from those two colleges, and the competition was intense and, on occasion, brutal, apparently.

Generally speaking, everyone thought of the cadets as being members of the aristocracy by default, mostly younger sons, but enough heirs to make the loss of ninety-five percent of the current intake something that would be felt keenly across the whole Empire.

Two days later, he stood next to Commander Rargon in the control room, if you could call it that, of the small station, watching the plot as the Allied Fleet departed the system. The Commander had remained on the station and had kept Frogar, Ludel, and ten enlisted crew with him. Two of the enlisted crew were acting as aides while the other eight had been armed from the small weapons store down on the planet and were playing the part of Imperial Security for Frogar, much to his disgust. His argument that being on a small station like this, manned solely by Taxons now that the Terrans had left, that bodyguards were overkill, but he had been met with blank indifference. Indeed, Rargon had finally barked that the Terrans were not the threat, and while they had been on board their ship, he'd been safer than he was now they had left. This point caused Frogar to shut up in surprise as he realized what Rargon was implying.

He thought about it for a moment. "I doubt anybody would bother assassinating me, Commander. I have two younger siblings, after all."

"And what about ransom?"

Ah. Yes, Frogar could see the Commander's point of view clearly now. Apart from the small station crew, everyone else was enjoying a holiday planet-side, although the planet, while habitable, wasn't exactly a resort-like place. The Allied ships disappeared off the screens as they engaged their FTL drives, and the wait began for the next Imperial ship to turn up. Apart from a stray military ship passing through without warning, the next regular cargo ship wasn't due for three more days, and then only provisionally at that. It would skip the system if it had no cargo for the planet. It could be quite a while before help arrived, Frogar mused.




Chapter 18



Homecoming

Task Force 26 arrived back at the system where the fleet was anchored without fanfare or anything more than a polite request for the commander to send a report. Vice Admiral Jeffers immediately sent the report he had already prepared on the trip back to his Hareccan superior but received no reply other than orbital details of where the Task Force was to anchor alongside the rest of the ships in the fleet. A Terran supply ship was waiting, which was very welcome, and it was nearly two days after the Task Force had taken up its orbital position before he was summoned to the Hareccan Commander's Flagship. Task Force 26 had been subsumed back into Task Force 4:7 with its return to the Fourth Fleet, and the Vice Admiral discovered that they had a new Task Force commander, one Iratheen F'Jambar, who had assumed the position a couple of weeks before their return.

Vice Admiral Jeffers was given the appropriate treatment for someone of his rank, which was a good sign, considering the new commander was another member of one of the twelve main Hareccan families. The Terrans had realized early on that while the Hareccan state was a self-proclaimed Republic, in practice, it was an oligarchy run by the twelve senior families. The heads of the twelve families formed the Hareccan Upper Council, which supposedly answered to the House of Delegates, the body of elected representatives from all the Hareccan planets. In reality, it appeared that the Upper Council made the decisions, and the House of Delegates rubber-stamped them.

Iratheen F'Jambar held the rank that the Terrans translated as Vice Admiral, so Jeffers was technically the same rank, but in relative terms, the Hareccan Vice Admiral commanded a much stronger force than the whole Terran Navy put together, at least at the moment. As he had expected, Vice Admiral Iratheen F'Jambar was young for his age and no doubt promoted early due to his rank within one of the twelve main families. He received Jeffers in the Admiral's quarters rather than on the Flag Bridge, which was an interesting change in normal Hareccan routine.

"Vice Admiral Jeffers, Terran Navy, reporting as ordered, sir," Jeffers stated in his now quite passable Hareccan.

The Hareccan Admiral had the facial expression of a Hareccan who was happy, but he didn't offer Jeffers a seat as sitting was something Hareccans did not do in the same way humans did, and there were no suitable human chairs in the room.

"I've read your report and found it very interesting. Your raid did much better than my predecessor thought it would, even though it had to be cut short due to the damage your ships suffered. It has also positively affected the Taxon fleet disposition as far as we can determine. Their main fleet seems to be much lighter in secondary vessels, such as cruisers and destroyers than before your raid commenced, and even two of their battleships are missing from their current anchorage. Overall, it was a worthwhile operation and something we will look at repeating in the future."

The Hareccan's face hardened.

"The only real criticism I have is that you released those prisoners you took. It would have been easier just to space them."

Admiral Jeffers was used to the Hareccan attitude to prisoners being less than admirable, so he managed not to react to this criticism in any obvious way.

"I was merely acting as my High Command instructed me to act during the raid, sir. I gather they think that by not spacing Taxon prisoners, it will have the effect of causing the Taxons not to space prisoners of our people when they take them."

The Hareccan's demeanor froze, but he didn't say anything for some time. Perhaps he was not used to subordinates not falling into line with him immediately.

"We shall have to wait and see to determine the validity of your High Command's supposition. I will pass that information up my chain of command as it requires diplomacy rather than military action. I can't expect you to go against the direct orders of your own High Command, after all."

The Hareccan Vice Admiral paused, his expression being the one that Jeffers had come to regard as the Hareccan version of being dissatisfied. The Hareccan looked at his screen for a moment before returning his attention to the Terran.

"You are requesting that all three of your cruisers and two of your destroyers return to your home planet for refurbishment and repair. That will leave your contingent reduced to just two destroyers."

"Only for a few days, sir. According to information that I received from our transport when we arrived in the system, our latest cruiser is now operational and is already on its way here in company with another destroyer. High Command has instructed me to offer the following arrangement, sir, because we are only a single-planet race and don’t have the resources of a large state like the Hareccan Republic. If you read my report, you will be aware that one of my cruisers should be back here within three months as it just needs a suspect power unit replaced. Given the damage we inflicted on the enemy during our raid, I feel a slight reduction of our contingent to one cruiser for three months is not too much to ask, sir."

"Hmmph. I will consider the request. Your fleet appears to be growing rather slowly, Vice Admiral Jeffers."

"We are only a single system, sir. Building the first two cruisers as quickly as we did strained our economy substantially." He shrugged, although he wasn't sure the Hareccan would get the significance of the action. "We are doing the best we can, sir. We do have to keep a few ships for our own defense in case the Troodons attack our homeworld again as well as for protection from possible Taxon raids in emulation of what we have just done to them, sir."

The Hareccan studied him for a moment as if trying to decide the veracity of what the Terran was telling him. Finally, he nodded his head, a seemingly universal gesture among intelligent species.

"Very well. You have permission to send your most damaged ship back immediately, along with one of the two destroyers you intend to send back as an escort. Once your new cruiser arrives, you may return your other two cruisers and the remaining destroyer. We want at least one of those cruisers back as soon as possible, though, do you understand?"

"Yes, sir. The Alexander took little damage as such, but its faulty power supply needs replacing, which is best done at a shipyard. It should only take a couple of weeks for it to be refurbished, and I will send instructions that it be dealt with first so that it can be returned as soon as possible. Thank you, sir."

The Hareccan waved a lazy hand, indicating that the Terran could depart. Jeffers gave him a Terran salute and then retreated, heading for the shuttle bay of the huge Hareccan battleship. All in all, it was a good interview. For all that the new Task Force commander was a member of one of the main families of the Hareccan Republic, he had appeared to lack the arrogance of some of the other Hareccans Jeffers had been forced to deal with in the past.

He held the Caesar and the Bellerophon with the Task Force until the freighter had finished unloading and then sent all three ships back home together. The brand-new cruiser, Genghis, and the destroyer, Warrior, entered the system a day later, and when they reached the orbital anchorage, he transferred his command to the Genghis and had the other two cruisers and the Victory head home as well. The Genghis had a full loadout of the new missiles, although it didn't sport any of the box launchers, which were still being kept secret from their Allies and only deployed on ships serving in Terran space.

Over the next few weeks, the Hareccan intelligence services reported that the Taxons were gradually returning the missing ships to their main fleet, although a considerable number of cruisers and destroyers remained detached. Meanwhile, the Hareccan High Command came up with a new operational plan and began slowly occupying systems on the edge of Taxon space using the combined might of three Fleets to accomplish each move. The combined industrial might of the Allied races was gradually turning the numbers in favor of the Allies again, although most of the races were already stretched to the limit, at least without going onto a real war footing, or so it appeared to Terran Naval Intelligence, which meant that new additions to the fleet were not very common.

The Hareccans added yet another Gel Jonu class battleship to their fleet list but only at the expense of one of their old Boromar class battleships, the Halvek, which they sold to the Gyran, who renamed it the Detraniar, and made it the flagship of their contingent with the Allied Fleet. Manpower shortages and economic woes were the main things holding the Allies back as the long war continued. The war had been underway for years, and the losses in the early years had been enormous, with both sides trying to win the war with a quick, decisive battle. Despite the size of many of the states involved, war weariness was endemic, and there were growing anti-war movements on many planets.

The only people not stretched to the limit were the Gormon, who lacked the modern industrial capacity to build ships in any quantity. All their warships were purchased elsewhere, and they had been negotiating to buy the captured Taxon destroyer on the way back from the raid.  In the end, it was decided that it would be too confusing to have an ex-Taxon ship attached to the fleet, and the Terrans announced they would take it back to New Earth, informing the Hareccans that they wished to study Taxon methods of ship construction and weapons systems.

The Hareccans weren't keen on this either, and in the end, the Neg'arn negotiated to acquire it to replace their badly damaged destroyer. The ex-Taxon destroyer would be reserved for home defense, leaving a regular Neg'arn destroyer free to join the Neg'arn contingent in the Allied Fleet. A month later, the brand-new Meteor of the Constellation class destroyers arrived, in company with a cargo ship with more supplies. It also carried Vice Admiral Schwarzmann, who was resuming command of the Task Force attached to the Allied Fleet so that Vice-Admiral Jeffers could go home and take over command of the Task Force at New Earth.

Jeffers was worried that Schwarzmann might have his nose out of joint because he was replaced for the raid by Jeffers, and now that the action was over, he was being put back in command of the smaller Allied contingent Task Force rather than the large Home Fleet one. After Schwarzmann had formally taken over command of the Task Force, the two were having a quiet dinner in the Genghis’ Flag Bridge wardroom when Jeffers raised the subject.

"I hope you weren’t put out by being replaced for the raid?" Jeffers asked.

Schwarzmann smiled. "I was at first, but then it was explained to me that sending off a large task force like that, composed entirely of Allied ships and under an Allied flag officer, was making the Hareccan High Command nervous. They really wanted someone they knew to be in command, which was why you got the gig." He shrugged. "There will be plenty of chances for me to prove myself before this war is over, I imagine."

Jeffers nodded. "Almost certainly. The Taxons are going to have to do something about this relentless slow advance strategy the Hareccans have adopted." He paused for a moment, considering his options, and then decided to bite the bullet. "I don't know what the feeling is back home, but I have to tell you, my own impression is that we are on the wrong side."

"Andrews said as much to me a couple of months ago. It didn't exactly take me by surprise when he said it, but it did lead me to start questioning a few things."

"Good. Now, I'm not going to give you direct orders, but my own read of the situation is that sooner or later, the Taxons are going to bring the fight to the Hareccans. Considering they've been outnumbered for the whole war, they have done rather well so far, and I expect that to continue. Whatever happens, don't lose our ships. When we first contributed to the Allied Fleet, we had to show our willingness to fight, shall we say, but we've done that now, so the most important thing is not to lose our ships and our people."

Schwarzmann laughed. "Andrews said almost exactly the same thing to me before he sent me back out here."

Jeffers smiled, nodding. "Good." He paused and then continued. "There is another piece of information that I didn’t pass on to the Hareccans. It's in my classified port, which you may or may not have been given, but amongst the prisoners that we took off that Taxon training battleship was the Crown Prince of their Empire."

"Holy Shit!"

"Yes. Apparently, most of their officers are nobles, and there were like forty Officer Cadets aboard that ship, of which we rescued only two. There will be much grieving among the noble families of the Taxon Empire as a result of our raid, and when I learned we had the Crown Prince among the prisoners, it was a contributing factor in letting them all go. It may not be of direct benefit immediately, but hopefully, it will earn us some brownie points down the track."

Schwarzmann nodded. "It can't hurt. Now that we've got the rest of our prisoners back from the Hareccans, it probably wouldn't hurt if, at some point in the future, we released a couple of the more seriously wounded ones, probably using the Lotharn as intermediaries, and they can report to their authorities how well we are treating the prisoners."

"Have you mentioned that to Andrews?" Jeffers asked.

"No. I only really thought of it during the cruise out here."

"Right. I'll suggest it to Andrews when I get back. So, how are the wife and kids? Disappointed you're back out here again?"

"Yes. Particularly the kids. It was good being back on New Earth for three months. Still, the needs of the service."

Jeffers nodded, and the conversation turned to the subject of kids, schooling, and the pressures on marriages that being in the Navy brought in its train. Jeffers found that he really enjoyed the evening being able to relax with someone, finally. Command was a very lonely position most of the time. Schwarzmann ensured he was given a proper send-off the following morning, complete with a color party and honor guard in the boat bay, before boarding the shuttle that would take him to the Admiral Xia for the trip home.

On the trip home, he reviewed the latest updates on the state of the fleet that had arrived with the Meteor and came up with several suggestions for improvements or modifications that should be implemented. All the older ships were getting the attachment points for the box launchers installed, even though they weren't using the box launchers on the ships that were serving with the Allied Fleet, but it gave them the capability of being considerably more dangerous, especially with the new missiles.

The revised destroyer design had changed names. Enterprise had been reserved for future use, and the class would now be known as the Battle class, with the first one being named Waterloo. That ship had already been laid down, and the second ship in the class, Stalingrad, was just getting started in the second small ship slipway now that the second of the new corvettes, the Drake, had been launched and was fitting out.

The engineering crews and scientists had apparently worked out how to build a battleship or at least extrude a battleship hull from some kind of giant 3D printer they were assembling. The technology was just an enlargement of existing industrial equipment, although the computer modeling and control required was enormous. The Terran quantum computers gave them a significant advantage there, apparently. Once they got the machine operational, they expected the hull to be formed fairly quickly, with the slowest part being the fitting out. The Navy was planning on constructing a class of three ships, which, together with the Jermain, would form two two-ship divisions. The ships would be named Trafalgar, Midway, and Lepanto. Axel wasn't exactly sure how they were funding three such enormous ships, let alone finding the crews to man them, along with all the other ships they were building, but he assumed someone in authority knew what they were doing.

He studied the specifications of the Trafalgar and was impressed. It would be so much better than anybody else's battleship, just as the heavy cruisers were now better than anybody else's heavy cruisers. There were references to several other developments but no details as the information was classified top secret, too secret to risk even in Hareccan space, apparently. The trip back to New Earth seemed to take much longer than it should have, which was a subjective assessment of course, bred from his desire to get home. When they finally returned to the New Earth system, he received permission to take a week's leave before reporting for duty at Fleet command. The kids had school, and the wife had to work, but being home for a week was still nice!

Formally taking command of Terran Task Force 1:1 once more the following week was interesting as he found himself looking at the Jermain in a new light following the destruction of the training battleship. The Jermain was a generation newer and a little bigger than the battleship they had destroyed, but he could see it serving in the same training role at some point in the future when plenty of their own battleships had entered service. The design for the Trafalgar is seriously bigger all around, which made it a much larger ship. Still, the refitted Jermain was considerably more powerful now than it had been while in Taxon service. If he'd been facing the Jermain instead of the ship they had destroyed, the battle would have gone completely differently!

His first order of business was checking the operational fitness of his ships and getting to know the officers of his ships, several of whom had changed while he had been away on the raid. It was three days before he got around to inquiring about the one thing that had puzzled him on the way into orbit. The two captured cargo ships that he had sent home were tied up at the refitting dock having work done on them. He made an appointment with Admiral Andrews to discuss several other minor matters, and once those had been dealt with, he raised the subject of the two cargo ships.

"Ah. Those are our first escort carriers." the Admiral replied with a grin.

Jeffers scratched his head in puzzlement. "I thought space fighters were an outmoded idea?"

"They are, to an extent," Andrews replied.

Space fighters had been popular in pre-space entertainment movies, but in practice, high-speed computers, radar targeting, and high-power laser weapons developed for missile defense worked well against space fighters, it had been discovered early on back in their original universe. The two biggest problems were that the size of a fighter, including engines and life support for the pilot, made it a relatively easy target, plus they couldn't maneuver as rapidly as, say, an unmanned drone that didn't have to worry about G forces causing the pilot to blackout. Even after inertia compensation was developed as an offshoot of artificial gravity, there were still limits on how fast a spaceship could maneuver without turning the crew into a paste.

Drones had been tried, but when the communication lag back to the operator when dealing with the vast distances in space was taken into account, it meant that they were even easier to pick off than manned fighters. Drones controlled by non-sentient AI were an improvement in terms of combat effectiveness, but they had their own risks. The supposedly random maneuvers were often analyzed successfully by defense computer systems, and even when they weren't, the closer they got to the target, the more effective the defense lasers were. This was made worse when the dual, then tri-barrel laser systems were introduced largely because of drones. The near-constant stream of laser pulses firing in the general direction of the drones at the speed of light meant they would score a hit sooner or later almost every time. 

The Troodon laser systems were even better than the Terran ones, and the Terran Navy was about to introduce a new quad-barrel version developed from the Troodon system that was even better again. It was undergoing final testing now before being retrofitted to all the ships. Once the other navies in this part of the galaxy saw the effectiveness of the new Terran missiles, he anticipated that they would all be boosting their anti-missile defense systems dramatically. Their effectiveness against the training battleship had been palmed off as simply being because that ship's shields had been either antiquated or weaker than normal. The Neg'arn Captain's reports hadn't contradicted this argument as they had been rather too far away to get a good look at what the Terran missiles actually did. Axel had deliberately used the Neg'arn destroyers against the Taxon lesser ships so they were further away from the battleship. Sooner or later, the other races would tweak to the improved abilities of the Terran missiles, but the later it was, the better. Admiral Andrews continued.

"As you are well aware, we are constitutionally prohibited from developing self-aware AI technology." After some of the disasters that happened early in the original Terran Federation's history, a prohibition had been introduced that carried almost religious connotations and severe penalties. "However, in conjunction with some game software developers, we have developed a control program for combat drones. It's not self-aware, but it functions very much like it is. At the same time, we have developed this."

At this point, he brought up a holographic display of something. Axel studied it closely as it slowly rotated in the air above the Admiral's desk. It looked a lot like someone had taken a Marine combat shuttle and flattened it, after which it had been melted so that it had all rounded edges and flowing lines.

"We are calling it the Viper."

"How big is it?" Axel asked.

"It's about as long as a shuttle, but as you can see, it's nowhere near as bulky. Without worrying about life support or crew quarters, we have shoved an awful lot into an extremely small package. It has a frigate's power supply and engine along with a frigate's maneuvering jets crammed in there, which gives it more than enough power. Its outer hull is treated with the same material as on our stealth recon drones, making it very hard to detect, at least at missile combat ranges. It can carry two SSMs internally without affecting its radar cross-section or two of our latest lasers, two single tubes rather than the quad battery."

Andrews leaned back in his chair and smiled. "You can see the advantage of a stealthy anti-ship drone or a missile defense drone, yes?" At Axel's nod, he continued. "In addition to the internal weapons, there are five recessed connection points, two on the upper hull and three on the lower hull. If you're not so concerned about stealth, you can mount two box launchers, one on the upper hull and the other on the lower hull. I can see from your expression that you can appreciate the throw weight multiplier a horde of these things would represent in a battle. In a large battle situation, there is a fair chance these things could get within range undetected, launch their missiles, and then retreat to reload without ever coming under fire as the enemy would be too busy with the real warships."

Axel nodded. God, yes! At least for the first battle or two before the enemy realized the threat these things represented.

"How fragile are they?"

"Not very. Considering the design process started with one of those shipyard drones, these things are amazing. There is a shield generator in the bow. It's only a basic shield and defends only from the front, but it will stop a normal anti-missile laser."

"Damn! That's going to make it difficult for people to stop them." Axel observed.

"But wait, there's more. The center pylon at the bottom of the hull is designed to attach a 150cm plasma projector like those installed on our frigates. It can also still carry a box launcher on the upper connection points. That makes it an absolutely fearsome, anti-commercial shipping and space station weapon. That's besides its usefulness in a set-piece battle. Can you imagine a couple of hundred of these zipping around in the middle of a battle, looking for damaged enemy ships to either smash with their missiles or blast with their plasma projector?"

"Jesus!"

Andrews nodded with a grin. "Exactly. We are only just gearing up to begin production of them, and no doubt there will be teething problems and weaknesses that we hadn't allowed for. For now, we will confine them to home system defense. They will give anybody poking around New Earth uninvited a nasty surprise."

"Damn. So, you're refitting those two captured cargo ships as drone carriers?"

"Yes. We are already flat-out refitting the Navy ships for the new missile systems, and anyway, the strategists feel that it would be better to use dedicated drone ships for the moment until we see how they perform in combat conditions and give our opponents a chance to react and do something to counter them."

Axel nodded. "Makes sense, given our limited resources. Now, are they eventually going to replace regular warships?"

The Admiral shook his head. " We don't expect them to replace regular warships entirely. They lack the flexibility that a regular warship has for a start. Secondly, we're already coming up with ideas of how to counter them should our opponents come up with something similar. They won't find it easy without our quantum processing chips, but that's not to say it's impossible. There are also lots of operational questions. Is it better to use them en masse, on their own, or mixed in amongst squadrons of regular ships? How flexible can we make their programming without stepping over the line with the AI? And I'm sure there will be other queries in due course once they come into service and we start practicing with them."

"These are going to be a force changer, sir," Axel commented. "Even just the missile defense role would make their production worthwhile. Once the other races realize what we've done with our missiles, they're going to try and copy them besides beefing up their missile defenses." He studied the Admiral for a moment and then cocked his head slightly to one side with a frown. "You're not telling me something, are you?"

"No. I haven't mentioned their electronic warfare suite yet. They could deploy up to three copies of themselves electronically, making it much harder to target them."

"Ooh. How effective is it?"

"Very. These things have energy to burn, so the electronic doppelgängers look very realistic. Testing with the prototypes has shown that our ships need to be well within missile range before we can burn through the fake images. It makes for a lot of wasted ordinance and laser fire trying to knock them out."

Axel sat back in his chair and studied the Admiral briefly, who smiled smugly at him.

"How soon are these things going to be operational?"

"The two ships we're modifying should be finished in a few weeks. The conversions weren't all that complicated. We're not entirely sure of the best setup, so the configurations on each ship are slightly different, and we'll go from there once the Vipers are in actual service. The Vipers will be a while yet. We are building the production facilities for them at Atlantis. It will give employment to the people already there and should encourage more people to relocate out there as colonists while at the same time taking at least one egg out of our New Earth basket. Each refitted cargo ship will be able to carry eighty of the Vipers, along with two reloads for the box launchers and three for the internal missiles. Oh, and the external plasma cannons. One ship is configured like a triple-deck, old-style wet navy aircraft carrier, while the other is more like a pigeon coop. We think that will prove more effective in service, but we don't actually know."

Axel found himself nodding as the whole idea made strategic sense. Atlantis was only a pioneer colony at the moment, but having the Viper production facilities there would provide decent opportunities for both workers and miners, as well as others more indirectly involved in the production of the Vipers. Excellent! Even if they were only half as effective as the Admiral seemed to think they would be, they would still be a worthwhile addition to their Navy. He studied the Admiral for a moment.

"So, what else have you got for me?"

Andrews laughed. "Nothing concrete, yet. A group of boffins is working on the plasma projectors, trying to develop a system that fires much a more narrow, concentrated projection at a significantly longer range. They hope to overcome the plasma projects' attenuation problem by narrowing and concentrating the beam. That's probably the main other new weapon system we're developing. Besides, several groups of scientists who are constantly working to improve our existing weapons and power supplies. Our ships are already the fastest in space and will get faster in due course. That will largely be incremental, with the next generation of engines being about five percent more powerful than the current ones for the same size. There's been a group working on an entirely different engine system, but so far, they haven't made any progress in terms of practical prototypes, but their system is so promising that we're continuing to fund them."




Chapter 19



The Inquisition

Frogar marched through the open double doors past the Imperial Guard sentries holding the doors open. Why, in this day and age, they insisted on having manually controlled doors for many of the chambers in the Imperial Building, Frogar had no idea, although he supposed it made for good theatre. It had been nearly a week before a ship had visited the system they'd been marooned in, and word had finally gotten out about the Terran raid's effectiveness and the huge loss of life on the Halgon the Second. The survivors had been crammed aboard the small cargo ship and transported to a nearby system that the Terrans hadn't raided. Most of the survivors were transferred to other ships so they weren't so cramped for their return to Navy Headquarters. The Crown Prince, Lurgo Rargon, and Ludel nix Moorandel had been taken aboard the old frigate that was the sole defensive vessel of the system and which the Governor commandeered to rush the Crown Prince to Taxia.

There were three senior officers sitting on the far side of a long wooden table in the room, which Frogar advanced to stand in front of, halted, and then saluted. The center man returned the salute, and the three studied him with severe expressions on their faces. There was a second, smaller table set at ninety degrees to the main table at the left-hand end with two junior officers seated there, presumably to take notes. Frogar knew two of the three officers reasonably well and recognized the third. On the left was Force Commander Reldar nix Helgarde, his second cousin. Due to the family relationship, he and Reldar had spent a lot of time together when they were younger, despite their age difference. He remembered that he hadn’t gotten on particularly well with his second cousin, so having him on the panel was not necessarily a good thing. In the center was Fleet Commander Frankel Laftburk, one of those few non-noble officers who had risen to flag rank and was widely recognized as one of the best tacticians in the fleet. On the right sat Darvin nix Shaalburk, whose son Wilman was a friend of Frogar's even though he was a year older than the Crown Prince. Fortunately, he had finished his training the year before, so he hadn't been on the Halgon II at the time of the attack.

Having advanced to the desk in the prescribed military fashion and saluted, which the center officer had replied with a casual salute of his own, Frogar was unsure what he was supposed to do next, so he stood at attention and waited. Laftburk was a solid-looking male who was going grey on his crest, and his eyes gave nothing away. The Fleet Commander studied him for some time before saying anything.

"This board of inquiry has been convened to investigate the loss of the Halgon the Second in the Jalix system. Are you prepared to answer any and all questions the board may direct toward you truthfully and in an honest manner, reserving nothing?"

"Yes, sir, I am, sir," Frogar replied.

"Sit, and we will begin the questioning."

There was a hard-looking wooden chair off to the side, which he picked up and brought over to a position in front of the desk. After taking his seat, the questioning started. At first, it was all very straightforward, with him running through the sequence of events outlined in his report, not having to elaborate on any of the matters concerning Frogar's part in the battle until they reached the shuttle bay. He ran through the part where the Terrans had first contacted them, which had saved him and the engineering Lieutenant from having to decide who survived by escaping in the gig and who didn't. At this point, Reldar started the cross-examination.

"Did you consider using the shuttle bay yourself and leaving the rest of the men to be picked up by the Terrans and thus keep yourself out of their hands?"

"We weren't even sure the shuttle could be made operable, sir. The engineering Lieutenant seemed to think it could have been but wasn't sure how long it would take when the Terrans contacted us. As far as I was concerned, the potentially guaranteed rescue of all our people was more important than my possible escape from captivity, sir."

"Hmmph." His second cousin snorted and sat back in his chair.

He looked at the other two officers and then continued his account, explaining the problem of transferring the men to the Terran ship and then finally the Terran's solution to the problem by simply maneuvering their destroyer so that its boat bay lined up with the deck they were standing on.

"Did you worry that they would ram the Halgon the Second, possibly killing all or most of you waiting on the ruined boat deck?" nix Shaalburk asked.

Frogar shook his head. "I was really too busy clearing the area and organizing the men to worry about that, sir. The Terrans seemed confident that they could carry out the maneuver, and things were desperate enough that I didn't question it, sir."

The Fleet Commander nodded, and Frogar continued with his account of the events, detailing their jumping aboard the Terran destroyer and being funneled into the mess area, where armed and armored Terrans guarded them. How the Terrans apparently knew who he was and then how the Terran's reasoning for letting all the prisoners go had astounded him.

"It seems a strange thing for them to do, even allowing for the limited capacity aboard their ships, and our analysts are not even sure that it was true." He paused for a moment to look Frogar in the eyes. "They managed to fit all the survivors from the Halgon the Second on one destroyer, admittedly only for a brief period of time, but there is no reason why they couldn't have spread all the prisoners out over their other ships, including their big cruisers, and at least made it back to the nearest Allied base." He glanced at his two fellow panel members before continuing. "Their claims that they were upset with the way the Hareccans treat their prisoners are interesting, but how real do you think they are?"

"I got the impression that they were genuine, sir. Certainly, their decision to release me, who they could very well have kept while releasing everyone else, would argue that their statements were genuine."

"And there were no inducements offered to personally or deals made with you to secure your release?" Reldar asked, leaning forward on the desk and staring at Frogar intently.

"I resent that question even being asked, sir!" Frogar replied firmly.

Reldar continued to stare at Frogar for a few moments before leaning back in his chair and indirectly passing the control of the conversation back to Fleet Commander Laftburk. The Fleet Commander glanced at Reldar before turning his attention back to Frogar. Frogar got the impression that the Fleet Commander wasn't overly impressed with that line of questioning either.

"And what is your impression of the Terrans, Cadet Officer Krakendel?"

"Honestly? I personally think they are the most dangerous race amongst the Allies. Ship for ship, their vessels are better, and they know how to use them well. From what I have been able to gather from other survivors, their missile attack at the start of the battle was quite devastating. On the other hand, I feel they are possibly the race that is most likely to be detached from the Hareccan Alliance, even if they are unlikely to switch sides completely and ally with us. A concerted diplomatic campaign offering favorable trade arrangements should be made through their embassy on Lotharn as a main priority. I would also recommend we take good care of any prisoners of theirs we take and possibly arrange a prisoner swap with them via Lotharn."

Laftburk leaned back in his chair. "Those recommendations are a little out of your purview, aren't they, Officer Cadet Krakendel?"

"As an Officer Cadet, yes, sir. As the Crown Prince of the Taxon Empire, I have an obligation to voice my concerns about the direction we take at a strategic level to my father, and I shall be doing so."

There. He had put it on the line and warned them all that his ideas wouldn't be stifled. He had already detected resistance to his thoughts on the Terrans from every senior officer he had spoken to. At least his thoughts would appear on the permanent record here. When he finally got to speak to his father, he would make sure that his father also heard his point of view. So far, according to a friend in Fleet Command that he'd been able to speak to, the Terrans hadn't lost a single ship in any of the actions they had been engaged in. That alone was a significant matter that no one seemed to be paying any attention to. Most of the more senior officers to whom he had mentioned his ideas to had dismissed the Terrans simply because their fleet was not large, and they had nothing bigger than a heavy cruiser. So far.

The board dismissed him, and he returned to the temporary quarters he had been assigned in the Fleet Command space station. His request to visit the planet was again refused. Apparently, all the witnesses were being held aboard the station until the board of inquiry was finished. That was the normal procedure in the circumstances, he had to admit. He took the time to research what he could about the Terrans. Information was sparse, unfortunately. Their appearance in the Allied order of battle had not been noticed at first, but their forces had grown rapidly from one cruiser and one destroyer to two cruisers and two destroyers and then four destroyers, and then they had used three cruisers and four destroyers on the raid.

The gap in the time between the deployment of the second cruiser, which was fairly soon after the arrival of the first with the Allied Fleet, and the appearance of the third cruiser during the raid was quite substantial, which implied that they had perhaps built other cruisers that they hadn't assigned to the Allied Fleet. The Terran force had been responsible for the loss of the Jermain, according to the intelligence reports on the loss of that ship. The battleship had escaped a losing engagement but had been separated from the main fleet due to damage to its FTL drive and had been followed by the Terran Squadron. The Jermain had not been heard of again, and their spies reported that the Hareccans had held some of the crew for some time before handing them back to the Terrans recently. To Frogar, that act implied that the Terrans had defeated the Jermain, and then handed the prisoners over to the Hareccans without realizing how the Hareccans dealt with prisoners. Once they realized their mistake, they had presumably asked for their prisoners back. It certainly explained the comments the Terrans had made during his captivity.

With only three officers to interview and having read the written reports before those offices arrived at the space station, the inquiry only lasted another day. The published report available to the public was that the Halgon the Second and the other ships in the system had been lost while engaged against superior enemy forces and had conducted themselves in the best traditions of the Imperial Taxon Navy. What was reported in private, Frogar had no idea. With the publishing of the report, he was released from isolation and then found himself instructed to report to Fleet Admiral Grendeel.

Upon arrival, he found that Ludel was already waiting outside the Admiral's office. After a fairly short interval, the naval rating on the reception desk instructed them to go into the Admiral's office together. They exchanged relieved looks, as being instructed to enter together meant that they were not in individual trouble. They both marched into the office and came to a stop at the prescribed distance from the Admiral's desk. Here, they came to attention with their hands by their sides and tails straight down with the tip just making contact with the floor. They then inclined their heads in the prescribed manner to show respect to the Admiral. One only saluted superior officers in public spaces when in uniform or aboard vessels on active duty. The Admiral studied them for a few moments, leaving them prey to their growing nervousness.

"So, Cadet Officer Krakendel and Cadet Officer Moordandel. Although technically, neither of you has finished your trainee cruise, the reports we received on your actions and the manner you both handled yourselves during the battle are sufficiently good enough that I have no hesitation in granting both of you a promotion to the rank of Sub-Lieutenant, effective immediately. You are also each given one week's leave with orders to report to the station's fleet personnel office no later than seven hundred on the twelfth. Congratulations, gentlemen."

They both thanked the Fleet Admiral, wheeled, and departed his office, trying not to look like they were attempting to escape rather than simply leaving in a proper naval manner. Once out in the corridor, they grinned at each other.

"Leave!" Ludel said with a grin.

"Ha. I have to go home and face my parents, who have no doubt read the full and unabridged account of the action."

Ludel laughed and clapped him on the back. "Good luck to you! My own role was far less heroic, and my parents are two systems away, thank God!"

Ludel's parents controlled a large manufacturing company that, among other things, owned and operated one of the major shipyards building Navy vessels in the Portvax system. His father had been there since the start of the war, and his mother had followed him with the rest of the children once Ludel entered the Naval Academy.

"A week of wine, women, and song, eh?" Frogar said with a grin.

"You better believe it! " Ludel replied with a broad smile. "Jealous?"

"Of course. Damn. You lucky dog. This Crown Prince lark is not all it's cracked up to be!"

"Ha. Yeah, yeah. We'll see if you still feel the same way when you're Emperor."

"Right. Well, have fun, and I'll see you in a week."

Frogar gave Ludel a nod and turned away to where he had spotted the small group of Imperial Guards waiting to conduct him to the Imperial Palace. The Lieutenant leading the small contingent had given him a nod when he had first appeared, apparently willing to patiently wait until Frogar had finished his discussion with his friend before taking charge of the Crown Prince.

"Lieutenant," he said as he approached.

"Your Highness. We have been detailed to conduct you to the Palace. Our shuttle is on the main shuttle deck. Do you have any luggage?"

"I suppose I better empty the temporary quarters I have been staying in before we leave the station, Lieutenant. We'll head there first."

It didn't take long to clean out the temporary quarters he had been staying in and to carry his own duffel to the shuttle deck, despite the offer from one of the Imperial Guard troopers to carry it for him. It didn't take that long to reach the shuttle deck, and with the usual priority that applied to the Imperial family, his shuttle departed almost immediately on its way down to the planet. The thing that always struck most people the first time they saw the Imperial Palace was how small it was, relatively speaking. The gleaming steel and glass towers nearby dwarfed the archaic stone Palace, which was set in its small patch of carefully tended lawn and surrounded by an archaic wall and moat that was maintained these days as a tourist attraction.

The real defenses were the hidden shield generators. Multiple shield generators were positioned in the towers on the corners of the central keep so that there was plenty of redundancy, and the latest tri-barrel laser batteries were hidden within the towers that dotted the outer wall. The carefully tended lawns and gardens surrounding the Palace were marred only by the shuttle pad in the northern section where his shuttle came in to land. Even inside the Palace grounds, he was still escorted to the Palace building itself by the squad of men assigned for the journey, and it was only once they were in the entry foyer of the Palace that he was able to bid the Lieutenant and his men goodbye. The Chamberlain was also waiting for him in the foyer and gave him a small bow in greeting.

"Your father is in the command center, although he should be finished shortly." He gave the Prince a look up and down in a somewhat disdainful manner. "Can I suggest you retire to your room to freshen up, Your Highness, before meeting your parents in the Family Salon?"

"Righto, Bilhelm," he replied casually and headed upstairs.

He was fairly certain Bilhelm had meant that he should change into something smarter than his uniform, but he found that one of the uniforms hanging up in his wardrobe still fitted him, so he elected to wear that rather than one of the more crumpled if clean uniforms, in his duffel bag. He had detoured to the commissary on the trip from his temporary quarters to the shuttle deck to acquire his Sub-Lieutenant insignia. The Imperial Guard Lieutenant had not quibbled about him delaying their departure for this purpose, probably out of sympathy. He guessed that the Lieutenant was young enough to have not forgotten his own excitement at having finished training and becoming a real officer. He transferred the insignia to his clean uniform, checked himself in the mirror, and headed downstairs.

The Family Salon was off the main corridor in the private part of the Palace, just short of where the more public areas started. His mother was already in the salon sitting on one of the lounge chairs, but she stood up when he entered and came over to hug and kiss him.

"Hello dear. How are you feeling?"

"Okay, now. It was difficult, you know, straight after when I realized how many of us didn't make it."

"I can't imagine how you must have felt. I've been offering personal condolences to several of my friends over their loss during the last week. It's worse than when we lost the Jermain. You expect losses from battle; you just hope none of your friends or their children are on the ship that gets destroyed, but you don't expect to lose a whole training class like that. It was a terrible shock to everybody."

He was nodding, but before he could reply, his father arrived. He received a dutiful hug from his father, who then held him at arm's length to look him up and down.

"You look worn, son. That's no wonder, of course. Your mother and I are just so relieved that you survived. We both read the report of your actions during the battle. You did very well. You did the right thing, surrendering to the Terrans, too. You weren't to know that they'd release you all, but at least it meant that a lot more of the crew survived than would have otherwise." He led Frogar over to the lounges. "Sit, sit. I don't want to go over the actual battle and the immediate aftermath with you now. I imagine it's still too painful, but I would very much like to get your impression of the Terrans. You are one of the few people that have had anything to do with them and survived to tell us about it."

"You're aware they are bipeds like us, aren't you, Father?" His father nodded, so he continued. "We didn't have that much interaction with them, in all honesty, but my first impression would be that they are a lot like us, rather than the Hareccans or the Gormons. And I don't just mean the fact that they're bipeds rather than quadrupeds. It was just an impression. They were certainly upset with the treatment the Hareccans inflicted on the survivors of the Jermain. I understand they've got most of those prisoners back from the Hareccans now, which will be good for our people."

His father cocked his head slightly. "You seem confident of that?"

"Yes. They have honor, Dad. I studied them closely, and I'm sure they were genuinely upset with how the Hareccans treated our people. Not just the officers, either. Most of the ordinary crew seemed to be upset by that matter just as much if not more so, Dad. It was one of the things I wanted to talk to you about."

"Really?" the Emperor replied.

"Yes. All the way back, I kept thinking that we now have an opportunity to detach them from the Hareccan Alliance. They are obviously unhappy with the way the Hareccans treat their prisoners, and we all know about Hareccan arrogance, so I imagine they treat the Terrans like they do most of the other minor races, which wouldn't go over well with the Terrans. At least, I don't feel it would from watching them while I was aboard their ship. A concerted diplomatic campaign through their contacts with the Lotharn might well produce a favorable result for us."

His father didn't reply, just studied him silently, so he continued.

"We may not be able to get them to join our side, but there is some chance we can detach them from the Hareccan Alliance. They're clearly not happy with the Hareccans, and you know how the Hareccans are. They would have demanded the Terrans contribute ships to the Alliance Fleet before they would allow them to trade with the Hareccan planets, and while we don't have the same size market as the Hareccan Alliance does, not all the members of the Hareccan Alliance would refuse to trade with the Terrans if they pulled out of the Alliance. Between those smaller states that would continue to trade with the Terrans, the Lotharians, whom we can pressure to engage in more trade with the Terrans, along with some of the more civilized Troodon planets and ourselves indirectly via Lotharn, I'm sure we can present a viable case for them to withdraw from the Hareccan Alliance."

"Why are you so keen to make friends with these people? Is it because they are bipeds like us even though they lack tails?"

"Partly, Dad, I will admit." He said with a grin. "Mostly, it's because I get the impression that they are the most dangerous race we face. Those cruisers of theirs are very strong. Since they entered the war, we've lost what, five battleships? And two of them were to Terran cruisers. Yes, the Jermain was badly damaged already, and the Halgon the Second was hardly frontline material, but it poses the question that if their cruisers are this strong, what will a Terran battleship be like when they finally build one?"

"Most of the smaller single planet states don't have the resources or the capability to build battleships, son."

"The Terrans are not most single system states. I wasn't on the bridge, but I heard from Commander Rargon how their missiles tore through our shields seemingly a good deal easier than they should have. Look how big their cruisers are compared to everybody else's and how quickly they deployed two of them after they joined the Alliance, yet since then, we've only ever seen one more, making a total of three. What have they been building in the meantime? Seriously, father, we need to work on them diplomatically and try and get them out of the Hareccan Alliance. I have a terrible fear that if we leave them in the Hareccan Alliance, they will be our doom."

His father looked at him for a few moments before nodding and smiling.

"What is clear to me is that you have been seriously affected by the disaster you lived through and the loss of your fellow cadets. The Terrans aren't bogeymen, despite their lack of tails." A powerful demon in Taxon mythology had no tail, and it was something of a trope for villains to have no tail for some reason or other. "Try to enjoy this break you are getting from your duty before reporting to your next assignment. Catch up with some of your old friends and spend some time with your sisters, who have hardly seen you over the last few years. We shall talk more later on."

Frogar could hear his father's dismissal of his ideas and, from long experience, knew it was pointless to continue the argument now. His only hope was that, with time, his father would consider what he had said and be open to a return to the argument in a few days or weeks. He turned the subject of the conversation to his sisters, enquiring about their education performance and whether they had boyfriends or not yet. This last was denied, and then his mother was only too happy to discuss her daughters with him.

The week passed very quickly, and he found himself back aboard the Navy space station far too soon. He had gone out a couple of times with those of his old friends who weren't in the military and even had dinner with his old girlfriend, who was conveniently between boyfriends. As his mother had always favored her, he suspected his mother had promoted the idea of her seeing Frogar again. She was only his old girlfriend in the sense that they had decided to take a break from their relationship while he had been at the Academy, and, therefore, he'd been unable to see her for months at a time. At some point, he had heard she had been dating other guys, which had upset him but was to be expected given the circumstances. His younger self had found her gorgeous and delightful company. His more mature,battle-tested self found her shallow and uninterested in serious matters, although she was still gorgeous. The one date was all he organized, and at the end, he made it clear that if he wanted to go out with her again, he would call, the implication being that he wasn't going to call.

A newly minted Sub-Lieutenant could expect to find himself assigned to almost any ship that needed a junior officer, but being the Crown Prince meant that his career would largely be confined to capital ships, although it had been some time since a member of the Imperial family was serving in a time of war. The normal career for the Crown Prince was to serve one tour of duty in the Navy, occasionally two if the person concerned really enjoyed naval life, before leaving the service to train further for his future duty as Emperor. In times of war, if the Emperor or Empress, as the case may be, were still healthy, Imperial children would continue to serve in the military for the duration, however long that was. There would be no obvious limits on their service, as such, for public relations purposes, but at least one of the Imperial children would be kept safe on Taxia at all times. In Frogar's case, it meant that his two younger sisters would serve to ensure the continuation of the royal family while he served actively. He had even mentioned to his father that with his having two sisters, and numerous cousins for that matter, there was no reason why he couldn't follow a normal officer's career path rather than the somewhat more limited options members of the Imperial family normally followed.

In the event, he was assigned to the Taxon, flagship of the Second Fleet, which was at least part of the Grand Space Fleet along with the Third and Fourth Fleets, so there was some chance he would see some action. He had been half expecting to be assigned to a ship in the First Fleet, which was the fleet assigned to protect Taxia. He had only been aboard for two weeks when the Grand Space Fleet advanced into enemy space.




Chapter 20



More reverses

Vice Admiral Schwarzmann sat in his command chair on the Flag Bridge, watching the icons on the big display as the Allied formation deployed into the Oligarn system. This was a genuine Taxon system and the first time the Allied forces had seriously attacked an inhabited Taxon system. The Strike Force consisted of the Third and Fourth Fleets in accordance with the latest Hareccan strategy, while the Second Fleet guarded the advanced repair and maintenance base inward from the Oligarn system at the edge of Gyran space. With the ongoing construction of new ships, the Second Fleet had been reinforced to the point where it was nearly thirty percent stronger than the other two fleets, and the Hareccans considered it strong enough that the Taxons wouldn't risk attacking it. Meanwhile, the other two fleets moved into Taxon space to invade and take a Taxon planet for the first time since the Hareccans joined the war.

The Taxon forces in the Oligarn system consisted of an old heavy cruiser and four destroyers of varying ages and models, and the Taxon squadron commander retreated in front of the advancing Allied Fleet, keeping a good distance between them and the Allied ships while detaching one of the destroyers to make a high-speed run for the FTL limit so that it could depart the system and spread the word of the Allied attack. John Schwarzmann was confident that his Terran ships could run down the Taxon ships before they could reach the FTL limit, but he hadn't bothered mentioning the matter to the Hareccan Fleet commander as he had become ever more disillusioned with the Hareccan High Command. Their arrogance was almost unbelievable. Despite having been part of the Allied forces for several years now, no Hareccan official had ever asked for the specifications of the Terran ships. Provided the Terrans assured them that their ships were roughly equal to any other race's ships of the same type, the Hareccans weren't interested in minor details.

Despite the success of the Terran raid on the Taxon rear systems, they had refused to countenance a second raid, preferring to keep all the ships available concentrated on the three combat fleets they had reorganized that Allied force into. Once again, they offered no explanation as to why they didn't want to repeat the raid the Terrans had undertaken so successfully. His few attempts to question this decision had been met with disdainful dismissal, so he had stopped raising the subject, or offering any other advice, for that matter. Consequently, the Terran ships plodded along in formation with all the other Allied ships, achieving little apart from destroying the joint military/civilian space station orbiting the planet. Destroying the station seemed pretty senseless to John. If they were going to occupy the system, then surely such a space station would be handy for conducting repairs and maintenance to their own ships. If they were attacked and forced to retreat, they could destroy it then, but not to make use of it in the meantime was stupid.

Not that he bothered raising the point with the Hareccans, or anyone else for that matter. The current Hareccan strategy had the benefit of being simple, at least. Their plan was to advance with the Third and Fourth Fleets combined and occupy one Taxon system after another until the Taxons were forced to deploy their Grand Space Fleet to defend their space. At this point, one of two things would happen.

If the combined Allied Fleets were defeated, and he understood the Hareccan commanders were under orders to fight to the death, then the fresh Second Fleet would swoop in and engage the presumably severely battered, even if victorious, Grand Space Fleet and destroy them, after which, the Second Fleet and whatever was left of the Third and Fourth Fleets would then head for the Taxon home system and bring an end to the war.

If the two Allied Fleets managed to defeat the Taxon Grand Space Fleet, then the Second Fleet would proceed straight to the Taxon home planet while the Third and Fourth Fleets followed up the defeated Taxon fleet. It was straightforward, John had to admit, although it did rely on the enemy doing what they wanted them to do. The advance by the Third and Fourth Fleets meant there was a fairly good chance that the Taxons would indeed do as the Allies wanted them to, or at least the Hareccan High Command, who ran the Allied navies. It assumed that the Hareccan intelligence services were correct about the relative sizes of the two forces. John believed it would have been better to have simply stacked all three Fleets into one big force and then have the combined force head for the Taxon's home planet and dare the Taxons to try and stop them.

Terran Naval intelligence was still a relatively limited organization and had nothing to offer John by way of a differing appreciation of the Taxon military capability. The Hareccans claimed that the Allies were outbuilding the Taxons by a considerable margin, although that was also hard to confirm, even if it did seem likely. Most of the new Allied ships were being assigned to the Second Fleet, which in part accounted for its extra size. Not only was it bigger, but it was also far more modern than the other two fleets. As new ships were added to the Second Fleet, some of the older ships were transferred to the other two fleets to build them up as well. The Terran ships were the newest ships in the whole of the Fourth Fleet, and he had been informed that the Hareccans wanted any further Terran ships to be assigned to the Second Fleet as well.

John smiled to himself. The Terrans had no intention of adding more ships to the Allied Fleet any time soon. Even leaving aside the growing disgruntlement with the Hareccan Alliance, there was increasing concern about the home system's defense. Admiral Andrews had pointed out in a memo that he had sent not only to the politicians but also to all the Flag Officers and Captains of the Terran Navy, that what they had done to the Taxons in the course of their riads could just as easily be done to them, and by forces that were stronger than just a few heavy cruisers. For that reason, the New Earth government would concentrate on building up the Home Fleet before adding any more to the Allied contingent unless the Hareccans directly asked for their contingent to be increased, and even then, they would consider the matter before agreeing.

The Terran force was currently set at two heavy cruisers and four destroyers and had been since before the raid. Until the raid, the Terrans had rotated a third cruiser and a fifth destroyer through the formation to give each of the ships a break. With the damage taken in the raid, they had been forced to disclose the existence of a fourth heavy cruiser and a sixth destroyer. The Hareccan had not said anything about the extra ships that had been revealed, and John wasn't even sure that they realized that the Terrans had deployed extra ships, although he had to assume they did. It was entirely possible that they simply didn't care. They didn't seem to regard the Terrans or their ships as being anything special, that was for certain. Without a battleship in their order of battle, the Hareccans would continue to consider the Terrans a minor race of little concern.

The New Earth government was also following a policy of not increasing trade with the Hareccans. Partly, this was to make their economy appear to be less strong than it was, and partly, it was to discourage Hareccan cargo ships or cargo ships from any of the other main Alliance races from visiting New Earth. The Terrans trading with the Hareccans were encouraged to give the impression that the chips they were trading were pretty much all that New Earth was producing apart from those required for their own use. Apart from the computer chips, there was little else that the Terrans had that was of interest to the Hareccans in terms of trade, especially as most of the new Terran military technology was not being offered and certainly not shown to them.

It was interesting comparing Terran technology with the Hareccan technology and that of their Allies, John found. The latest and greatest Hareccan battleship design contained nothing new besides being slightly bigger. It did have slightly better engines, so it was marginally faster than the previous class of Hareccan battleships, but it wasn't a substantial increase by any means. Weapons development seemed to have stagnated in terms of improved systems, although there were rumors of an improved plasma projector in the pipeline. As was usually the case with the Hareccans, they didn't really bother telling their Allies what was happening or what was coming until the new ship or weapons system was in service.

The combined fleets spent two weeks in the Oligarn system, and it was with some amusement that John saw the Allied work crews arrive in the system and begin to construct a new space station orbiting the planet to replace the one they'd destroyed so unnecessarily. Undoubtedly, the Hareccans would justify the whole thing by saying that their space station design was much better and more suitable for Allied ships than the Taxon one. The combined fleets left an occupation force to guard the workers finishing the new space station and headed for the next Taxon system, called Calforia. The Taxon heavy cruiser they had chased out of the Oligarn system was waiting for them here, along with its two destroyers. The force had been joined by an additional modern heavy cruiser and three more destroyers. This time there were several Taxon cargo ships fleeing the planet as well, no doubt carrying refugees hoping to escape the advance of the Allied Fleets.

The Allied Fleets advanced into the system, with the Taxon warships making no effort to interpose themselves between the Allied Fleets and the planet, seemingly content to watch and no doubt report. Repeating the same mistake they had made in the previous system, the Allied Fleet destroyed the two space stations that the planet boasted. John could perhaps understand the destruction of the military space station but not the civilian one. In John's opinion, the stupid destruction of the commercial station would make everything more difficult, from supplying the garrison to moving any goods and chattels that were pillaged from the planet. Fortunately, the senior Hareccan Fleet Commander chose to accept the surrender of the planet's population without bombarding the surface and sent down a Marine force to make the occupation official. John had reached the point where he would have ordered the Terran contingent home, regardless of the consequences, if the Hareccans had bombarded the planet without reason.

Another two weeks were spent in this system, mainly so the Fleet could resupply from the freighters that turned up, including a Terran one. Eventually, the combined Fleet got underway and headed for the FTL limit to proceed to their next target. They were about a day's travel short at the somewhat slow speed the Hareccan Fleet Commander adopted when a destroyer jumped into the far side of the system. Its arrival wasn't detected until some considerable time later. Fortunately, the Fleet communique arrived before the Fleet jumped out. The Hareccan commander then told the Fleet to hold while he decoded the message the destroyer had sent, and then, no doubt, he would need to discuss the matter with his fellow Hareccan commanders, given that it appeared to be important.

After nearly three hours, a communiqué was issued to the Fleet in which it was revealed that instead of massing their Grand Space Fleet to face the incursion by the Allied Third and Fourth Fleets, the Taxons had sent their Grand Space Fleet deep into Allied territory and inflicted a massive defeat on the Second Fleet. No fewer than four Allied battleships had been destroyed completely, along with several cruisers and numerous destroyers. As the Second Fleet was composed of the newest and best Allied ships available, the composition of the Second Fleet only magnified the disaster. All the other battleships in the Second Fleet had been severely damaged, and currently, the Second Fleet only had one battleship deemed fit for combat. Therefore, the Third and Fourth Fleets were ordered to retire from Taxon space as fast as possible, commensurate with taking the time to withdraw their garrisons and/or occupation forces from the systems they had already invested.

According to the report, the Taxons had lost one battleship outright, two heavy cruisers, and seven destroyers, although most of their battleships had taken some damage during the combat as they had pressed home the attack aggressively. All the space infrastructure in the system had been destroyed, and five cargo ships were captured. Many intra-system ships had been destroyed as well. It was a disaster, certainly, but it sounded to John like the Hareccan High Command was panicking. Rather than continuing to press forward, perhaps even striking directly for the Taxon home planet with the combined Third and Fourth Fleets that were still fresh and undamaged, they were taking the timid course and pulling the combined Fleets back to protect the Allied systems in case the Taxon Grand Space Fleet went on a rampage through Allied space.

Four weeks later, they were back in the original starting system, which happened to be the Fourth Fleet's home base, and the Third Fleet departed to its normal anchorage to protect that side of Allied space. A Terran Navy supply ship turned up two days later, which was handy as he was able to pass on the news of the disaster and their retreat to Admiral Andrews via the supply ship. He wondered what the Terran Admiral would think of the whole balls up.

Karl Andrews received the report from Schwarzmann before any word of the disaster had arrived via Hareccan sources. Deliberately keeping the trade with the Hareccan planets low meant that updates on events in Allied space were sporadic, to say the least. Terran Naval Intelligence still only had limited penetration in a lot of places, although they now had reliable sources on Gormon and Lotharn. Trade with Gormon was picking up, which the Gorman government was deliberately not telling the Hareccans about. Gormon was only slightly further in terms of travel time than the nearest Hareccan planet, and the semi-bipedal avian race seemed to get on better with the Terrans than with anybody else. With the Gormon, the central pair of legs had morphed into wings, and the forelegs were light and rather weak, although they had opposable thumbs, which had allowed them to become tool users like most other intelligent races.

The Terran company, Space Construction Services, had recently applied to the government for permission to build two intra-system cargo ships and a mining station for the Gormon government. The few intra-system spaceships that currently operated in the system had been purchased from Lotharn sources and piggybacked to the Gormon system, which is what the Terran-constructed ships would have to do as well. The Gorman government had even approached the Terrans about building a warship for them, but the Terrans had declined, citing potential problems with the Hareccans, which the Gormon representatives had accepted as being likely, so they had ordered another frigate from Lotharn. The Terrans had no intention of providing one of their more advanced ships to anybody at this stage. If somebody saw the computer systems, it would be a dead giveaway as to how advanced their computers really were compared to the Hareccans and everybody else's.

The Terran government regarded the slowly increasing trade with Gormon as a good thing, so Karl was pretty sure they would approve the construction proposal for the Gormon intra-systems ships. Karl still found it strange that the Lotharn were the only people who had sent a ship to trade with the Terrans in their home system. Apart from the Gormon, who couldn't afford an interstellar cargo ship yet, none of the other Allied nations appeared interested in sending their own cargo ships to New Earth and seemed happy to let the Terrans monopolize the trade, such as it was. Not that anyone was complaining, as it meant they didn't have to hide too much from the occasional Lotharn cargo ship.

As far as the Terran Naval Intelligence Service knew, the Hareccans still didn't realize that the Terrans had put the Jermain back into service and had also started constructing their own Terran-designed battleship. The hull was enormous, and already New Terran Mining was looking to create a joint venture with Transtellar Shipping to build a commercial shipyard that would use the same technique to produce bulk carrier hulls for mineral traffic from asteroid belts and mining moons to where the smelters were. There was a proposal to build an enormous colony transport using the same method that would carry up to 5,000 colonists in one hit, plus supplies and building equipment for them.

Karl was toying with a battle carrier design that incorporated a battleship’s hull and defensive capabilities with the capacity to carry upwards of a thousand of the Viper drones. The time and capital investment were such that he wouldn't float the project until he saw how effective the Vipers proved to be in real combat, which hopefully wouldn't happen soon! In the meantime, the next naval transport in the building queue was going to be modified into yet another escort carrier. It would be slightly larger and better armed than those made from the converted Taxon cargo ship hulls, but it would be some months before it came into service. Not that that was a problem, as they still hadn't started mass production of the Vipers in the Atlantis system. He hoped that would happen soon, but so far, all he heard was of problems causing endless delays.

At least he was getting to spend some time with Andria, as the Bellerophon was still being repaired after the damage it suffered in the raid. As XO, Andria spent more time aboard the ship than the Captain did, but the destroyer was just about operational again now. No doubt, the ship would be returned to the contingent attached to the Allied Fleet in order to relieve one of the other ships currently in service there as soon as she was operational again. At least Andria hadn't been injured or killed during the battle, unlike several other members of the crew!

The constant construction and expansion of the Navy was taxing the planet's economy, and there was growing resistance amongst the general populace, but so far, support for the massively increased defense budget remained strong. The last thing they can afford to do now would be to cut back on defense spending. He had a horrible feeling that there was a shadow hanging over them and that the boom would be lowered sooner rather than later. There was even talk of trading with the Troodons to earn some more export funds as they were interested in trading for the computer chips and other things that the Terrans were producing in quantity these days. A delegation was about to embark on a cargo ship heading for Lotharn with the intention of negotiating with the Troodon traders there, who had been urging the Terrans to let bygones be bygones and trade with them.

Karl wasn't sure what to think about the whole idea, although he accepted the fact that the Troodons were composed of a large number of essentially independent clans, and what one clan chose to do did not necessarily mean that the others agreed with it, or that they would necessarily join in and support such an action. The Terran's plan for a central trading hub had fallen through due to little interest from anybody, so he had proposed that the Troodons be allowed to trade through the almost finished commercial space station in orbit around Atlantis to keep them out of the home system. This proposal had problems, partly because the Vipers were going to be constructed there, and he wanted no one to know about them. It would also mean beefing up Task Force 2:1 which was based on Atlantis. A very old ex-Troodon light cruiser and three frigates simply weren't a sufficiently intimidating force if they were going to allow the Troodons to trade there. He called up the fleet list and studied what ships were available. The Meteor had been added to the rotation through the Allied contingent. The Constellation had been refitted for the box launchers at the same time as the Meteor and was currently available. The Comet had almost finished being refitted to carry the box launchers as well. Hmm. He would assign the Constellation to Task Force 2:1 while retaining the Comet here at New Earth. As with all the ships not assigned to the Allied contingent, the Constellation would be armed with the new box launchers, which meant the power of its first strike would be significantly greater than anyone would expect from a destroyer.

The Hannibal had almost finished being refitted, and he would send that out to Atlantis to replace the Kru Denmenor as the flagship of Task Force 2:1. He sat back in his chair, staring at the screen, musing on the fact that no matter how big the Navy got there was never enough ships! His changes to the dispositions of the ships meant that the Home Fleet would only have one destroyer until the Waterloo was finished, although at least one of the two rotating destroyers from Task Force 3:1 would usually be in the system as well. Likewise, the rotating heavy cruiser would normally be found in the system, adding to the size of the Home Fleet. He wouldn't be happy until the Trafalgar was operational, he guessed, although he had the suspicion that even then, he wouldn't be entirely happy. The Waterloo would be ready about the same time as the Trafalgar was, the latest reports suggested, which would give the Home Fleet, including rotating ships, the strength of two battleships, one of which would be the most powerful ship in space, three heavy and one light cruiser, four destroyers, and two escort carriers once the Vipers were in production.

The fleet composition was short on lighter ships, but hopefully, the Vipers would compensate for that. There was no sign that anyone was going to attack New Earth, anyway. At least not anytime soon. As soon as he thought that last, he felt a chill run down his back. Shit! The trouble was, he couldn't really go to the President and say, hey, I have a bad feeling that we are going to be attacked. That would be a good way of getting himself retired early. He finalized his notes about the fleet reorganization and headed home. To his surprise, Andria was waiting for him.

"Hi there!" she said with a grin, clearly happy to see him.

She was wearing a bathrobe, so he assumed she hadn't been here long and had just come out of the shower.

"Hello yourself, beautiful. I wasn't expecting to see you." he said with a smile.

They hugged and kissed, and she stepped back and opened the bathrobe to reveal she had nothing on underneath.

"We're shipping out tomorrow, and the Captain gave me tonight off so I could come home and surprise you."

"And a very nice surprise, it is, too!" he replied, taking in her gorgeous body.

Dinner was rather late that evening, and it was nice being able to relax and talk about ordinary matters, even if they were mostly Navy-related. She had plenty to tell him about the repairs and refitting of the Bellerophon, and she must've sensed he was unwilling to talk about his work because she happily chattered on about getting the ship ready for its next deployment and didn't badger him. They went to bed straight after dinner, although they didn't go to sleep for some considerable time after that. In the morning, she looked at him over the breakfast table.

"Something is bothering you, Karl. Tell me about it."

He looked at her for a long moment and frowned.

"I keep having this feeling that something bad is coming. Have you ever felt you were being followed, but when you look around, there's no one there, so you keep walking, but then you feel like you're being followed again, and there is still no one there?"

She nodded slowly. "I know what you mean, yes. I don't think I've ever been so paranoid that I turned around twice, though, when I've felt I was being followed or watched." She grinned at him.

"Ha, ha. You're not paranoid if someone really is out to get you," he replied. "I just keep having this terrible feeling that something bad is about to happen even though there is no evidence to support my thoughts. And don't worry, I'm not going to talk to anybody else about it. I'm not ready to retire yet." He said this last with a grin, and she grinned back at him, but he could tell she was worried.

"Now I'm going to be worried for the whole cruise that something horrible is happening back here at home," she said.

"Don't be. It's just a strange feeling. Unlike you, who's going into real danger in just a tin can."

"It is what it is. No pulling strings, buster!"

He held up his hands in mock surrender. "No, no. I'd never do that. I have looked at the Navy list, though. You will probably be promoted to XO on one of the cruisers soon to replace someone who is going to be promoted to commanding a ship of their own. I think there is only one more experienced XO ahead of you now. Bullard is being given the Waterloo, and Richard Palliser is being promoted from XO of the Caesar to Commander and being given the Halsey. Hue Tran is being promoted to XO of the Caesar, leaving you as the next senior destroyer XO."

She nodded and took him at face value. The way the Navy was expanding, she could expect to have her own command within six to nine months, possibly sooner if they started building another frigate rather than a destroyer next. On that note, they parted ways, she headed towards her ship, and he headed off to his office while thinking wistfully about how much more enjoyable ship command was than flying a desk.




Chapter 21



Not a good idea, Dad. Really!

Taxon Navy Commander Baltur nix Trelburk worked his way slowly through the After-Action reports from all the Grand Space Fleet ships down to the smallest and oldest destroyer. He had a reputation amongst the fleet's Captains for being nearly omnipotent when it came to assessing a ship's state of readiness, a reputation he had largely earned from engaging in this type of tedious chore for long hours over the years. He smiled to himself. At least these days, he knew which bits to skip amongst the reports, making it much less tedious than when he had started doing it.

The report wasn't satisfying reading. The Grand Space Fleet had taken a beating. The only consolation was that the Allied Second Fleet had taken an even worse one. The Grand Space Fleet had only lost one battleship outright, the Lorgar, which had been one of the oldest and weakest battleships in the Grand Space Fleet. The two heavy cruisers that had been lost were older types as well. The operational problem was that every single surviving battleship had taken damage to some extent. If the Allies had continued to advance with their Third and Fourth Fleets, he would have been forced to fall back on Taxia and combine with the Home Fleet there to have any hope of stopping them.

As it was, he was going to swap out several of his damaged but still mobile battleships to send them to Taxia and pull fresh, undamaged battleships out of the Home Fleet to give him some operational capability. The three-to-one battleship loss ratio didn't look that good on paper for such a desperate action, but one of the Allied battleships destroyed had been of their very latest Gel Jonu class, one had been of the previous Aventian class, and one had been an older Didexian class vessel. The other battleship had been a Cortillian vessel, which, while not quite up to Hareccan standards, had likewise been a very new ship and also represented a sizeable percentage of the combat power of that people's fleet. In practical combat terms, the losses were probably four or even 5 to 1 in favor of the Taxons. Unfortunately, the damage his ships had suffered meant that the Grand Space Fleet would have to sit on the defensive for some time while it recovered its combat readiness. On the plus side, he had just nullified the numerical advantage the Hareccans had gained over the last two years due to the larger shipbuilding capability of the Allied states.

Not that he was incapable of doing something. The Terran raid on the Taxon rear areas had been annoying and tragic. His nephew had been an Officer Cadet aboard the Halgon the Second. He had been forced to detach numerous cruisers and destroyers to garrison systems the Terrans were likely to attack. As a result of pressure from powerful people above him, he had been forced to form two Hunter groups using two of the latest Planet class battleships, mostly due to their speed. At least he had the satisfaction of canceling that operation and getting his two battleships back since the battle against the Allied Second Fleet. The Terran raid did, however, give him a new strategic idea. He would use the same tactic but on a much larger scale, sending a sufficiently large fleet to occupy and force the surrender of one Hareccan Ally after another.

And as the Terrans had so very kindly given him the idea, he would start with their planet as the first port of call. No Taxon ship had ever visited the Terran's home planet as they were only a relatively recent addition to the galactic scene, so he had to go to Imperial Intelligence and see what they had on the Terrans. The report he received was interesting. The only non-Terran ship that had been to New Earth, as they called their home planet, was a cargo ship from one of the Lotharn trading families that included New Earth in its trading round. Apart from that one ship from that trading family, all of the ever-increasing trade between the Terrans and Lotharn was conducted by Terran merchant ships. Interestingly, according to their spies, all the trade with the Hareccans and other Allied races was also only carried out by Terran ships. In the Hareccans' case, that was more due to their sense of racial superiority than anything else. Lesser races came to the Hareccans, not the other way around.

Apparently, the Terrans supplied the best computer chips, even better than the Hareccan ones, which was surprising. Imperial Intelligence had even managed to acquire some for analysis by scientists inside the Taxon Empire. More importantly, Imperial Intelligence operatives on Lotharn had the rough location of this New Earth. They hadn't been able to gain access either to Lotharn or Terran star charts but had gotten a general idea of New Earth's location from a drunken Lotharn sailor. It wasn't perfect, but it would have to do. It took him the best part of a week to write up an operational plan to present to the Emperor and then another week to travel to Taxia to deliver it in person. The Emperor had two close naval advisors: the previous Navy Commander and a retired Fleet Commander, a cousin of the Emperor.

They spent a week going over his plan, questioning various aspects of it, and suggesting some minor changes. At the end of the week, the Emperor signed off on the plan, and the Navy Commander returned to the Grand Space Fleet to put the plan into motion. The Taxon Navy was technically composed of seven fleets. The First Fleet was the Home Fleet in the Taxia system. The Seventh Fleet was the designated training fleet, which had been obliterated by the Terrans and, at the moment, consisted of one old destroyer that had previously been earmarked for the training fleet but not dispatched to the Jalix system at the time of the Terran raid. The Sixth Fleet comprised mostly small, generally older ships that patrolled the far side of the Taxon Empire opposite from Allied space. The remaining Second through Fifth Fleets made up the Grand Space Fleet.

After looking through the composition of the various fleets, he settled on the Fourth Fleet as the best choice to send on the mission. He swapped the severely damaged Planet class battleship Klin, out for the slightly older but fully operational Prince Algol, giving the Fourth Fleet a total of four battleships, three heavy cruisers, and six destroyers. In addition, another heavy cruiser and a scout frigate would be attached to the Roffir class battleship Rogendar, which would serve as the Fleet Flagship, with Fleet Commander Worn commanding the expedition. It would be risky to detach that much of the Grand Space Fleet, but Imperial Intelligence was convinced that the Allies were still smarting after the defeat of their Second Fleet and wouldn't be carrying out any aggressive actions in the near future.

In the end, it was well over a month before the Fleet departed for the mission that would take three weeks just to get into the area of space where New Earth was supposed to be. A rather poor red dwarf system that Lotharn records showed as being uninhabited and largely unvisited was the first target of the Fleet. It was hoped that the Fleet would be able to ride at anchor there while the scout frigate searched for New Earth. The frigate was specially designed to be both stealthy and carry long-range sensors that should allow it to come out of FTL well outside each system it checked, enabling it to determine whether there was large-scale activity within the system from a distance. Once it detected a system that looked likely, it would return to the Fleet, report the potential target, and lead the Fleet to that system. The Fleet would come out of FTL outside the system, where it could advance immediately if discovered, while the scout frigate entered the system to determine the state of any defenses and the positioning of enemy ships.

It was a method of approaching a system they had used before, and Navy Commander Trelburk had no doubt it would work just as well this time. Rumors of the impending raid had spread throughout the Grand Space Fleet even before the Navy Commander arrived on Taxia. Frogar, newly assigned as a junior officer on the battleship Prince Larken, heard the rumors with great concern. He tried to persuade the Captain of the Prince Larken to grant him leave to return to the capital quickly without a lot of success until he pulled Crown Prince rank and said it was a matter of Imperial importance. He managed to get a berth on a fleet courier and headed straight for his father's office when he reached the Imperial Palace unannounced. He brushed straight past the guards outside and entered to find his father busily discussing matters with a Force Commander and Frogar's uncle, retired Fleet Commander Darvendel. Well, he was really more of a second cousin, but Frogar had grown up calling him uncle.

"Frogar! What are you doing here?" his father demanded as he walked into the room unannounced.

"I need to speak to you about this plan to strike at the Terran home planet, Father."

"How do you know about that? Trelburk hasn't even decided which fleet he is going to use yet."

"Everybody in the Grand Space Fleet knows we're going to attack the Terran home system, Father. I've come home to ask you to put a stop to it."

"Sub-Lieutenants aren't normally involved in planning fleet actions, Sub-Lieutenant Krakendel." his father replied.

"Except when the Sub-Lieutenant concerned is also the Crown Prince of the Empire, Father, and feels that a bad mistake is being made."

Uncle Darvendel cut in before his now somewhat red-faced father could speak in response.

"Why don't you think this is a good idea, Frogar?"

"Because the Terrans are wavering in their adherence to the Alliance. A concerted diplomatic campaign via their embassy on Lotharn could easily detach them from the Alliance, even if they don't ally with us in turn. Far better for them to sit out the war than for us to attack them and make a forever enemy of them like the Cortilans."

"If we destroy all the shipping and space industry in their home system, it will take them out of the war just as effectively as if we persuade them to pull out diplomatically and with much greater certainty and immediacy." his uncle replied acerbicly.

"And then they will be really pissed off at us, and we will have no hope of them detaching from the Alliance."

The Fleet Admiral shrugged, and his tail flicked in the manner of someone implying the matter wasn't of much importance.

"They only have a few heavy cruisers and destroyers anyway. It's more their potential we want to take out of the equation rather than their actual current military capability."

Frogar nodded. "Did you notice how quickly they built two and then three of those big cruisers of theirs, but since then haven't built anymore? Or, at least, none we've seen added to the Allied Fleet. As far as I'm concerned, their ships are the best handled of any Allied ships. I spent a lot of time going over the records of the battles they've been engaged in, and those ships of theirs punch well above their weight. Attacking their home planet will only make them more determined to fight, and there is no reason why they can't buy ships or hire them from the Hareccans until they reconstruct their own space industry. Unless we are going to attack the planet's surface itself?"

So far, the war had not involved any mass killing of civilians on planetary surfaces. There was an unspoken agreement amongst all the civilized races that if the orbitals were destroyed, the population would surrender. In return, the system occupiers would only send down token military forces just to show that they were in charge, which the locals would leave alone in return for the understanding that if their own fleet looked like it was going to regain control of the orbitals, the occupiers would leave peacefully. There had been a few accidents with debris hitting planetary surfaces after stations or ships had been destroyed in orbit, but they were rare and quite clearly accidents.

Even the Hareccans had no wish to be described as genocidal. Bombarding an inhabited planet's surface would be a good way of bringing in some of the uncommitted races in nearby space on the opposite side of the war. The Taxons had spent a lot of time and effort on the friendly Dektari, who were positioned out-arm from Taxon space, but had so far failed to get them to enter the war on the Taxon side. The Kavinia, who were on the far side of Hareccan space, were also possible Allies as they were unhappy with the Hareccans, but they had so far stayed out of the war. The Reshar had remained carefully uncommitted to either side but had made it clear they wouldn't look kindly on any acts of genocide.

There were other races, the enigmatic Ukarim, for instance, but none looked likely to become directly involved, even if there was a planetary bombardment event. What Frogar was most concerned about was the Terran's creativity, both militarily and technologically. Their raid of the Taxon rear area systems was a good example of the first, while the fact that they had the most advanced computer chips of any race in the local area was a good sign of the second. It would be far better to have them neutral, if not on the Taxon side, rather than have them angry, Frogar was convinced.

"Bombarding the planet has been canvassed but rejected," his father put in. "The current plan is to destroy their space capabilities and return to base. Besides removing their threat as a naval power for several years, it will also have the same effect on the Allies as the Terran raid did on us and force them to deploy ships to all their home systems, thereby reducing their ability to carry out a strategic advance against us. They are outbuilding us, Frogar, so we must do something. Now, come with me."

This was said in that ominous tone of voice he knew only too well from when he was younger, which meant that his father was upset with him for some reason other than the obvious. It was usually something to do with his behavior not being becoming for a Crown Prince.

Frogar followed his father into the family suite beyond the office, closing the door behind them, and then his father walked around his desk, studying Frogar, who stopped in front of the desk and came to parade rest, hands behind his back, tail hanging vertically to the ground, as his father took a seat at his work desk. His father glanced up at him and shook his head.

"Don't," he said.

"This is a mistake, Father," Frogar said, regardless of his father's request.

"The senior officers all think this is a good idea. And you don't. I admit I was surprised by how well you argued your case, standing up to the Fleet Commander like that. You have made a possible enemy there, I think. But he is right. This is an opportunity to strike at the flank of the Alliance and take out an enemy that you have rightly pointed out is very dangerous."

Frogar shook his head, and his tail swished in agitation. "I am not worried about making an enemy of someone who is older than you, Father. The Fleet Commander will be long gone by the time I sit there." He pointed at where his father sat. "But this is a mistake. We have a chance here to draw these Terrans out of the Alliance and weaken the Hareccan Alliance as a result. And yes, I freely admit that there is no guarantee we can pull them out of the Alliance with diplomacy. But consider this father. What if the attack fails?"

He paused, and his father just shook his head, so he continued. "By attacking their home system, we will drive them into a closer bond with the Alliance, if only for their own survival. And then there is the question of how strategically disastrous it would be to lose the Fourth Fleet. Or at least if a good chunk of it is lost. We have no real intelligence on their defenses, after all. And I quote, “We “think” the Jermain is back in service, but their home-built battleship is still being fitting out" is not exactly first-class intelligence."

The fact they are even building their own battleship, according to intelligence gathered from the Lotharn, had come as a shock. He waved his arms and swished his tail in a frustrated manner.

"Father. None of you have seen these people in action like I have. They are very much like us in a lot of ways. Their military is efficient, well-coordinated, and very, very capable. That battleship they are fitting out is almost certainly going to be so much better than our battleships, just like their cruisers are better than ours." He saw the blank look on his father's face. "Bah. You are not going to change your mind, are you?"

"I will not go against the collected wisdom of the Admirals. Their plan is sound. Four of our battleships, including one of the new Roffir class, will be more than enough, even if both the Terran battleships are operational." He frowned at his son. "Enough, Frogar. Now, we will discuss how you came to be here at all. Please explain why you are not aboard the ship you are assigned to at this moment."

Frogar suddenly felt a good deal more uncomfortable than he had when facing his uncle, the retired Fleet Commander. Now I'm really in for it! He thought to himself, and his tail drooped, even as he stood erect and looked evenly at his father.

"I persuaded the Captain of the Prince Larken that I needed to come home on a matter of Imperial importance. It wasn't easy persuading her to let me go."

His father studied him for a moment, pursing his lips. "Captain Nordvik was put in an impossible position by you using that excuse, Frogar. Did you realize that when you bullied her into giving you leave to come home?"

Frogar shook his head before he realized what he was doing. "I didn't bully her, Father. I persuaded her that I had a genuine reason to come home that was important to the Empire, which I needed to speak to you about. Which was true, Father!"

His father said nothing for a moment. Finally, he stood up and paced backward and forward behind his chair before finally coming to a stop facing Frogar.

"I will grant you that you genuinely regarded this matter as of sufficient importance to the Empire to warrant you coming home and discussing it with me. I will not punish you for acting in what you regard as the Empire's best interests. I have spent your entire life trying to teach you the importance of your responsibility as Crown Prince."

He paused and took the back of the chair in his two hands. Frogar noted with some distress that his father's tail was lashing in a most unhappy manner.

"I will say that I am not impressed with your putting Captain Nordvik in such a position without being aware of what you were doing, which you obviously aren't. She is the most senior female officer in the Navy, and everybody is watching her very closely, with many, and I do mean many, of the male officers, especially the senior ones, hoping that she will fail, as they are not convinced of the viability of female officers, or even crewmembers for that matter. On top of that, she is not a member of the nobility, which means she lacks that natural ease with members of the royal family that most nobility have. You are undoubtedly her worst nightmare, and I had my doubts about your being posted to her ship but have been unable to prove anything. While you are the most junior officer aboard her ship, at the same time, you are technically the most important person aboard her ship. We need to extend the use of females in the Navy, Frogar. There are only so many people with the natural skills needed to serve in space, and our early losses cost us a large percentage of our experienced spacers."

His father frowned at him. "You will, therefore, take the next courier back to your fleet, return to your ship, and you will seek out the Captain and ask to speak to her privately. At that point, you will apologize to her, not for taking advantage of your position as Crown Prince, something you are supposed to do if you feel it is sufficiently important, but because you did so by obviously taking advantage of the situation you were putting her in. Do you understand?"

Frogar could feel his face going red, but he nodded and tried to keep his stance erect and his tail still. He hadn't even considered it in terms of taking advantage of her being a female! He would have made the same request with a male superior, and he saw no point in arguing the matter with his father, given the mood his father was currently in.

"Yes, Father. I understand now that you've pointed out that aspect of the situation to me, and I will apologize to Captain Nordvik at the earliest opportunity."

"Good. Stay the night. Your mother and sister will be happy to see you."

As his father had said, sister, singular, he realized that his father was referring to Parthinia, which meant Markee must have already left for the Naval Academy. He had to admit it would be good to see his mother and sister before heading back to the Fleet.




Chapter 22



The hammer

Fleet Commander Worn watched the plot as the small frigate turned to parallel the FTL limit while sending its report electronically. The FTL limit varied from system to system and star type to star type, but it was fairly close in for this rather mediocre red dwarf where the Fourth Fleet was patiently waiting for the scout frigate to identify their target. It only took a bit over an hour for the message to reach the flagship and be forwarded to his console. The face of Commander Markbar, the youthful commander of the scout frigate Frenix, appeared on his screen. The High Command had never really seen the need for building scout frigates in any quantity, and only two were currently in service. The specialized vessels were relatively costly and had little combat value but were invaluable for this type of scouting. The Frenix was attached to the Fourth Fleet for this operation, and the Porthak remained with the Grand Space Fleet. He would suggest that in the future, the Imperial Navy should maintain a couple more in service for just this sort of situation once this mission was over.

It had taken the Frenix four weeks to find the Terran home planet, or what Captain Markbar believed to be their planet. The lack of communication went on for so long that Fleet Commander Worn had even started to believe that the Captain was following his emergency instructions, which were to return to Taxon space if discovered. Once back in Taxon space, he would turn around and make his way back to the Fourth Fleet's hidden anchorage at this out-of-the-way red dwarf. Such a trip could take another several weeks. Fortunately, the Fleet Train supply ships were carrying enough food to keep the Fleet supplied for several more months. They were almost certain that the Terran home planet orbited a yellow star, and there weren't that many in this area to be checked out, so he was surprised it had taken the scout frigate so long.

When Commander Markbar’s young-looking visage appeared on Worn's screen, he was looking apologetic.

"I apologize for the delay, Fleet Commander. The Imperial Intelligence information gave the impression that the Terran's home planet was closer to Hareccan space than what it actually is in practice. Following their advice, we started too far over, and it took all this time to search our way back, visiting each of the yellow stars in turn. The system that I have included the coordinates for is almost certainly the Terran home world. Because it had taken so long to find the system, and I knew that you would be waiting for a report, we didn't attempt to do a disguised flyby, but the system is full of communications broadcasts, none of which we could decipher."

The commander paused and clearly gathered himself.

"I strongly suggest that my ship returns to the system immediately and carries out a proper disguised passage through the system while you bring the fleet forward. I would suggest a rendezvous point one light-year out from the system's primary point on this direct course. You can hold the fleet there where it is unlikely to be found until I complete my flyby and report."

The commander paused for a moment. "I await your instructions, sir. Frenix out."

Having previously suffered because of faulty Imperial Intelligence reports himself, Fleet Commander Worn decided not to dismiss Markbar’s excuse for the long period of time it had taken to find the target system out of hand. A study of their ship's log later would settle that issue. Imperial Intelligence had always had a tendency to put more weight on the veracity of their information sources than they should, in his opinion. The Fleet Commander sat and thought for a few minutes as he spent some time studying Markbar’s suggestion. The young Commander had to be confident he had found the right planet to make such a recommendation, but the real question was, could Worn rely on Markbar’s assessment? Moving the fleet forward to a point one light-year from the probable enemy system made sense. If it was the wrong system, they weren't committed or obvious. That far from the system meant that the fleet was unlikely to be spotted, and if it was the right system, it wouldn't take them long to arrive and start handing out retribution for the Terran's raid. Yes, he liked it.

"Commander Markbar, I am relying on your assessment and I have decided to follow the plan you suggested. Please return to the enemy system and conduct a disguised transit. Be as careful and take as long as you want; there is no rush. I'd rather it took a few days longer, and they weren't alerted to our presence, than we jump into a system fully prepared for our arrival. We will wait at that location for one month before acting on our own cognizance. Fleet Commander Worn out."

With that message sent, he set his navigation team the task of working out the exact course and distance the fleet should advance to arrive at the point specified by Commander Markbar. The fleet was large, but space was vast, and they would need to be very precise with their arrival location; otherwise, Commander Markbar might find it difficult to locate the fleet without broadcasting broadly and making his position known. The Frenix had come around and disappeared into FTL before the new course, and the projected arrival position had been distributed to the whole Fleet. They had deliberately not moved very far into the system upon their arrival, but they were a fair way around the system from a direct line with where they needed to arrive. The Fleet began moving back out to the FTL limit, and then, when he was happy with the formation of the ships, they went FTL, heading for the rendezvous point outside the supposed Terran home system.

The trip would only take a week, after which they would have to sit and wait until the frigate had done its clandestine intrusion into the Terran system. Among the frigate's other attributes, it was designed to mimic an asteroid. All of its outer services were specially treated so that enemy vessels detecting the Frenix would see a rock sailing through space rather than an enemy warship. The downside was that the frigate had to adopt a course that appeared natural, which meant it could take them some time to pass through the outer reaches of the enemy system without using their engines. Generally, it was considered unwise to use the ship's engines inside of the Oort Cloud, but beyond the Cloud, the energy released from the ship's engines should not be too obvious to anyone within the system. Worn knew from training exercises that the frigates were damn hard to identify at any decent range, even when you knew what you were looking for.

The fleet came out of warp exactly one light-year out from the enemy planet. The ships of the Fleet were well spread out to give as big a target as possible for the Frenix to find when the frigate returned from the enemy system. The Fleet could do nothing but wait here till the scout frigate reappeared and gave them the latest updates. Or didn't. If the Frenix hadn't appeared within a month, Fleet Commander Worn would assume that the Terran defenses had spotted and destroyed the ship. In which case, a more circumspect battle plan would be put into motion, one made with the assumption the Terrans were on the alert.

The Fleet was pervaded with a certain sense of relief when the Frenix warped in eleven days later and maneuvered towards the flagship. Fleet Commander Worn called an all-Captains conference for approximately the same time the small ship would arrive, and pinnaces promptly departed the assembled ships, with the further ship's Captains heading in first. Given the widely spread-out formation, it took nearly two hours for all concerned to arrive at the brand new Roffir class battleship, the Rogendar, which was Fleet Commander Worn's flagship. A Fleet Conference Room was positioned behind the Fleet Commander's quarters, specifically built into the ship for just such a meeting. Commander Markbar of the Frenix was amongst the last to arrive, and the room was packed by the time he entered and was called up to the front by the Admiral.

Captain Grigah nix Anderbol was seated near the rear of the room with all the other junior Captains. He had assumed command of the Gruvain Kel barely six months previously, and this was his first major sortie as a Captain of his own ship. He saw the look of dismay on the Commander's face as he was instructed to move front and center. Besides Fleet Commander Worn, there were three Force Commanders. Force Commander Burgan, Force Commander Avenar, and Force Commander Terkah. And then there were all the Flotilla and Squadron Commanders, besides the Fleet's Captains, several of whom were very senior.

Admiral Worn started proceedings. "Gentlemen, this is Commander Markbar of the frigate Frenix, who has been scouting the Terran system for us. He will now give us a report on the situation in the system and the state of their defenses." He turned to the now very pale junior officer. "Commander. If you would begin your presentation."

Markbar fumbled a bit with the control panel, then mumbled something, shook his head, and stood straight. "Admiral Worn, sirs, this is a very interesting system. We could only use passive devices to study the system, and even then, several of our unpowered drones were destroyed by anti-meteorite systems mounted on stations or ships in the system. In one case, a freighter detected the drone and dispatched it with a surprisingly powerful weapon for a civilian ship. After careful analysis, I am confident that none of the Terran forces saw anything but a natural, if dangerous, object to be removed. Certainly, there seemed to be no sudden surge in readiness or extra patrols sent out."

A map of the system appeared in the area in front of the wall. "The system has one habitable planet of the common oxygen nitrogen type. Gravity is one point two that of Taxon, so it presents no serious challenges. The target has three stations in orbit. A large commercial one, this one here." At this point, a close-up of the planet appeared in place of the system map. A green dot lit up in orbit around the planet. "And a smaller one here." Another dot lit up, also in green. "My analyst thinks the smaller one is for gas transfer. They have a gas mining installation at one of the outer planets, as I will show you presently."

A red dot lit up. "And their military station is here. It is not overly large compared to some of our stations but has some anomalies we could not clear up with passive drones. In near orbit are their shipyards." A blue dot appeared quite close to the red dot. "The shipyards area appears to be a dual-use complex with a central station dividing military from civilian slipways. The military side has one large and two medium slipways, with a smaller one under construction. The civilian side has two medium slipways and a smaller one. There is a ship under construction in every single slipway, with a cruiser in the large one, a destroyer, and a smaller frigate-sized vessel in the other medium slipway. On top of that, there is what has to be a battleship production complex attached to the station as well. It appears to be producing the hull of a Terran-designed battleship at the moment. The civilian yards have a nearly finished freighter that looks like a local system ore ship, and there is a smaller ship that is only partly finished of a type that we couldn't determine."

He paused and brought up the system map again. "As far as active warships in the system go, there are not that many. There appear to be only three of their big destroyers in orbit near the military station, along with two of those big cruisers and a smaller cruiser. A third large cruiser is moored at the military station, and our analysis is that the vessel is fitting out and may not be operational. The operational cruisers and destroyers are accompanied in orbit by the Jermain, which we must assume is fully operational. Moored to the shipyard station is a second complete battleship that appears to be at least as large as our Roffir class, possibly even bigger. Whether it is operational or still just fitting out, we could not determine, but we are leaning towards almost finished fitting out or perhaps about to undergo operational tests before commissioning. Several civilian ships were operating in the system, and while we were transiting the system, a large cargo vessel departed in the direction of Lotharn."

He looked around the room as if trying to decide what to say next. Admiral Worn nodded. "You have some more information?"

Markbar nodded. "Sir. At first sight, this looks like an easy operation for your fleet. Four to two in battleships, four to three in heavy cruisers, assuming the one that is fitting out is operational if needed. We have no light cruisers, admittedly, but I feel we still have the advantage even if we call even numbers in cruisers. We have six destroyers to their three. Overall, the advantage is not as good as we hoped, but it is still significantly in our favor. However, we made several observations that need to be brought to your attention, but as to their significance, I am not entirely sure. Some are general information, and some are perhaps of a more militarily relevant nature."

The Admiral studied him for a moment. "If you didn't think these observations were important, you wouldn't mention them. Go ahead."

Markbar looked relieved. "Well. The first, sir, is that this is not these people's home planet. We got a dumb drone into low orbit and took a lot of pictures. Their settlement and industrial development pattern on the surface is more like that of a long-established colony. There are no really old ruins or signs of ancient buildings, monuments, and such that abound on planets of origin. To understand this point, sir, you need only to think of the Towers of the Moon on Taxon. Our best guess, based on our own colonies, is that these people have been here for somewhere between five hundred and two thousand years. The only ruins that we found were abandoned mines and similar defunct industrial concerns that were obviously of modern construction as opposed to stone blocks and such that ancient buildings would have used. On the other hand, there is no busy trade route in and out of the system, so it is possible these people are the descendants either of marooned explorers or people that fled their original planet due to political or natural disaster."

No one appeared to want to comment, so he continued. "It is not necessarily relevant to the current situation, but it is perhaps something to keep in mind that there may possibly be a lot more of these people somewhere else in the galaxy."

He paused, and the Admiral nodded, so he altered the map to bring up several lighted points. "We have identified a gas mining operation at this gas giant, a mining operation on a moon in that planet's orbit, and a widespread mining operation throughout the close-in asteroid belt, with an industrial complex here. They all look well developed but definitely lack obvious defenses."

He paused and changed back to the main planet. "This brings me to a couple of problems. First, there are these." And a whole bunch of objects lit up in purple. They were clustered around the three space stations, the shipyard, plus two large clusters in stationary polar orbits. "We think they are defense systems of some kind, but they are like nothing we have seen elsewhere, so we are not entirely sure. On closer examination, it was determined that the main facilities at the gas giant and in the asteroid belt also had clusters of these things around them as well."

He paused for a moment to let them digest this. "Secondly, from our intelligence information, there appear to be several ships missing. We think we are missing at least two smaller ships, either frigates or destroyers, plus at least one heavy cruiser that Imperial Intelligence reported they possess. It is possible the missing cruiser is being used to rotate one of the cruisers in the Allied forces, in addition to the one that normally does that task, but if so, where is that cruiser? It is also possible that they have at least one other colony somewhere. Imperial Intelligence has reported that the Terrans are trading with some of the Troodon clans now, but there are no Troodon ships in the system, so it is possible they have a colony that they are using as the trading station with the Troodons, and given their history that may be where the missing heavy cruiser and smaller ships are."

The Admiral nodded at this information. Markbar hesitated and then continued. "Thirdly, there are two freighters in a parking orbit near the military station. In fact, from their positioning, they could almost be seen to be part of the naval formation. They appear to be two of the cargo ships they captured in their raids on our systems, and why they're sitting there in orbit has puzzled my analysts. Given the building going on and the general level of activity in the system, they can't be surplus to their cargo shipping needs. There are no other idle cargo ships apart from one moored at the military station, which appeared to be undergoing some form of modification. My analysts think that it is likely being modified into a dedicated fleet supply ship, something the Terrans are known to use, yet that is only a suggestion.

The Admiral nodded at this information, so Markbar continued. "Then there are bases or something on both the small moons orbiting the planet. Exactly what they are, we could not determine without using active scans, and while there was no general activity detected on either moon, we picked up four different power sources on the smaller one and six on the larger. We could see where facilities were in place but not determine their type or function."

The Commander nodded to the Admiral. "That is all we could determine with the equipment we could deploy and in the time frame available, sir."

The Admiral smiled. "You've done very well, Commander. It will be noted in my report. Thank you."

Clearly taking that as dismissal, the Commander retired to the back of the room with the other junior ship Commanders. The Admiral turned to the assembled officers. "Thoughts on the best approach, gentlemen?"

The meeting lasted some considerable time before a consensus was reached. The Terran home planet was on the far side of the system at the present moment in time from where the Fourth Fleet was located, so it was decided that the Fourth Fleet would enter FTL and cross to the far side of the Terran system before returning to normal space which would in turn greatly reduce the distance the Fourth Fleet had to travel to reach the Terran home planet from the FTL limit, and in the process reduce the Terrans reaction time. It took another day to carry out the maneuver and get the fleet into a satisfactory position just at the edge of the system's Oort Cloud.

Because of the positioning of the planets, it was decided that they would attack New Earth first and clean up the mining and other industrial concerns on their way out of the system. Fleet Commander Worn's plan of attack was to concentrate on the Terran fleet first and give them as little warning as possible in the process. It was impossible to achieve complete surprise due to the need to come out of FTL right at the edge of the system, but the less time the enemy had to react, the better.




Chapter 23



Alarm Warnings

Admiral Karl Andrews was attending a state dinner given by the President on Foundation Day, commemorating the founding of New Earth. Fortunately, his fleet comm unit sounded its alert for an incoming emergency transmission while the attendees were all still milling around in the foyer of Government House before the official dinner got underway. Several people in his vicinity whom he had been talking to looked at his pocket as the device sounded off.

"Apologies. It appears someone at headquarters has their knickers in a knot. Excuse me for a moment."

He smiled as if it was of no importance and stepped to one side, pulling the communications device out of his pocket.

"Andrews."

"Captain Krupnik, sir. Sorry to trouble you, but our sensor array detected a vessel arriving at the edge of the system, and standing orders are to notify you immediately, sir."

"Just a single vessel?"

"Yes, sir. It appears to be staying beyond the Oort Cloud and not actually entering the system, sir."

Krupnik was correct that contacting him immediately when an unknown vessel arrived at the system's edge was part of the standing orders. As the vessel seemed to be adopting a watch and study mode of operation, there was no need to panic at this stage. He might have to re-write those orders, he decided. They'd been written straight after he'd gone back to work after being released from the hospital, and the situation was a little different now.

"Very good, Captain. Keep an eye on the unknown vessel and notify me if it heads in-system or if friends join it."

"As you wish, sir." The Captain replied and cut the contact.

Karl looked around to find a couple of senators eyeing him warily. He shrugged.

"Our sensor array just picked up an unknown vessel hovering at the edge of our system, no doubt studying us. So far, it seems to be on its own and showing no inclination to enter the system, so there's no need to panic at this stage."

Senator Harris raised his eyebrows at this casual dismissing of the intruder.

"An enemy vessel, do you think, Admiral? Or perhaps a Troodon vessel checking us out?"

The Troodons had never returned to the New Earth system, and there was some speculation that the late Captain of the Kru Denmenor had not shared the location of New Earth with anyone before attacking. His demise during the battle was one of the key events that led to the ship surrendering so easily. Karl very carefully tried to look completely unconcerned about the message he had received. Their decision to begin trading with the Troodons involved them being allowed to use the station at Atlantis rather than letting them into the New Earth system at this stage.

"At this stage, I have no idea. We shall have to wait and see, gentlemen. I'm not overly concerned at this stage."

He turned the subject to other matters, and the dinner passed without any further reference to the unknown ship at the edge of the system. The dinner dragged on as state dinners usually did, and it was close to midnight before he was able to make his way to the spaceport and get aboard his shuttle. Once aboard his shuttle, he contacted the space station to get the latest while his crew blasted the ship into orbit. Captain Krupnik’s watch had finished by this stage, so he spoke to the second in command, Lieutenant Commander Wu, who assured him that nothing had changed and that the unknown vessel was simply pottering around the outside of the system, no doubt listening to their communications. The vessel stayed at the system's outer reaches for a day before disappearing.

He called a Captain's conference and presented the information to the assembled Captains, Commodores, and Vice Admiral present in the system. The general consensus of opinion was that they should go to full alert in anticipation of a possible imminent attack. The assembled officers seemed equally divided between the likelihood that the ship was a precursor to an attack by someone or that some other race had just found them. A small group seemed to think it could well be one of the Troodon clans checking them out, but they all agreed that going to full alert was a wise move.

The fitting out of the Trafalgar and the other ships in the dock was rushed forward, and the battleship's fitting out was finished two weeks early as a result. At the suggestion of Naval Intelligence, the ship was left in the dock rather than being taken out for its acceptance trials. This directive was in case the unknown spy ship had left drones in place that would tell their unknown visitors that the Trafalgar was now operational if they took it out of the dock. Similarly, it was planned that the Rommel would also stay in dock once its fitting out had finished as well. All the warships began mounting their box launchers, and the defensive launchers that had been installed around New Earth and out at the mining and gas stations were brought online. They were normally kept off-line just in case of accidents, but Karl was more concerned about drones striking the stations with little warning, and after gaining the President's approval, the systems were made ready just in case.

His main concern revolved around the Vipers. The two CVEs had barely twenty each at this stage, and he was desperately hoping the next shipment arrived from Atlantis before anything more aggressive happened. The planetary militia was mobilized and ready to defend the atmosphere against a direct attack or debris falling from space. When nothing happened over the next couple of weeks, people began to relax, and there was even some scoffing about the whole operation in the media, suggesting that the government was jumping at shadows. And then the unknown vessel returned. This time, it cut across the system's outer reaches, obviously intending to get a better look at the Terran ship deployments and space infrastructure within the system. The analysts were quite impressed that the unknown ship appeared to be an asteroid to their radar and other sensors. If it wasn't for the outlying sensor arrays that they had installed after the Troodon attack, there was a strong possibility that they wouldn't have realized that the system was being studied. Karl issued an order to all ship Captains that if given the opportunity, they were to try and capture the disguised ship rather than destroy it.

The enemy ship eventually crossed out of the system beyond the Oort Cloud, and then the ship FTL'd out. Barely an hour later, the Bellerophon and the Belisarius arrived in the system on rotation from the Allied contingent. The Belisarius had been expected, it being the next cruiser in the rotation queue, but the destroyer that was supposed to have been rotated out was the Revenge, not the Bellerophon. Hurried communications with the incoming ships garnered the information that the Bellerophon had a major problem with one of its power supply units. It could not be changed out easily while on duty with the Allied Fleet, at least not without giving away too much information to the Hareccans about the Terran ship design, so the Bellerophon had come home early.

The Bellerophon was to head for New Earth at maximum speed in the hope that the dockyard crews could swap out the power supply before whatever happened as a result of the second visit of the scout ship. Karl was required to attend repeated meetings with the President, the Vice President, and the Senate select committee on Defense, and even did a few VID interviews for the press. To his great relief, a cargo ship arrived from Atlantis carrying enough Vipers to give each of the CVEs close to three-quarters of their full complement of the drones. The production lines for the missiles were ordered to run around the clock, with extra crews called up from the militia. Production of the box launchers continued around the clock as well.

The Bellerophon was still several hours from the planet, with the Belisarius some way behind, when the sensors in the outer system reported the arrival of a large fleet of ships right at the FTL limit at practically the closest point to New Earth that they could manage. Karl happened to be on duty when the enemy appeared and immediately took up his position in the command center while his staff began scrambling to their positions in response to the red alert sounding. At this stage, there was no point in anybody going to action stations, but the entire fleet and all the planetary defenses were brought to full alert. Information began flowing into the command center from the sensors, and they were quickly able to determine what they were up against. Surprisingly, the President waited for Karl to make contact and report to him rather than interrupt his military, which was good of him.

"What are we looking at, Karl?" the President asked when he called.

"The Taxons, we believe, sir. The energy signatures seem to match their ships the best. We presume they are repaying the favor of our raid on their rear area systems by attacking us directly. Ballsey, sir. Very Ballsey."

"How badly outnumbered are we?"

"Not as much as we should have been, sir. They've brought four battleships to our two, along with four cruisers versus our now four cruisers plus the Kru Denmenor, and six destroyers to our four. The Trafalgar is fully operational, although we've deliberately not done a test cruise with it, so they will hopefully think it's not ready. The Rommel is partially operational. They're working very hard to make sure that the ship is at least mobile. We don't have a full loadout of Vipers for the CVEs, but that can't be helped. At this stage, we have no idea of their effectiveness in combat anyway. They may well be battle winners on their own, or they could be a complete flop; we just don't know.

"On paper, they look like a game changer." the President replied.

"Yes, sir. On paper, they do. I worry about that fellow Murphy, though, you know?"

The President snorted. "That's what we pay you the big bucks for, Karl. To worry about Murphy, amongst other things." He paused for a moment. "What's your real assessment of the situation?"

"They didn't bring enough ships, Mr. President. Our ships are going to be able to launch a massive missile strike. Our current optimal tactical plan is to fire half the box launchers in the first salvo and the second half shortly thereafter. Then, the ships will use their internal missile stocks on whatever is left after waiting to see the effect of the first two salvos. Each salvo will consist of forty-eight SSMs and one hundred and eight LSMs. Several missiles in each salvo are dedicated ECCM missiles rather than ship killers, but even so, the sheer number of missiles should ensure some hits."

"And then we'll send the Vipers in to deal with the survivors. We haven't yet decided on the best use of the Vipers, sir. If we deploy them with box launchers, a box launcher, and a plasma projector, they will be far more detectable than if they rely on their internal missiles. This is one of those grey areas where we're not really sure of the best tactics, sir. Simulations are all well and good, but we have no real-life information to draw on so far."

"How did you plan to deploy them, Admiral?"

"In two groups, one on each flank of the enemy. We'll launch them while our ships are still maneuvering to get into position so, hopefully, the flares from the ship's engines will hide the Viper's launch and acceleration. Their power-to-weight ratio is such that they can quickly get up to an incredibly high speed. They will be initially angled well out from the enemy fleet on each flank and will then use their maneuvering jets, which are not easily detectable at any sort of range, to slowly ease them around in an arc until they are angled in towards the enemy fleet. From there, it depends on which weapons loadout we've gone with, sir."

The President pursed his lips. "I think I see what you mean. With the box launchers mounted, it will give you a much bigger strike, but it also makes the Vipers more obvious and easily defended against. It can then launch; oh, the launcher boxes will still be on the hulls, won't they?"

The Admiral nodded. "Yes, sir. We haven't included a jettisoning system, unfortunately. We will have to look at including something in the next generation of Viper, sir. With the ones we have, equipping them with the box launchers will give us an immense throw weight of missiles, but at the cost of making them more obvious, so the Taxons will be ready for them."

"Well, I'm not a space Admiral, but I did read a lot of history when I was a kid, and I even had to do a report on the Battle of Midway in my history class. In that battle, the Japanese air defenses concentrated on the American torpedo bombers as the more dangerous threat and virtually wiped them out without any serious damage to the Japanese fleet. However, doing so meant that the American dive bombers only faced the anti-aircraft defenses of the individual ships they went after, which resulted in three out of four of the Japanese carriers being destroyed in one attack. It seems to me that you have a similar opportunity here. Arm half your Vipers with the box launchers to be the obvious target and send the other half in amongst their ships to carry out precision attacks on their engines after the missile barrage has taken place."

Karl looked at the President and grinned. "Thank you, sir! That's brilliant!"

The President shook his head. "Don't thank me until after it has worked, Karl." the President replied, but he was grinning as well.

"Oh, I am pretty confident it will work just fine, sir. With your leave, I shall get on with the task of making it work."

"Certainly, Admiral. I won't keep you any longer."

After ending the call with the President, Karl started revising their battle plan and issuing orders. The only real question was whether to have mixed Viper units on each flank or have an obvious attack from one flank, not the other. He decided in the end that such an arrangement would look too suspicious, so each of the CVEs Viper force was divided into two, with thirty of the drones armed with the box launchers and the other thirty with just their internal missiles and laser weapons. The Vipers with the box launchers would fire after the second ship box launcher salvo had arrived, concentrating on ships that had taken little or no damage from the two missile salvos from the fleet. Once they had fired their missiles, they would make a clear turn away and accelerate slightly to make it obvious to the Taxons that they were heading home, leaving the other half of each Viper group with the much more stealthy loadout to coast in amongst the Taxon ships where they could concentrate their fire on enemy engines with the aim of disabling as many of the surviving Taxons ships as possible.

And if all else failed, Task Force 1:1 would advance and engage the surviving Taxon fleet to defend New Earth. There were far too many intangibles for Karl's liking. With no data on the Vipers' performance or even the Taxons' ability to spot them, he had no idea how effective they would be. He was certain that the vast number of missiles they would launch at the Taxons would come as a horrible surprise to their enemies. Even the follow-up salvos from the ship's internal missile tubes would be significantly larger than anything they were used to for the number of ships firing. If all else failed, Terra One was essentially a floating battleship as well, even if it was an incredibly slow-to-maneuver one. The Taxons would not find it as easy to avoid or deal with as the Troodons had found during Karl's first command.

And even then, the Terrans weren't done. There were box launchers defending the commercial stations and the shipyard, while the moons were essentially orbital battleships if the Taxons were stupid enough to come within range of them. Hopefully, it wouldn't come to that, he thought to himself. They had learned from the Troodon near disaster and layered their defenses in a way that he couldn't have imagined ten years ago. He nodded to himself and prepared for the next Captain's meeting, which would be their last before the Taxon fleet arrived. Confidence was the ticket. He would exude confidence. He would project that there was no doubt that their new weapons systems would work as intended, and he would settle for nothing less than the complete destruction or capture of the Taxon Fleet. No enemy ship would escape. That was the mantra.

After the meeting, he took the time to shuttle over to the dockyard where the Bellerophon was desperately having its faulty power supply replaced. His ostensible reason was to check on the progress of having one of his key ships made operational before the Taxons arrived, but he took the opportunity to seek out Andria and briefly hold hands with her while wishing her luck and instructing her to be safe. Then he had to leave her to get on with supervising the powerplant exchange, although the dockyard staff were physically managing the job. He returned to Terra One and surveyed the tactical display of the system. All the non-FTL commercial shipping was racing for the gas giant that had no facilities in orbit around it or on any of its moons. The plan was to hide on the back side of the planet where it was hoped that they would be missed by the Taxon ships, which would be too busy repairing damage or getting rid of the stations and facilities at the other gas giant.

Finally, the Taxons reached the point that Karl had set for when the Terran Fleet would deploy. All the ships were in a state of full readiness. Well, as ready as they were going to get in some cases. As soon as the order went out, the main engines and maneuvering jets began filling space with energy as the Terran ships began moving. Behind the fleet, the two CVEs began launching their Vipers. The pigeon coop design could launch all its Vipers much quicker than the other design, but it paid the penalty in that its ship's hull was far more fragile than the other vessel, and it took longer to retrieve the drones. Each drone had to fly into one of the specific, narrow bays. On the other ship, there was a large magnetic arrester field that the drones would fly into, slowing them and letting them drop to the deck, a whole flight of ten at a time. From there, they would be transferred below en masse to be re-armed. In either case, it didn't take long to launch sixty Vipers from each ship, and the two groups formed up and began accelerating toward the flanks of the oncoming Taxon Fleet. Once they reached the edge of the Terran Fleet, they cut their engines and began coasting outward. Even with the box launchers, they were expected to be virtually invisible to the Taxon sensors at that range.

The Terran Fleet formed up and advanced towards the Taxons, but only to take up a position surrounding Terra One. The Trafalgar pulled out of the dockyard, hopefully surprising the Taxons, and formed up on Terra One's port side, while the Jermain formed up on the starboard side. Two heavy cruisers took a position outside the battleships on each flank with two destroyers beyond them, while the Kru Denmenor moved into position above the station in the center of the formation. It wasn't a perfect formation as he had no ship to protect the underside of the station, but attacking that part of the station would involve the enemy fleet getting very close to the planet's upper atmosphere. It was not something they were likely to do, so he felt it was a justified risk.




Chapter 24



4th Fourth Fleet comes

Fleet Commander Worn watched closely as the Terrans finally started to respond to his fleet's advance. He was surprised that they had waited so long before moving out of their parking orbits around the planet. A couple of his officers gasped when the huge battleship that had been moored against a dock began moving, but he wasn't so much surprised as disappointed. The ship was easily as big as his flagship, the Rogendar, and given how much better the Terran heavy cruisers seemed to be compared to everybody else's heavy cruisers, he had to assume it was more powerful than his own flagship. He still had four battleships to their two, and the Jermain was old and relatively small, even if the Terrans had refitted it.

The extra cruiser and destroyer had come as a shock. He assumed they were ships rotating back from the contingent the Terrans had with the Allied Fleet, and their arrival between when the Frenix had left the system and the arrival of his fleet was just bad luck. More concerning was the fact that their space station pulled out of orbit and became the centerpiece of their fleet. That was a very clever idea. A space station that big would have a lot of shields and possibly even quite substantial firepower, and if the Terrans didn't intend to maneuver too much, it would make a great anchor for their fleet. Given its size, it was probably as powerful, or even more powerful than one of his battleships, which evened the odds even further.

The reduction in his combat advantage was worrying, and he considered withdrawing, but after giving the matter some considerable thought, he decided to continue with the attack. The space station might be powerful, but it was slow, so once they got within combat range and began maneuvering, he could quickly organize to leave it behind to be dealt with after the battle was over. For the moment, he would proceed as if he was not concerned about its effectiveness before having his whole fleet maneuver just as he had done at the Battle of Jegarnor, where he had defeated the Cortillian Fleet at the start of this war. The Hareccan's entry into the war shortly afterward and their fleet's arrival at Jegarnor had forced him to retreat from the system, and since then, most of the fleet actions that he had been in command of had been complicated battles of maneuver rather than a planetary defense battle like this one.

The Terran Fleet was deploying with a battleship on either side of the space station, two cruisers on each flank outside of the battleships, and two destroyers outside them. He had also noted that the two captured cargo ships had moved out of orbit into a position at the rear of the fleet, admittedly well to the rear, but he wasn't sure what they were doing there. He didn't like unknown quantities in major fleet battles, and he set one of his staff the task of studying those ships and what they were doing. Meanwhile, he brought his own Fleet's ships into the order he wanted for a battle of fast maneuver. The Terrans might be hoping for a slogging match, but he intended to avoid the space station by a last-minute change of direction, concentrate on one flank, and force the Terrans to re-align their fleet, putting the space station out of position in the process.

He had his aide set up a fleet broadcast to the Captains, informing them that he intended a flank maneuver to avoid the Terran space station. At the same time, they were going to form up as if the Fleet was going to engage the Terrans frontally with the four battleships arranged in a box formation in the center with a heavy cruiser at each corner, two destroyers on each flank, one positioned above, and another positioned below the fleet. He kept his ships in a far more compact formation than the rather spread-out Terran ships so that they would be easily maneuverable once he determined the right time to launch his own attack on their flank. Despite the surprises the Terrans had engineered, he was still confident of achieving victory although his estimate of his casualties had increased considerably. Of course, as with any battle, the last man standing always wins, and as long as one of his ships survived to trash their space installations, he would have achieved the object of the exercise in sending a fleet here.

His fleet continued to advance on the Terrans until he reached a point where he was confident the battle was unavoidable, and he had his ships flip end for end and begin deceleration. The high-speed engagement was all well and good in open space, but for this battle, after his initial turn to the flank, he needed to come to grips with the enemy ship to ship and defeat them in detail. Even if he only had one ship left at the end of the battle, he would control the orbital space around the planet and force them to surrender, at least in theory. So far, in modern history at least, no one had tried to defend a planet in the face of losing control of their orbital space, although he imagined that sooner or later, someone would try.

There was a general moratorium on planetary bombardment in the civilized part of the galaxy, but the understanding was that such an arrangement only applied if the planet surrendered openly. The victors would send out a token occupation force that would be a visible sign of their victory until the war ended. After the war, the peace negotiations would no doubt cover what happened to the planet. If the planet refused to surrender, it could be bombarded from space without condemnation as long as there was clear proof that the planet resisted. Most warships carried some specially designed metal rods that were specifically for the purpose of planetary bombardment through an atmosphere. From his own experience on uninhabited worlds, targeting with such rods could be problematic, and most ships didn't carry many of them, but they could be easily replaced by small asteroids collected from a handy asteroid belt. Asteroids were even harder to direct accurately, but then any planet hit by a string of asteroids dropped from orbit would be in such a state that the lack of accurate targeting wasn't really a problem.

"Sir," one of his men interrupted his thoughts.

"Yes?" he replied, realizing it was the staffer he had detailed to study the cargo ships.

"I'm getting readings from a section of space out to the flank as if small ships are maneuvering out there. Like a fleet of shuttles or something."

Worn frowned, and his tail began twitching. Were the readings just from some shuttles maneuvering out there, or stealthed warships? He immediately connected to the ship's Captain.

"Captain Pesburk, what can I do for you, Fleet Commander?"

"I need a more detailed scan of the space to our left. One of my people is picking up indications of ships out there. The sensors are telling him that it's shuttle-size ships, but I'm wondering if it's perhaps stealth destroyers or even small cruisers? Put your best man on the scanners to our left and see what you can come up with."

"I'll get my best man on it straight away, Fleet Commander." the Captain replied.

Worn got the impression from his voice that he was responding promptly simply to humor his Fleet Commander. Whatever the case, the Captain was quickly back on the communications channel that connected the Captain to the Fleet Commander.

"Sir. You were right, sir. There are ships of some description out there. It is very hard to get a lock on them, but they appear to be no bigger than an assault shuttle. We are attempting to get a better fix on them, but they have stopped using their maneuvering jets, which is making it difficult. There is also a second group on the far side of the fleet, sir. Whatever they are, they have us bracketed and are approaching rapidly, although they will still be outside missile range when we get within range of the Terran Fleet, sir."

Worn planned to hold his maneuver until just after they reached missile range. It would mean the Terrans had less time to react while his Fleet would remain outside the space station's plasma projector range. He was becoming increasingly wary of the Terrans space station, and now he had these, whatever they were, on his flanks. For a moment, he rather wistfully remembered considering pulling out and retreating. Damn! He should have listened to his own doubts! No matter. Strange invisible shuttles and large mobile space stations notwithstanding, he would still win this battle. Captain Pesburk called him again.

"My sensor expert is convinced that they are shuttles of some description or at least vessels of that size. They could be drones, sir. Perhaps programmed to target our ships and carry out kamikaze attacks on our shields, or given their time of arrival, target ships that have been damaged in the initial missile exchange."

"How difficult is it going to be to defend against them?"

The Captain took a moment to confer with somebody else on his bridge before replying. Worn gave him a mental nod for doing so despite the Fleet Commander waiting for his information. He would always rather have a senior officer who checked his facts before answering rather than a Taxon who just shot off at the mouth with guesses trying to impress his commander.

"My sensor operator doesn't think the laser defense systems will have any problems picking them off once they get a bit closer, sir. He thinks they have made a mistake in their timing and that they should have arrived right behind their initial missile salvo or perhaps their second salvo so that our defensive systems would be otherwise occupied. As it is, they are going to be arriving well after the first few missile salvos between our two fleets."

Worn nodded. "Do you have an estimate of how many there are?"

"There appeared to be thirty on each flank, sir. We think they will prove to be easy targets at the speed they are traveling once they close with us."

Worn nodded. "Keep me informed of any significant change in the situation, Captain."

He cut the connection, sat back in his command chair, and mentally commanded his tail to stop swishing backward and forward behind his chair. His inability to control his tail was one of the main reasons he didn't want to gamble with his fellow Taxons. He didn't like the phrase “we think” very much. Clearly, the Captain thought they would be no harder to destroy than missiles were with their Fleet's close-in defense systems. The situation kept deteriorating, and he could feel the knot of doubt in his stomach getting worse. He was regretting more and more not calling off the attack while he still could. His Fourth Fleet was still a little outside effective missile range when his sensor operator exclaimed.

"Missile launch! Many missiles!"

Worn could see that for himself as the plot filled with seemingly hundreds of points of light representing the missiles inbound from the Terran Fleet. He deliberately kept himself motionless, including his tail, and set that steady tone.

"What's the count, Harlia?" he asked his sensor operator.

Harlia Huburn was the niece of his cousin's wife, and he had specifically asked for her to be aboard for this campaign. She was probably upset with the ship's sensor officer doing a better job with the hard-to-detect shuttles than she had because she responded almost immediately.

"Two hundred and twenty-four missiles inbound, sir." The shock at that number of missiles from so few ships was clear in her voice.

He tried not to gasp, and it was with difficulty that he controlled his tail. Clearly, the Terran ships carried a lot more missiles than anybody else's ships. His entire fleet couldn't put a hundred missiles in space at once, or at least not in one salvo. It was a good thing he had kept the fleet tightly grouped. It would enable them to provide a much better missile defense for each other than if they were spread out like the Terran ships. His fleet had almost reached their missile range when Harlia exclaimed again.

"Second salvo launched, sir. It appears to be the same number of missiles again!"

How the hell had the Terrans managed that? He had his ships flip and cease decelerating as they reached their missile range, and they launched their pathetic fifty-two missiles in return. It would take almost as long again for his ships to fire their second salvo as it had taken the Terrans to follow theirs. As the clock ticked by, he realized it was taking them much longer to fire their third salvo. It was only as their first salvo was reaching anti-missile range that he realized that, apparently, they weren't firing a third salvo at all. His tail swished as the knot in his gut tightened with fear. The obvious inference was that the Terrans thought that two salvos were all they would need!

Meanwhile, his ships launched their second salvo and began loading the third. There had been no mention of the Terrans having a longer missile range in the report from the destruction of Halgon the Second, nor in any of the engagement reports from the battles their ships had been involved in as part of the Allied Fleet. He sat and watched the plot grimly as the Terran missiles approached and then passed through the maximum range of their laser defense systems without being fired upon. He hit the key to open the comms channel to the Captain.

"Captain! Why aren't our lasers firing?"

"There've got missiles with very powerful ECM throughout their salvo, which are making it very difficult for our sensors to lock onto their missiles. We are working on it, Fleet Commander."

The Captain sounded pretty stressed, so Worn left him to it. Harassing the Captain was not going to get the problem solved. The Taxon ships fired their third missile salvo, and shortly after, the first of the laser missile defense batteries opened fire and started having an impact on the incoming missile swarm. At first, the bright flashes on the plot that indicated a missile had been hit were few and far between, but as they got closer, the number increased. Once the missiles were within a zec of the fleet, the carnage went up, and only six missiles made it through and contacted any of the Taxon ship's shields, doing no damage to the ships themselves. The Rogendar took one hit, as did the Karkar, while two missiles hit the Prince Murken, severely weakening its forward shield.

The heavy cruiser Helgarde took a hit, as did her sister ship, the Gruvorn. In both cases, their shields held but were still severely weakened. Worn looked up from studying the damage indicators and realized with horror that the second Terran salvo was almost upon them. It had proven so difficult to reduce the first salvo significantly, requiring the anti-missile batteries to concentrate on that first Terran salvo, that the second salvo was virtually untouched and was less than a zec out from the Taxon ships. The Fleet Commander gulped as he realized the carnage was going to be severe. Amazingly, more than two-thirds of the Terran missiles were destroyed before they reached the Taxon ships, but that still left something like close to seventy missiles free to attack. Fortunately, fifteen of them did nothing more than fly through the fleet and disappear into the distance, so he assumed they were the ECM-equipped missiles. He had his sensor person log their course so that they could be retrieved after the battle, though his expectations of winning the battle were growing less and less all the time.

The only reason any of his ships survived was that the Terran missiles were spread out to target all the ships rather than concentrate on just a few. It was an interesting tactical decision and not one he probably would have made, although it did imply that the Terrans were confident of their missile's ability. Several missiles hit the Prince Murken close together, and that ship simply ceased to exist. The Rogendar lost its forward shield and took significant damage to the forward portion of the ship but was still otherwise combat-capable. The Karkar was not quite so lucky, with two missiles impacting the hull after its shields had gone down. One did significant damage to its forward hull, and the other hit the ship three-quarters of the way along the hull, where it knocked out the ship's main power supply. He hoped that the loss of power wouldn’t be obvious to the Terrans as the battleship continued to sail forward with the fleet, in line with the physics of space.

The Olindan suffered a similar fate to the Rogendar, losing its forward shield and taking damage to the front section of the hull, but was otherwise still capable of fighting. The Helgarde and the Gruvorn were not so lucky and were obliterated. The other two heavy cruisers, both being of the latest Battle class design, the Junixes and the Patrexis, survived but were little more than floating wrecks, with the crew beginning to abandon the Patrexis already. Only two of the destroyers survived. And both were in a bad way. It was nothing short of a total disaster! The Terran anti-missile defenses hammered the Taxon's first missile salvo, and only two missiles impacted the shields of the Terran ships. The second salvo fared rather better, with numerous hits on the Terran ships seemingly without effect. The third salvo did not fare quite as well as the second, but one Terran heavy cruiser took a severe hit after losing its forward shields to a missile from the second salvo. It was little consolation for the carnage that his ships had suffered.

Admiral Andrews sat in the Admiral's station aboard Terra One and watched the slaughter of the Taxon ships.

"Well, that went much better than I was expecting," he said loudly enough to be heard by all the officers on the Flag Bridge, and then he turned to his communications officer.

"Inform the box launcher Vipers that they are to return to base and send in the stealth Vipers to take out the remaining Taxon ship's engines."

"Sir!" the man replied with enthusiasm.
 

Fleet Commander Worn had no option but to order his fleet to alter course in a parody of his intended maneuver. They were still traveling significantly faster than the Terran ships, which meant they would be out of missile range quickly, and the remaining ships should be able to reach the FTL limit and escape. It would mean the Karkar would be left to its fate, but if he could get the Rogendar and the Olindan out of the system, it would at least mean he salvaged something from the debacle. He was angry at the loss of his ships, but he had read the reports from Imperial Intelligence, and he knew they simply had no idea about the capabilities of the Terran ships. Somehow, the Gruvain Kel had survived the battle completely intact, and he ordered Captain Anderbol to take his ship and run for the FTL line at the maximum speed his ship could manage. Someone had to escape this complete disaster and report about the capabilities of the Terrans. The young Captain was unwilling to leave his Fleet Commander and his fellow Taxons, and it took a direct order from Fleet Commander Worn to convince the commendably loyal fellow to head off on his own. The destroyer was soon opening the distance between it and the three remaining Taxon ships that were still mobile.

"Sir!" his sensor operator called out.

"What?" Worn could see the plot, and while the Terran ships were beginning to advance, they were not accelerating at anything like his ships' pace.

"Those sensor ghost shuttles or whatever they are. They're coming. Or at least some of them are. I'm still detecting a whole bunch of them on either flank well out from our position, but there seem to be two other groups that are closing with us rapidly."

"Warn all the ships of the impending attack by these things, whatever they are. Our anti-missile defense systems should be able to target them, shouldn't they?"

"They're having great difficulty locking on to them, sir. They appear to have their own ECM, which is making it difficult."

Fleet Commander Worn nodded and turned his attention to the plot, where he kept seeing the occasional flicker as one of the whatever they were was briefly picked up by the ship's sensor system and then lost again almost immediately. The frequency with which the shuttle-sized ships were detected was growing rapidly as they got closer, and when the swarm of lights was practically on top of his ships, the anti-missile defense lasers finally began firing. Their fire was not entirely successful, despite the lasers achieving increasing numbers of hits as the strange little vessels started maneuvering in and around his ships.

"Why are we destroying so few of them?" he demanded.

"They appear to be shielded, sir. The shields are strong enough to protect them from our lasers, sir."

Just then, a couple of plasma projectors fired, one of them hitting its target and obliterating it in one go. Good, he thought to himself and made to order the other ships to follow suit and use their plasma projectors against the damn things, but before he could open the comms channel, the Rogendar shuddered, he called up the damage control page even as the vibration caused by the engines running at full power died away. The damage control report came up on his display, and he saw that the engines were all covered in red, as somehow the small enemy ships had managed to get through the shields at the rear of the vessel and destroyed the Rogendar's engines. Checking the rest of the fleet, he saw that the Olindan and the remaining destroyer had suffered the same fate and were no longer accelerating either. His communications officer spoke next.

"Incoming message, sir."

"Put it on my console."

His screen changed to show a view of a Terran. Imperial Intelligence had provided pictures of Terrans before now, and he could tell from the uniform that this had to be a senior Terran. The man's mouth moved, and then a stilted voice said in Taxon, not in sync with the Terran's mouth movements, which made it obvious they had some version of a computerized translation system running.

"Attention Taxon Fleet. I am Admiral Andrews, commanding the Terran Space Navy. Your ships have been rendered incapable of acceleration, so it is merely a matter of time before Terran forces can move in for the kill. To avoid unnecessary loss of life, I call upon you to surrender your ships peacefully. If you do so, I can guarantee that you will be treated well and not as slaves. Nor will you be handed over to the Hareccans. Those of your personnel who have been wounded will be given the same care as our own injured sailors. Please respond immediately to save the lives of your crews."

Fleet Commander Worn slumped in his chair. And then he saw the Gruvain Kel flash as if taking damage, and it too ceased accelerating and began coasting through space like his other ships were. Damn! He looked around his Flag Bridge and saw defeat in the faces of his officers, and then he called the Captain of the vessel.

"What is the situation with the engines, Harven?" he asked.

"The Chief Engineer says that he could have one of the drives back online in about two ekons. Maybe a bit less."

"You saw the message from the Terran commander?"

"Yes, sir."

"Is there any way we would survive them firing another missile salvo like the previous two?"

"We'll be lucky to survive another attack from those ghost ships, sir. According to my sensor operator's report, only about half of those who came in actually fired on us. Those ones have since disappeared, but the other half, which totals around thirty, are still just floating around out there, keeping their distance but could easily attack us again, and then there are those other two groups of them further out that have been flanking us the whole time."

He could see the dejection on the Captain's face and the despair at their situation in his voice. He opened a comms channel to the Gruvain Kel, and Grigah nix Anderbol's face appeared on the screen.

"What is your status, Captain?"

"Our engines have been badly damaged, sir. My engineer estimates repairs will take at least four or five ekons. And we have four of those strange little ships maintaining station alongside us. I think they're making it clear that if we manage to get our engines going again, they'll fly in and knock them out once more. We've tried getting a lock on them, but they're just slightly too far away. It looks as if they can judge the distance that we can target them and are staying just outside of it. I have no idea what those things are, sir, but they are extremely maneuverable and can accelerate amazingly quickly. Plus, they are equipped with a shield that effectively stops our lasers unless we score multiple hits close together. We managed to destroy two, sir. One with multiple laser hits and one with one of our plasma projectors that managed to get a shot off while we had a brief target lock on one of the ones firing at us."

Worn nodded in acceptance of all this. Anderbol was probably the highest ranked socially of all his remaining officers.

"You saw the Terran request that we surrender?"

"Yes, sir."

"What do you think?"

"You're damned if you do and damned if you don't, sir. If you don't surrender and we are exterminated, which is highly likely given the performance of the Terran weapons so far, you will be blamed posthumously for sacrificing the lives of thousands of Taxons for no purpose. If you do surrender, the armchair critics will blame you for surrendering when you could have kept fighting or tried to escape."

"Heavy is the price of command," he replied to the younger officer.

"I'm afraid so, sir."

He nodded, clicked off the communications with the younger officer, and then called up the Force Commander aboard the Olindan using a private channel. Force Commander Avenar was the only Force Commander still fit for duty. Burgan, on the Karkar was badly wounded, and Terkah was gone along with the rest of the crew of the Prince Murken. Morgah nix Avenar and he had been friends for years. Krudal nix Worn had taken the keen young Sub Lieutenant under his wing when Avenar had been first commissioned, and they had served together several times since then. Despite Worn always being the more senior officer, they quickly became friends on a first-name basis and remained so to this day. His use of a private channel to communicate should indicate to his friend that this wasn't an official call.

"Morgah." he said when his friend's visage appeared on the com screen.

"Krudal." the Force Commander replied. "This is a nice mess we've gotten into."

Worn nodded sadly. "I have decided I'm going to surrender. There is no point in sacrificing the lives of the rest of our crews, and we wouldn't survive even one more salvo like that first one."

"For what it is worth, I agree that that is the correct decision, and I'm happy to say so on the record."

"That is why I have called you privately, Morgah. Officially, I am going to take full responsibility and make it clear in the log that I ordered you all to surrender under my direct order. It may or may not save you and the other officers from having your careers blighted, but it is the best I can do under the circumstances."

His friend looked at him for a few moments and then gave Krudal a full, proper salute, arm across his chest with his palm on his right shoulder.

"You always did put the interest of your people first, Krudal. It has been my pleasure to know and serve under you all these years, and I am honored that you regard me as a friend. No one can really blame you for this debacle. There was no warning about how much better their weapon systems were or how many ships would be waiting for us here. And definitely no mention of those small missile boats or whatever they are. I intend to tell the board of inquiry precisely that. If anyone is to blame, it is Navy Commander Trelburk and the Emperor for sending too few ships with insufficient intelligence. And so, I shall tell them when we finally get home."

"Don't criticize the Emperor publicly, please, Morgah. That never goes over well. It could be a long time before we get home anyway. This disaster easily erases the advantage we gained from our victory over their Second Fleet. The question I have is this. Why has there been no intelligence on these better weapons the Terrans have?" Have they been hiding them from the Hareccans as well as us?"

Morgah scratched his chin and pondered that thought.

"The XO on the Halgon the Second reported that their missiles seemed longer ranged and more precise than previously. I remember reading that in the report, but there was no emphasis put on that aspect of the report as far as I remember. I guess the Intelligence officers thought the fellow was trying to excuse the loss of the ship as being due to Terran superweapons." He paused, and Worn could see he was thinking about something. "And it's not that the ships they are contributing to the Allied force don't have the capability because two of the ships here were ones that were on rotation with the Allied Fleet, and I didn't notice them firing any fewer missiles than their brethren."

Damn! Krudal hadn't noticed that, but his friend was right. The extra cruiser and destroyer were clearly rotation ships that were back from the Allied contingent having appeared so suddenly, and he would have to check, but he was sure they had fired the same number of missiles as the other Terran ships of their classes, something they were not recorded as doing in any of the fleet actions they had been involved in elsewhere in the war.

"You're right, my friend. This makes me wonder why they are hiding their capabilities from the Hareccans. It tends to bear out what the Crown Prince said in his report about their wavering in their allegiance. In hindsight, he was right. We should have pushed the diplomatic side rather than attack them."

"Hindsight is good for one thing only, my friend. Looking at things that have happened and are unable to be changed." The Force Commander wagged a finger at him. "We should always look back over our actions and look for any obvious mistakes, particularly after a disaster like this, but from what I can remember, there was no real mistake made by anyone in this battle. Despite their available extra ships, even pressing the attack was not a mistake, as we were still considerably stronger than them on paper. It is yet another point I will make at any inquest after we get back. Anyway, you'd better issue that surrender order before they open fire again."

"Yes. We don't want them to think we are trying to repair our ships and escape. Hopefully, they'll treat us well, and we can spend our imprisonment consoling each other."

His friend laughed before he cut the communication.




Chapter 25



Captivity

After his friend had clicked off, Worn stared at the blank screen for a moment before shrugging and getting himself mentally set to face the Terrans.

"Bring me up the channel the Terrans contacted us on." he told his communications officer.

"Sir." that worthy replied.

His display changed to the image of the Terran that he had seen earlier. At their current distance, there would only be a dok or so delay in communication. The Terran looked relaxed, although Worn knew it was never wise to project impressions of an alien race's appearance based on your own race's mannerisms.

"I am Fleet Commander Krudal nix Worn. I accept the reality of the situation, and to save the lives of my crews, I am formally surrendering my fleet to you. Please give me a few moments to send the order to my Captains, and then we can discuss details."

"Very well. I shall await your return call." the Terran replied, with the strange effect of his mouth moving differently to the way the Taxon words came out of the communications device still putting Worn off.

He pressed the keys to give him a fleet-wide communications channel to all ships.

"This is Fleet Commander Worn. You are officially ordered to surrender your ships to the Terrans. They have promised that our people will be treated fairly and not as slaves. I have no reason to doubt them, so all fleet officers must ensure there are no incidents with the Terran forces, who will no doubt be boarding our ships in due course. I have no idea what timeframe the Terrans will follow, so I suggest continuing with those repairs to your vessels that are needed to maintain your life support as best you can. If any of your ships need urgent assistance, contact me. Otherwise, your first priority is to care for the wounded and rescue crewmembers trapped in the wrecked portions of your ships. Power down all weapons systems and shields apart from meteorite defense. I will keep you appraised of the arrangements I make with the Terrans. Fleet Commander Worn out."

He called the Terran back.

"How do you wish to handle the surrender?"

"We have an area on our planet that is largely uninhabited that has a similar climate to your capital on Taxia, from what we can determine from public records. If you and your men would agree to abide by our rules and engage in no hostile activity, we will allow you to be largely self-governing in that area. You will have to largely live under tents in the immediate future as it will take some time to build enough shelters for as many crew as your ships appear to carry, but that is our intention. Regarding food," there was a long gap here as the machine kept talking for a few seconds after the Terran had stopped. He nodded and replied.

"What do you wish to suggest?"

"I am fairly certain that a fleet the size of yours will have supply ships tagging along somewhere behind. No doubt that scout ship of yours hiding out in the Oort Cloud will be able to contact them."

Worn couldn't help but betray his surprise at their ability to detect the Frenix, his tail flicking uncontrollably. At least that explained the lack of surprise the Terrans seemed to show regarding the attack. The Terran smiled in a manner very similar to a Taxon. Of course, Worn realized he was assuming that their similar facial features and mannerisms would have the same meaning as they did amongst his people. The lack of body fur on the features was off-putting, but apart from that and the lack of a tail, the Terrans were otherwise very similar structurally. He tried to calm his facial features as the Terran continued.

"What I propose is that your scout ship leads the supply ships to Lotharn, where they can unload the food and, hopefully, medical supplies they carry for your people. We will then transfer those supplies to our cargo ships, bringing them here for your people to use. I'm sure your crews would prefer to eat their own food rather than our substitutes. It will probably be healthier for them as well. Once we have the complete list of all your people, we will send a message to your government via your embassy on Lotharn, as the case may be, giving details of all the prisoners we have taken, and request that they send regular supply shipments to Lotharn for us to transfer here."

Worn looked at the Terran, inwardly shocked at their generosity, or at least the generosity of their offer. Apparently, they would transport the supplies from Lotharn to the Terran home world for free. Interesting.

"That sounds excessively generous of you, providing free transport between Lotharn and this system," he commented before he thought about it.

The Terran made a facial expression that had to be a grin. A very predatory grin but a grin nonetheless, he decided.

"We were very unhappy with the Hareccan’s method of dealing with the prisoners who had surrendered honorably to us. I am not saying my people are perfect by any means; we have had our own bad regimes in the past, but we try to act civilized these days. We will probably request Lotharn observers to check your campsite once we have it properly set up so they can confirm to your government how we are treating your people. But that is for the future. Will you order your scout ship to accompany your supply ships to Lotharn and hand over their supplies to our people?"

What the Terran was suggesting could be seen as collaborating with the enemy by desk drivers back at headquarters or politicians and sycophants surrounding the Emperor. There was no guarantee that Markbar and the Captains of the supply ships would agree to such a course of action anyway. They would place themselves at risk of such a charge by doing so, though, if he made an order that would provide them with some legal cover. He would then have to trust that the Terrans weren't simply acquiring a large shipment of Taxon supplies for some reason, though that didn't seem likely to him. The Terran had made no mention of military supplies, merely food and medical.

"I will officially order the supply ships to fly to Lotharn and hand over their supplies to your people there in order to cover them legally in case they are accused of collaborating with the enemy. Whether they will obey that order is another matter entirely. They are reserve Naval officers commanding the supply ships, but they are part of the Logistics Command, so therefore, they are not technically in my chain of command."

"Good enough." the Terran replied, nodding slightly, which Worn took as a sign of acceptance or respect. "With regards to the practical details of taking charge of your ships. Your vessels will power down all their weapon systems and take down their shields. Once they have done so, my vessels will come within close proximity and send armed boarding parties across to each ship. Providing we meet no resistance, we will begin transferring your crews off your vessels, the most seriously injured taking priority so that we can get them to proper medical care. It will probably be in small numbers at first until we are certain there won't be any accidental discharges of plasma projectors into our ships at close range. Once my people are happy with the situation, one of our ships will come alongside each of yours and tow it into orbit around the planet. At that point, we will begin shuttling your crews down to the surface. Do you anticipate there being any problems?"

Worn shook his head. "No. I'm fairly certain that all my people are too cowed by the drubbing we took to do anything stupid. Or at least I hope so. I shall inform my ship Captains of the impending procedure after I have issued orders to the supply ships, for what that is worth."

"Very well. Call me if there are any problems. All our ships are equipped with this translation program so that our people will have no trouble communicating with yours. I will leave you to get on with issuing the appropriate orders, and we will no doubt talk again in the future, Fleet Commander Worn."

"Admiral Andrews," Worn replied, inclining his head as he used the Terran word for the man's rank.

He set about recording several official orders and then sent a message to Commander Markbar, who wouldn't have even seen the result of the battle yet, given how far out he was.

"Commander Markbar. By now, the light from our battle will have reached you. Let me officially inform you that I have surrendered the fleet to the Terrans. All of our remaining ships have had their engines knocked out, and we are unable to accelerate. I have attached a recording from my Flag Bridge sensor system that I request you take to Taxia and deliver to the Emperor personally. You will find official orders to that effect attached to this message. I am further ordering you to accompany the supply ships to Lotharn, where they will unload all the food and medical supplies they carry for our vessels, which will be transferred to the Terran authorities there. The Terrans will return the supplies to this system for use by our crews, who will be transferred to the planet for the duration of their captivity. The Terrans claim they have some foods suitable for Taxons but think it would be best if we use our own supplies where possible."

He paused for a moment to gather his thoughts.

"I have attached orders for the supply ship Captains, and I rely on you to do your best to get them to follow those orders before returning to Taxon space. The Terran authorities assure me that they will contact representatives of our government on Lotharn with a list of prisoners and will be happy to enter into an agreement regarding the continuing supply of foodstuffs via Lotharn. Swift travels. Fleet Commander Worn, out."

He slumped back in his chair, the sheer enormity of the debacle finally weighing on him. He doubted he would be taken out and shot when he finally got home, but even if he was allowed to continue to serve in the Navy, it would be the end of his hopes of becoming Navy Commander at any point. He'd be lucky to have a combat command ever again and would more likely be shuffled off to some out-of-the-way system like Jalix. The most important thing was that Markbar and the data from the battle got back to Taxia. His official order, making the data for the Emperor's eyes only, should ensure the Commander would be able to reach the Emperor's presence without too much difficulty.

He watched the plot as the Terran ships began to move far more rapidly in the direction of his surviving vessels. The Jermain was heading for the Karkar, and their big native battleship was heading toward his flagship. Two of the heavy cruisers and the light cruiser were heading for the Olindan, while the other two heavy cruisers were heading toward the Junixes. There was one destroyer each heading for his remaining two destroyers, while a third destroyer was heading for the wreck of the Patrexis which was surrounded by escape capsules. The battered heavy cruiser had broken into two sections, though it hadn't blown up, at least not yet, which was something.

The fourth destroyer was heading back toward the planet, and then he noticed two cargo ships had emerged from behind the shadow of one of the moons where they had presumably been hiding. As he watched, the Terran destroyer joined up with them, and they began making their way out of the system in what he thought was the general direction of Lotharn. He hoped it was a good sign as far as the validity of the Terran's word regarding their treatment of prisoners and their willingness to ship in supplies for his people from Lotharn. The still unknown small ships had now broken away from his ships and disappeared from the fleet's sensors. They seemed to have been heading out towards the two groups of sensor ghosts that had been dogging them the whole time, but they were clearly less easily detectable than the ones out there, not that anybody had any better idea of what they were either.

Four shuttles broke away from the Terran battleship, and when it reached his ship's vicinity, they headed toward its shuttle bays. He could tell the Terrans hadn't lowered their shields on the side facing his ship but had instead launched the shuttles on the far side of the Terran battleship where they could lower their shields with impunity. After briefly conferring with him, Captain Pesburk decided to meet the Terrans in the shuttle bay and treat them as if they were a visiting Taxon inspection party led by a senior officer.

Not a bad way to handle the situation, Worn thought to himself.

Following from the console on his Flag Bridge, the Fleet Commander watched as the Terrans responded respectfully to Captain Pesburk's welcome and soon broke up into four groups. One group headed for the ship's bridge, another for the engineering section, what was left of it. The third group spread out through the weapons bays to ensure the plasma projectors were not taken under manual control by a would-be rogue hero amongst the Taxon crew. The fourth group headed for the medbay to begin evacuating the seriously wounded. The Terrans were all wearing space armor of some description. It was unlike any armor he had seen before, either Taxon or the common Hareccan-derived armor most of the Allied races wore. None of the Terrans came to the Flag Bridge, and he smiled ruefully as it was clear that they didn't regard the Fleet Commander as an important person that needed to be secured immediately.

All the Terran’s in their suits of armor seemed to be able to speak with the metallic voice in the near-perfect Taxon that the Terran Admiral had used with him, which made communication far easier than he had been expecting. Before long, there was a stream of wounded Taxons on stretchers being carried to the shuttle bay, where they were loaded onto the still-present Terran shuttles, which promptly departed as each was filled. Their shuttles had been evacuated from the bay and clamped to the hull nearby at specially designed lock-on points for just such a situation, although he didn't think the original designers of the system had anticipated it would allow foreign victors to evacuate their wounded.

It took time before all Terran shuttles had left and begun the return trip to their battleship. By the time the last left his ship, the first was already returning, having emptied its cargo of wounded. It appeared the Terrans were taking no chances because the returning shuttle was loaded with more armored personnel who spread around the ship to ensure nothing untoward happened. The second returning shuttle carried Terrans in some form of spacesuit rather than armor. The largest group headed for the engineering department, so he assumed they were engineers rather than combat troops. A second group headed first to the ship's bridge and then, accompanied by several of the armored fellows, headed to his Flag Bridge.

They entered his Flag Bridge without warning, a couple of the armored Terrans coming through the door and taking a position on either side, their weapons at the ready, although not precisely aimed at him and his aides. Then, a couple of the suited figures came through the doorway. With the armored figures, the armor served to hide their shape to an extent, so apart from the lack of a tail, they looked very much like Taxon Marines. The suited figures, on the other hand, were clearly alien despite the similarities in shape and form the two races shared. They were generally of similar height to the Taxons, although their build was slightly heavier, and like the Taxons, there was a variability amongst their race, with some being taller than others and some heavier than others. Their suits were very formfitting, much more so than a Taxon suit, with an opaque globular helmet until the two Terrans came to stand before him when the front third of the helmet cleared to be transparent.

"Fleet Commander Worn?"

Up close, the dichotomy between the movements of the Terran's mouth and the Taxon words that came out of his helmet was far more pronounced than it had been on the video feed. He couldn't decide which was the more off-putting, the un-synchronized mouth movements, or the lack of a tail. He nodded by way of reply as he had noticed the Terrans had the same mannerism during his conversation with the Terran Admiral.

"I am Lieutenant Louis Lasalle of the New Federation Battleship Trafalgar. I have been ordered to act as your Terran liaison, sir. This is Ensign Lee-Ann Demendev, who is my aide. We are here to try and smooth over any problems that may arise between now and when you are all transferred to the surface of the planet."

"Hopefully, there won't be too many problems for you to smooth over," Worn replied.

"That is our hope as well, sir." the Terran replied.

Worn noted that their speech was respectful of his rank, and they weren't addressing him like he was a prisoner, more like a guest. Interesting. Their approach was very different from what he had heard of the Hareccan treatment of prisoners. Or, at least, the stories that floated around of how the Hareccans treated their prisoners. In practice, both sides experienced very few problems over the next few days. The Terrans didn't even force the engineering crews to continue repairing the ship's engines. They were more concerned about ensuring the intact power unit kept working properly to ensure the ship continued to have power to maintain life support and the internal systems, but they weren't overly concerned about any other repairs being carried out.

They were far more concerned about the Taxon crew staying away from the weapons systems, particularly once the last of the seriously wounded were removed. The large Terran battleship began moving in closer and magnetically locked onto the hull of the Rogendar and began swinging the Taxon ship around to begin the journey back to the Terran planet, New Earth, as he had learned it was called. Fortunately, the Rogendar, like most of the Taxon ships, had not managed to significantly increase their velocity before being disabled. Even the Gruvain Kel had not built up that high a velocity before being disabled.

The trip back to the planet took the best part of a day. He found it interesting that despite the Taxon Day being considerably longer than the Terran Day, the Terrans made no attempt to change the time cycle aboard the Rogendar during the cruise back to New Earth. He was also surprised that they did not attempt to restrict him and his Flag Bridge officers from using their stations to keep track of the fleet and what was happening. When he was asked about the matter, the Lieutenant just shrugged and replied he had no orders on the subject.

"There's nothing much to hide, sir. Besides, you're not going anywhere anytime soon. If you decide to blow up the ship, I'll be mighty annoyed, but it will be a bit late then."

The dark humor surprised Worn and even amused him, although the comment about them not needing to hide anything was also too true. Still, it gave him and his men something to do. The military space station had moved back into its original orbital position by the time his ship was put into orbit around the planet. Several shuttles left the Terran battleship heading for the largest city on the planet, while a couple of shuttles from other Terran ships headed for smaller cities. He was informed they were taking the most seriously wounded to the best hospitals on the planet. The Terrans had even organized for Taxon doctors and medical orderlies to be aboard those shuttles, which was very considerate of them.

Then the Terrans began the task of shuttling the Taxon prisoners down to the planet. Apart from himself and Captain Pesburk, who were separated from the others, then loaded aboard a shuttle and taken to the military space station, which he had learned was called Terra One. Here, they were reunited with the other healthy Captains and Force Commander Avenar. They all looked a bit concerned when they discovered all the senior Taxon officers had been gathered together in one place. If the Hareccans had captured them, he would have expected them all to be spaced or simply shot. Instead, they discovered they were invited to dinner with the senior Terran officers, which was a most unexpected surprise.

To get around the translation problem, the Terrans had a series of translation boxes that were spaced along the table. It made the conversation rather stilted and time-consuming than those they had engaged in aboard the ships with the Terran helmets doing the translation, but at least they could carry on a conversation. The Taxons were fed from supplies bought from their ships prepared by Terran cooks with the help of some Taxon mess crew, and they did a surprisingly good job with the meal.

The conversation was interesting as the Taxon officers tried to subtly get information out of the Terrans regarding their superior weaponry, especially the hard-to-detect small ships that had plagued their fleet and which, in the end, had knocked out the engines of those still mobile. Not surprisingly, the Terrans were rather tight-lipped about that weapons system, and they did not explain exactly how they managed to launch so many missiles in their opening two salvos. They seemed amused that the Hareccans were unaware of their ship's capabilities as they were careful not to do anything too special when serving with the Allied Fleet. It was the clearest sign Worn had seen so far that the Terrans weren't happy in their Alliance.

Admiral Andrews apologized for the standard of accommodation they would be facing in the area that had been chosen for the Taxon prisoners to occupy. There had been no real Terran settlement in the area apart from a few farms and small groups of prospectors who had all been cleared out. He assured them that the Terrans were scrambling to produce simple modular buildings to get them out of the tents they would be using. The apologetic tone led Worn to comment that he appreciated the fact that the Terrans were so concerned with their prisoner's welfare. All in all, it was a very pleasant dinner.

Unfortunately, the civilized evening that emphasized the Terran's similarities to the Taxons rather than their differences was followed by being transferred to the planet's surface. The area chosen for the Taxon camp was a relatively flat area surrounded by low hills with a couple of streams wandering through the landscape. There was a hastily constructed landing pad for shuttles and suborbital transports, and a simple sensor fence surrounded the entire area. Beyond the sensor fence, the Terrans had placed guard posts on some of the higher points in the surrounding hills, which could be seen from the camp, and that was it. The rules were simple. Inside the camp area, normal Taxon rules and discipline would apply. The Terrans informed them that the camp was monitored, although the monitoring points were hidden.

Life in the camp settled down very quickly. Worn and the other senior officers saw to it that a regular exercise regime was in place and that proper discipline and military procedures were enforced throughout the camp. There were already several days' worth of supplies in the camp when he arrived, so it was three days before a supply run occurred. The procedure was simple. Two of the big Terran assault shuttles would come down and broadcast a message that all Taxons were to remove themselves from the vicinity of the landing pad. Once the Terrans were satisfied the Taxons were sufficiently far enough away, supply shuttles would come in one at a time to offload their cargo and then depart back into orbit.

After the second supply run, he assumed the Terrans were satisfied that the prisoners were going to behave because they began to introduce other activities. They must've gone through all the cabins aboard the captured ships because they began distributing the personal belongings of all the prisoners, much to everyone's disbelief and delight. They had also gained access to the records aboard the ships, so they knew how much each crewman had on deposit with the ship's banking computer. They then set up a small shop in a sort of extension of the sensor fence where the Taxons could spend the money they had on account with the ship banks on luxury items such as electronic entertainment devices that were programmed to interface with Taxon Vid chips, clothes, better bedding than the standard military style cots they have been issued with and even specialty food items.

At the same time, the first of the modular housing units began to arrive. These were built to some standard Terran measurement and were approximately sixteen and a quarter lortins long, three and a quarter lortins wide, and three and a half lortins high. They each contained a double sleeping compartment at each end, with two sets of two-story bunk beds in each sleeping compartment and a communal lounge and dining area with kitchen and bathroom facilities in the center. The rooms were large and the facilities great and they were much better than tents! The Terrans left it up to the Taxons as to who got to use the new accommodation first, although they strongly suggested a random draw might be the best option in the circumstances. Worn agreed, much to the disappointment of a couple of his senior commanders. To do the draw, they allocated each crew member a number, and then one of the electronics experts set up a random number generator to pick the first thirty-two lucky recipients of fixed accommodation.

The next two housing units arrived two days later, followed almost immediately by the arrival of Admiral Andrews and a couple of his senior officers, who politely inquired if they could have a word with Fleet Commander Worn and Force Commander Avenar. They were also accompanied by three Taxon sailors who had been severely wounded during the battle but were now sufficiently recovered to survive in the POW camp.

"Fleet Commander Worn, Force Commander Avenar. Allow me to introduce Vice Admiral Jeffers, my second in command, and Heinrich Richards, from the State Department. He will be your diplomatic liaison. First, I just wanted to check that everything is going along all right with your people?"

Each of the Terrans carried a box on a lanyard around their necks, and once the Admiral had stopped speaking for about three doks, the box began translating his words into Taxon.

"Given the circumstances, everything is going surprisingly well. As far as I'm aware, there are no outstanding grievances; you would agree, Morgah?"

"Yes. Apart from you randomly selecting who gets the good accommodation. Everything else is fine."

Worn shook his head at his friend, wagged a finger at him, then turned back to the Terrans.

"The shop is a good idea until my people run out of money. You expect to get reimbursed by the Taxon government?"

"No. But we will send them a complete accounting of the funds of the crewmen aboard the ships and how they spent them." Worn nodded as he had pretty much expected that. "It is on the subject of the shop, sort of, that we wish to speak to you. We want to know what the Taxon government policy would be if we offer employment to some of your crew on a casual basis."

The two Taxon officers looked at each other with puzzled expressions on each Taxon's face.

"Employment? What type of employment did you have in mind?" Worn asked after a moment.

"Well, that depends on what your men are allowed to do without risking retaliation by your government when you finally get home. We have laboring jobs, just basic stuff like filling potholes in some of our less well-maintained roads or various farm chores, such as picking fruit, that would also be on the list. We have a shortage of unskilled labor, especially since we began expanding our fleet and industrial complex. If it was allowed, we'd be willing to hire some of your engineering personnel to explain aspects of your ship's operation to our men. Mostly to enable them to dismantle parts of your ships safely. We will almost certainly replace the weapons and the computer systems with our own versions, plus, the engines need to be rebuilt on all of them. We might even replace most of your ships' power supply, too, as ours are more efficient."

The two Taxon officers looked at each other again and seemed to come to some unspoken agreement, after which they both turned to face the Terrans once more.

"I do not think there will be any problem with members of our crews being hired as unskilled labor on farms and such like menial tasks to earn credits to spend at your store. Helping you understand our ship's operation would be a no-go right from the start."

Andrews looked at Jeffers, and then they both looked at the civilian, who nodded.

"We assumed that would be the case, but we had to ask. We have two further questions. Despite the performance of our translation boxes, they do miss certain nuances from both languages we've noticed. We intend to open a school for Taxons that want to learn to speak Terran, which will be free for your people to attend should they wish to do so. The other thing we intend to do is to offer free immigration to any of your crew that wish to settle with us. To avoid the temptation to infiltrate us with spies, we won't accept any of your crew as real immigrants until after the war is over. I doubt many, if any, will agree, but we are already a multi-racial society. We have a couple of hundred Troodons living amongst us, and some are even serving in our fleet. We are about to open up our systems, or at least one of them, for Troodon trade, so we expect the number of Troodons living in the Federation to grow as family members of those already living here decide to emigrate here to reunite with their families. And yes, we will lose a couple back to Troodon space, but not as many as you might expect."

Worn grimaced. Not that he expected many of the Taxons to choose that option, but when word got back to Taxia, even if none chose that option, they would still get an extra detailed examination from Imperial Security upon their return.

"Asking for immigrants will cause problems for the rest of us when we return to Taxia, finally," Avenar stated flatly.

Richards turned to look at him while the Terran listened to the translation, and then he nodded.

"I rather expected it would. We will drop that option for the moment. We haven't heard back from your government about them sending supplies for your men, and we probably won't for another two weeks or more, I would guess. Next week's supply run will include samples of Terran food that we think you will at least find edible and which our tests indicate are both safe and nutritious for your race to consume just in case there are delays in shipping Taxon food through to us or your government decides to reject the deal entirely. Whether you will like those foods is another matter entirely." Richards said with a grin. "We feel we should test it out just in case. We can't have you all starving to death, can we?"

The two Taxons looked at each other and then nodded.

"That seems a prudent course to follow in the circumstances," Worn replied.

"We have sent a list of all the prisoners and their current condition to your government via Lotharn aboard a freighter, and we expect, or at least hope, that it will bring back more food supplies for your people. The freighters we sent to pick up the supplies your supply ships dropped off on Lotharn haven't arrived back in this system yet, although they should be here soon, so if your people followed your orders, that should ease any food problems in the short term."

"That is good to know," Worn replied. "What is the condition of the rest of our severely wounded?"

"There are twenty-four we will be adding to the camp over the next couple of weeks, and we sent eighteen home with the cargo ship that just departed for Lotharn. All were too badly wounded to be of any immediate military use, so we have elected to send them home as there was really no point in hanging on to them." Jeffers replied.

Once again, the Terrans had surprised Worn with their generosity. The problem was that it was already a long war and likely to keep going for even longer, so he and his compatriots could be here for a long time.




Chapter 26



Bad news

Sub-Lieutenant Krakendel was overseeing maintenance on the starboard forward plasma projector when another of the ship's Sub-Lieutenants trotted up to take over his duty so he could report to the Captain. Angelkar Flekarr was a very rare officer in the Taxon Navy. First, she was female, and they only made up slightly under five percent of the fleet's officers. Second, she was from an out-of-the-way colony and had somehow won a scholarship to the Naval Academy. Frogar thought she tried too hard not to appear intimidated by all the generally bigger and tougher male Taxons around her, who were often from more powerful families as well. Her manner was brusque with officers of equal rank such as himself, harsh with the crew, which he could in part understand as they were generally older and much bigger than her, and very retiring when dealing with senior officers. It had been Flekarr who had got him stuck with the nickname of Princey among his fellow officers.

"Hey, Princey. The Captain wants to see you in his cabin."

That meant it was something serious, not just a minor infraction that the Captain would normally attend to in his small office off the bridge.

"Any idea of what I've done now?"

The girl shook her head. "Must be pretty good to get called into his cabin, though."

Frogar shrugged. There were limits to what could be done to him by way of punishment, as he was the Crown Prince, after all.

"Right. We're just cleaning out the left-side power coupling. Once it's been checked and then reassembled, this mount's done. I had been looking forward to knocking off early."

Angelkar laughed and made shooing motions, so he headed off toward the Captain's cabin. The crew he'd been working with didn't seem overly pleased with the local change of command. Frogar was popular with the crew as he was one of the officers who was always willing to lead from the front and get his hands dirty. It took some time to reach the Captain's cabin. He knocked and walked in to find the Captain behind his desk and the ship's Imperial Intelligence Lieutenant, Lothin nix Sargen, standing to one side. Frogar marched forward, came to attention, and saluted the Captain, who returned the salute.

"Sit, Sub-Lieutenant Krakendel." the Captain ordered, then turned to the Imperial Intelligence Lieutenant. "Give him the chit."

"Play the chit on your pad, Sub-Lieutenant. It is for your eyes only and is not to leave this room."

Frogar looked at the Captain, then turned to the Lieutenant, who handed him a data chit. He inserted the chit into the pad he withdrew from his inside jacket pocket and found he was reading Fleet Commander Worn's report on the attack against the Terrans. As he read, it went from bad to worse. The entire Fourth Fleet lost! The Fleet was wrecked by Terran missiles that were considerably more effective than anything they had ever seen before, and these unknown, small, whatever they were that had dodged in and out of Worn's fleet, creating havoc. Well, he couldn't say he hadn't warned his father. He finished the Admiral's report and saw there was a message from his father, but he looked up at the Captain before starting on that.

"You've read the Fleet Commander's report, sir?"

"Yes." the Captain said solemnly.

Frogar nodded. "I have a message from my father attached to mine, so I shall read that now, sir."

To open his father's message, he had to hold the camera on the pad up to his eye to get a retina check and then enter the correct password. There were several Imperial Family passwords depending on who the message was targeted at.

"Son, you were right, but gloating about it won't get us out of this mess. I want your opinion on what steps we should take next on various matters. And I do mean that I will seriously consider your opinions. The Terrans have asked us to supply food and medical supplies for the survivors via Lotharn. They are not asking for any sort of fee to do this. They seem genuinely concerned with the health of our sailors and want us to transport the supplies to Lotharn, where the supplies will be loaded onto their ships for the journey to their home planet, which they call New Earth, apparently. The obvious question as to where old Earth is located is something Imperial Intelligence has not been able to determine."

His father paused and then continued. "They have also requested that we give the captured Taxons permission to undertake menial tasks such as farm labor in order for them to earn credits that they can then spend in a shop the Terrans have set up so that the prisoners can buy luxuries. Apparently, they have taken the liberty of dispersing the electronic funds held aboard the ships to the surviving crew, so they have something to start off with at this shop. As you can probably imagine, there is a certain amount of pushback against this idea in the high command. Please give some consideration to all these matters and send me your opinion. There is no rush."

He sat back and thought about what he had just read, and then he felt the pressure of the eyes on him and looked up to where the other two officers were watching him.

"It would appear that I was the almost solitary voice in the wilderness arguing against attacking the Terrans. That includes my taking advantage of you, sir, to make one last attempt to plead with my father not to attack the Terrans. It seems that with my having been proven right about the potential disaster of us attacking them, he now wants my opinion on how to deal with them going forward. All those men and ships lost to no purpose other than to alienate a people we might have been able to detach from the Alliance with a bit of diplomatic effort."

He sighed loudly and sank back into the chair he was sitting in while he considered the request of the Terrans. He stood up.

"Sir. I need to retire to my cabin to consider my reply to my father's missive. I was due to go off watch in half an ekon anyway, sir." he turned to the Lieutenant. "I will have a coded message for my father before I go on my next watch." The Lieutenant nodded, and Frogar removed the chit from his pad and handed it back to the Lieutenant. Then he came to attention and saluted.

"Sir."

"Sub-Lieutenant." the Captain replied, returning his salute.

Frogar headed to the wardroom first as it was nearly mealtime, and it was only after dinner that he returned to his cabin, where he lay on his bunk and considered his reply. There really wasn't that much to say. Most of the problems that were going to follow from the loss of the Fourth Fleet would be strategic and operational rather than political or diplomatic, at least in the short term. The Allied forces were currently sitting quietly recovering from the wounds the Taxon Fleet had inflicted on them, but if they knew that the Taxons had lost their Fourth Fleet in its entirety, they would no doubt begin their offensive again almost immediately. The hard-won advantage they had gained by defeating the Alliance’s Second Fleet had been thrown away by the attack on the Terrans. Once he got to it, his message for his father didn't take long to compose at all.




Chapter 27



A wealth of riches

Admiral Karl Andrews surveyed the assembled officers of the Terran Navy present in the New Earth system. He had called them together to update them on the situation with the Taxon prisoners and the Taxon ships they had taken charge of. A summary of the report would be sent to the officers who were on distant stations. Sitting in front of him were Vice Admiral Jeffers, Commodore Dennis, and the eleven Captains of the Terran ships currently in the system. The Alexander and the Victory were about to depart for the current position of the Terran detachment with the Allied Fleet, so the next two ships in that detachment who were due leave could rotate home.

"Welcome. I felt it was time to update you all on the status of the Taxon ships. The two destroyers are essentially intact and require little in the way of repairs; however, we will take the opportunity to replace their engines and power supply. The shipyard reckons they'll both be back in service within three weeks. When we have free dock space, we will replace the weapons systems and add attachment points for box launchers. The heavy cruiser will take longer, probably another three months of repair. We are going to leave its current armament in place except replace the missile launching racks and storage systems with our own. Plus, we will install connections in the control systems for the box launchers we will be adding the attachment points for."

There were nods among the Captains, and he took a sip of water. They had been able to collect together enough Taxon missiles to give both destroyers full magazines, so they were good for one battle at least, which was why replacing their weapons was being left until last.

"One of the battleships, the Karkar, has been deemed to be too badly damaged, especially in the middle and rear sections, to warrant trying to repair it. It will be stripped of all usable parts and then scrapped, apart from the bow section. One of the other battleships is the same class of vessel, and its bow was badly damaged. The engineers think they can cut the bow off the scrapped battleship and weld it to the front of the damaged one. How successful it will be, I don't know, but it will take some time. We will use that time to strip that ship of all its weaponry, powerplant, computer, and control systems and replace them with our systems. The engines had to be rebuilt anyway."

"The weapons from that ship will be divided up, and half will be installed on the space station at Atlantis to give it some real bite. The other half will be retained here for the moment and probably deployed on the moons, at the mining stations, or a combination of both. There is some talk of taking the powerplant from that battleship and combining it with the engines from the first battleship, which are largely intact, plus some of the surplus weaponry and building ourselves a fleet carrier that can function as a battlecruiser as well, given the success of the Vipers."

"The other battleship requires less work to get it back into service. At this stage, the plan is to repair the engines, replace the power supply and computer systems, plus add the lugs and the control runs for the box launchers, but otherwise, we'll leave it fairly much the same, apart from where a couple of the weapon systems were damaged, and we'll either replace them with salvaged units from one of the other ships or with new weapons of our type. The jury is still out on that matter as we continue assessing the damage to the vessel. Assuming there are no major repairs to be made and that we don't have to strip out all the weapons systems, the ship should be operational again somewhere within six to nine months, according to the shipwrights."

"I am currently of the opinion that we will carry out a major reorganization in approximately five months when these captured ships are pretty much back in service or will be in the near future at that stage. Our new builds will also be launched and fitted out by then. I would like to try out the Vipers in a proper fleet action, but I don't want to give away their capabilities at this stage. Allowing the prisoners to communicate with home means that some idea of their capabilities will reach the Taxon High Command, but the information will be limited as they didn't use their full capabilities, nor did one of them get captured by the Taxons for them to dissect. I don't think any of you will argue with the fact that they have proved their worth, yes?"

He was met with a forest of nods and grins. Only six Vipers had been destroyed, and two of them, by sheer chance, due to freak accidents. On the other hand, the Vipers had destroyed the engines on all the surviving Taxon warships and then sailed home for a reload. Obviously, once the Taxons digested the report from their captured Fleet Commander, they would invest more resources into missile defense and missile capability, but then the Terrans were doing exactly the same, and the Terrans had the lead, and Karl intended to keep it that way. His biggest problem was finding crews for all the ships they had captured. He smiled to himself, thinking that it was a terrible problem to have too many ships than crews to man them rather than the other way around.

Andria had been promoted to full Commander and given command of the Drake, which meant that she was stationed in the Atlantis system rather than here with him, which was annoying. The only times they would be able to get together would be when she scored leave or he did a tour of the bases and colonies. Well, they only had one colony at the moment, but he expected that to change soon. Now that the threat of attack was over, he would have the Warrior out doing some scouting shortly. Captain Wright seemed to have a knack for finding things. It would be interesting to see what was going to come from their agreement to let the Troodons trade into the Atlantis system. Would they get more Troodons wishing to become citizens? He didn't know, but it would be interesting. He pulled his wandering thoughts together and looked out over his audience.

"The Taxons have replied to our request for supplies to feed their people with an immediate yes, plus they have also decided to throw in luxuries in any spare space aboard the supply ships that we will pay for at cost and then charge the Taxon prisoners a price that includes a small profit for us for providing the service. They also have no objection to their prisoners hiring themselves out for manual labor. With the Taxons seemingly so peaceable, we must assume they won't try and repeat their attack on us anytime soon. I intend to maintain our contingent with the Allied Fleet at the same levels as what it is now and resist pressure to increase the number and size of ships we contribute. I feel I should also put on notice that the government is thinking of dropping out of the Alliance, but please keep that under your hats for the moment."

"Over the next few months, we will need to find crews for our newly acquired vessels, which will strain our manpower. This will mean promotions for many of the officers, and I'm particularly looking for ones who have performed well under combat conditions rather than those who are the most senior. The same goes for your crews. I know no Captain worth his salt wants to give up experienced sailors, but we are going to have to spread the experience thin in order to put these ships into commission, so I am asking you to put the interests of the Navy first and your own comfort second, please."

He paused to look out over his audience, smiling at them. There were a few snickers, return smiles, frowns, and quite a few shaken heads.

"Thank you. Any questions?"

There were plenty of questions, of course, but most were easily dealt with either because the answer was simple or because the answer was unknown at this stage. Eventually, he was able to extricate himself and head back to his suite on the station.

Two days later, he found himself in a different meeting. He was called to the President's building, where he was ushered into the State Conference Room, which was the usual room for in-house government meetings. In attendance were the President, the three senior members of the Armed Forces Committee, who each represented one of the three main parties, the Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of State, and three of that man's flunkies. The State Department people were just seating themselves when he walked in, and the President stood up immediately.

"Karl. Excellent. I think you know everybody? Oh, apart from Paul Kinross. He is a State Department diplomat, and he's just back from visiting several of our Allies."

He did indeed recognize all those at the table. He took a seat at the bottom of the table on the side where the Armed Forces Committee people were sitting and waited to see what the meeting was about.

"In your considered opinion, Admiral, are the Hareccans likely to defeat the Taxons in the near future?" the President asked straight off.

"I'm sure there are people with better intelligence at their fingertips who can offer you a better opinion on that, sir."

"Possibly, Admiral, but you are our top military person, so I want your opinion. Obviously, this defeat will have strategic consequences for them, but is complete defeat likely soon?"

Karl scratched his head, looked up the table at the President, and shrugged.

"Not in the short term, sir. Even after the loss of this Fleet, the two sides are too evenly matched. The Hareccans can build more stuff, but the Taxons know how to use it better. Before the attack on us, I would have said the Taxons had the advantage and that they were likely to push the Hareccans back out of several Allied systems, or at least systems that Allied races have claimed. However, the disaster they suffered here nullifies the advantage they gained by defeating the Hareccan Second Fleet the way they did, so I would say that scores are level at the end of the first quarter."

There were a few smiles at this, and Congressmen Lee looked along the table at Karl.

"Despite this war having dragged on for many years before we became involved, you think it's only the first quarter?"

"Yes, Congressman, I do. I think this war is much more likely to end through war weariness than actual victory on the battlefield. The current war is very much like World War One back on Earth, sir. Only neither side is being blockaded like the Germans were, so the war weariness will take time to have a real effect. Plus, the costs and training required to field a fleet mean that as a proportion of the population, most fleets represent such a tiny percentage of the population that the effects of losses are not all that severe after any one battle, unlike the mass slaughter in World War One."

The President nodded. "World War One is a good simile, Admiral. What do you think of our Alliance with the Hareccans?"

"At the time, it made sense, sir. Now? My own personal feeling is that we should withdraw from the Alliance, but there are certain risks involved in doing that, and I'm not sure of the diplomatic situation and whether we can even withdraw without suffering serious consequences ourselves."

"In your opinion, Admiral, could we defend our system against an attack by a Hareccan fleet?"

"Well, they are much closer than the Taxons are and could conceivably bring a much larger force more easily, even in the middle of their war against the Taxons. On the other hand, presuming the Taxons haven't broadcast the information they gained about how we defeated them, I would anticipate the Hareccans suffering from the same problem the Taxons had, only more so."

"And what problem is that, Admiral?"

"Seriously underestimating the combat value of our vessels, Mr. President. The Taxons brought four battleships and were expecting to face at most two of ours. Four cruisers, expecting to face no more than three of ours, and six destroyers, again expecting to face no more than three of ours. As with all military operations, other factors limited the choices. With the distance and the time involved in bringing their fleet to our system, they couldn't risk detaching too much more of their main fleet for fear that it would be weakened too much if the Hareccans got word of it and decided to attack. For that reason, they settled for roughly two-to-one odds and still decided to continue with the attack when it was obvious that they were, at best, three to two. In a space battle, the surviving warships are the winners regardless of how many casualties have been taken. They planned to destroy our orbital industry and then smash up the mining industry on the way out."

He looked quickly around the table and then returned his attention to the President when no one seemed to want to object to the things he had just stated.

"The Hareccans will have a similar problem, and I imagine their intelligence will not be particularly accurate given their complete lack of interest in us. Plus, they are so arrogant that they would naturally underestimate us as opponents. Currently, we have two fully operational battleships plus the space station if any potential opponents came to our planet's orbital space to fight as the Taxons did. Sometime within the next twelve months, we will have two more operational and possibly three. Against our current formation, and given our missile advantage, something that they are unaware of at this stage, they would need to bring six to eight battleships minimum. If it was me, I'd probably want ten. With a matching number of support ships."

He paused for a moment. "And even then, that would only provide a fair fight. Throw in our Vipers, whose capabilities we have not fully tested but which we will have increasingly large numbers of available for use, and I would suggest that they would need a force twice that big to be successful. I couldn't see the Hareccans committing such a large attack force to a backward, out-of-the-way place like us, at least not while they are still at war with the Taxons and have no reason to think we are anything special. Would you agree, sir?" He asked the Secretary of State.

The Secretary of State looked over to Paul Kinross sitting next to him.

"Paul, you're just back from talking to our Allies. How big a force would they send, do you think?"

"To deal with us neo-barbarians? The bare minimum I would expect. I doubt they'd even bother scouting out the system beforehand like the Taxons at least did."

The man's tone was derisive, and he clearly had a low opinion of their Allies or at least the senior race amongst their Allies.

"Let me add a caveat: Vice Admiral Schwarzmann has discovered that some of the younger officers, primarily amongst the other Allied races, but also some of the Hareccans, are starting to twig to the fact that our ships are bigger, not because our technology is inferior but because they are stronger and better than anybody else's. Partly, this is because of their performance in battle and partly because of things the Neg'arn officers that were with us on the raid have been spreading. They were very impressed with our ship's performance, especially our missiles."

The President nodded. "We are asking because there is a groundswell of support for the idea of withdrawing from the Alliance. We wanted to hear your opinion on the idea of our possible withdrawal and the likely Hareccan response. Have you had any thoughts on that subject?"

As he had discussed this very matter of withdrawing from the Alliance with the President only a few weeks ago, just after the Taxon attack had been defeated, he knew very well that the President knew what he felt about the subject. This little play was about publicizing his thoughts for everybody else to see.

"I would welcome a withdrawal from the Alliance on a personal level, immediately if not sooner. Militarily, it would be better if it was delayed for another couple of months or even longer. Economically, I don’t know. That's a subject I don't have the information readily available to make a recommendation about, so I couldn't tell you whether it was a good thing or a bad thing from that point of view. I will say that I doubt the Hareccans will send any forces at all, and if they do, what they send will be insufficiently strong enough to defeat us here at New Earth."

"What about withdrawing from the Alliance and then immediately allying with the Taxons?" the Secretary of Defense asked him.

"I wouldn't recommend allying with the Taxons all that quickly. The Hareccans would see that as us biting the hand that feeds them. They are arrogant enough to think that simply allowing us to trade with them deserves our complete loyalty and respect. We would need to let some time go by before allying with the Taxons to avoid their wrath. We do have to continue to share the same part of the galaxy with them, after all. Not that we wouldn't defeat them militarily, even in their systems in the future, but they will always be able to outbuild us. There is an old military saying that quantity has a quality all of its own. So why take the risk if we don’t have to?"

"That is a valid point, Admiral." the President said. "What is the situation economically?" he asked the Secretary of State.

"I spoke to the Commerce Department yesterday when I knew we were having this meeting. As far as the Alliance is concerned, trade with the Hareccans started out fairly strongly and slowly built up until about six months ago. It has since declined considerably over that period, and we assume that they have managed to copy the chips we were selling them, which accounted for ninety percent of our trade. Apart from the Gormon, none of the other Allied races have traded with us directly. Instead, they transact what deals they have made with us at Hareccan planets. Apparently, it is part of being a member of the Alliance that you don't trade directly with other members of the Alliance, only via Hareccan planetary exchanges. Because we were new, they hadn't included that in our agreement. I understand from various sources that once we become dependent on the Hareccans economically, they will go for tighter controls until we eventually become like the Cortilan."

"The Cortilan? I know who they are, but I don't know much about their economic system. In what way are the Hareccans dominating it?"

The Secretary of State looked over at the President, who nodded.

"The Cortilan have adopted an economic oligarchy government system. The planet is dominated by the Board of Governors, which was originally composed of the one hundred and forty-five economically strongest families. Over the years, there has been a lot of waxing and waning amongst the richest families, and the rules were changed slightly. The first change was to set the minimum value of a seat on the Board of Governors at a fixed percentage of the planet's GDP. Later, this was modified to the GDP of all their systems combined after they created their first colony. The next change occurred when two of the smaller families combined. The decision was made to bring in the next largest family that qualified to fill the hundred-and-forty-fifth spot. Of course, the rich and bigger families dominate the economy, and over the years, they've tended to absorb smaller concerns until they reached a point where the next largest family economically failed to meet the criteria to join the one hundred and forty-five."

"At that point, the decision was made to allocate the unoccupied seat to the richest family. Any future such seats would then cascade down through the families based on their wealth. This incentivized the remaining families to ensure that no new families grew to sufficient wealth to qualify, based on their percentage of the GDP. Their adding colonies proved no problem, but the Hareccans presented them with problems they still haven't resolved as yet. All this information comes from the disaffected Cortilan ambassador to the Gormon. According to him, the Hareccans have invested so heavily that they represent twenty-five percent of the Cortilan economy."

The Admiral started at that number, and the Secretary of State smiled.

"Wait, it gets worse. Hareccans have been moving to the Cortilan planets in significant numbers. The latest 'Cortilan' colony was not only majority funded by Hareccan interests, but Hareccans make up nearly sixty percent of the population, and their percentage is rising. Of the seventy-three families on the Board of Directors, six represent corporate groups that are majority-owned by Hareccans. In each case, several different Hareccan finance groups own the majority stake, and the Cortilan family still sits on the board. However, there are now two Hareccans sitting on the board. One represents the second largest mining company along with a Cortilan; their financial strength is such that they have two seats on the board. The other is the one hundred and forty-fifth company that only recently became strong enough financially to qualify and is majority Hareccan owned, although there is some Cortilan investment in it."

The Secretary of State paused for a moment. "That company controls the Cortilan's largest shipyard, including the battleship building complex. The Gormon managed to see this coming when the Hareccans offered aid against the Troodons who had raided their planet. They signed a deal like ours, except, as they had no interstellar ships themselves, they had to deal with Hareccan interests to get access to a cargo ship. There was a time limit set when they had to either supply a warship to the Allied contingent or the Hareccans would send warships to their system to patrol their space and would require them to cede a moon for the Hareccans to build a facility on. "

"And they somehow persuaded the Lotharn to sell them a frigate?" the Admiral said.

"Two, actually. One to fulfill their terms with the Hareccans and the other for home defense. They also rejected the exclusive trade contract and are the only member race of the Alliance that we actually do any serious trade with. They're desperately trying to build up their industrial base from the steam and wind power level it was when they were discovered. They have been making noises about buying a destroyer from us, but we've been putting them off, saying we don't have enough ships of our own given the size of the contingent we have with the Allied Fleet. So far, they have accepted that." He grinned at the Admiral, "We don't want our technology getting out in the wild, after all."

"Certainly not." the Admiral replied with a grin of his own, but then he had another thought. "How much trade do they do with us?"

"A growing amount, mostly mineral traffic. Their labor costs are so much lower because of their low technological level. They can supply some of the rarer minerals at a competitive price, so we've been encouraging our people to buy stuff from them to keep them tied to us economically. Why? Are you thinking of changing our policy of not selling our ships?"

"Our ships, no. But we just so happen to have a couple of Taxon destroyers floating around at the moment. One of them only needs minor repairs to its engines to be made fully operational again. Do you think they would be interested in buying it from us?"

"We would have to explain how we came to have a second-hand Taxon destroyer available." the Secretary of State said.

"That's easy. We'll say one of our cruisers came across it somewhere near Lotharn, shot up its engines, and captured it. That accounts for how we came to have it and why the obvious repairs are limited to only the engines. What do you think?"

Everyone looked at the President, who held up his hands open-palmed.

"It will certainly tie them to us," he responded. "Especially if we sell it to them cheap."

"How cheap will we sell it to them if they're interested?" the Secretary of State asked to the room in general.

"Well, it's second-hand, has taken damage, and is not designed for their racial type. Find out what the cost of a new destroyer from Lotharn is and offer it to them for two-thirds that price." Karl replied.

"You don't mind giving up one of your prizes?" the President asked.

Karl shrugged. "It will need a full refit to make it compatible with our systems, and to be quite honest with you, sir, we're struggling to crew the ships we're building, let alone this sudden influx of captured vessels."

The President cocked his head and studied Karl for a moment.

"I thought we just increased the class sizes at the Naval Academy?"

"We did, sir. It was the third increase since the Troodon attack. The ordinary crews are not the problem, sir. Training sailors only takes about twelve weeks until you can assign them aboard a vessel. Further training occurs from that point on aboard all vessels, as twelve weeks isn’t sufficient, sir. Experienced petty officers are just that, experienced, sir, which involves lots of time in grade, sir. And there are only so many of them to go around. The same with officers, sir. The Academy course takes two years, and even then, they lack any real combat experience, and their knowledge is focused on their specialty rather than general training for all duties aboard a ship the way it used to be, sir. It's just going to take time, sir. We could rush it, but there's no pressing need, and doing so would just make the situation worse if we get invaded again. As far as the Academy is concerned, we've gone about as far as we can go without more instructors, which would mean pulling people off active duty to go and teach at the Academy."

He paused and then continued. "I'm not complaining, sir. I am just pointing out the realities. You can't train experience."

The President nodded, considering Karl for a moment. "Well. Is there anything else we need to discuss?" He saw the Admiral's expression change. "Yes, Karl?"

"Given our newfound wealth of ships, even if most of them aren't operational yet and won't be soon, I was wondering if we should restart the exploration program just so we're not blindsided by anybody else turning up on our back door. Besides, the astronomers have found four systems within a hundred light-years, each with what appears to be a terrestrial-sized planet in the Goldilocks zone that warrants further investigation."

New Earth was positioned on what could be classed as the edge of the civilized area of the galaxy, at least as far as anyone knew. The Hareccans and most other Allied systems were further in along the arm, while the Lotharn were slightly further in than New Earth but further out along the arm towards where old Earth was positioned. The Troodons were scattered up-arm outside of the Allied races in a very haphazard fashion as far as the Terrans could tell. The only area the Terrans could easily expand into was sort of outwards and more towards Lotharn space. They had no idea of how far Lotharn claimed out towards the galactic edge from where they were situated, although two of their four colonies were outwards from where Lotharn was positioned.

The President sat up at that statement. "Four terrestrial planets?"

"Yes, sir. Several other planets are of interest as well, but they are either heavy or light Earths or in orbit around K or other spectrum stars. Even selling one of the Taxon destroyers to the Gormon, we'll still have seven destroyers in the First Fleet. That is more than enough to deploy a couple for exploration purposes. My people think it's important that we claim as many systems as we can while we can. To that end, we've developed a communications station based on the quantum-linked sensors we developed for deployment in the outer system. The sensor stations are relatively compact, use solar energy for power, and when deployed, they will be linked to a receiving portal in Terra One. We suggest deploying at least one in each system that either we've claimed, or nobody else has claimed so that we will know if anybody is traversing our systems; plus, we will have the facility to notify intruders that the system belongs to us."

"The scientists have cracked the problem of extending the distance into light years?" the Secretary of Defense asked.

"Not exactly. It wasn't a matter of extending the distance so much as focusing on the contact." At this point, he shrugged and held up his hands. "I'm not an expert, sir. I gather that the distance the quantum devices can communicate is unlimited, sir. The problem is focusing or calibrating the two devices so that they talk to each other reliably. Some PhD student worked out how to do it over multiple light years. They're still unsure of how reliable they will be over truly long distances as they've only tested it out to six light years, but the tests look promising. The plan is to eventually have a web of these surrounding New Earth so that no one can do what the Taxons did and creep up on us."

"In addition, the boffins also feel that being able to communicate in real time over multiple light years will impress anyone we run into or who comes wandering into our space. None of the other races have a faster-than-light communications capability that we're aware of. They are also developing a communication system that can be used by ships. It's more complicated than simple navigation buoys as once the small stations are in place, they won't be moving, relatively speaking. Warships, for instance, constantly move around and change formations regularly, making the communications system more difficult. I understand that the favored system currently is one where a ship's device is linked to a communications hub here, and from here, the signal is then redirected to the ship it was meant for."

"Theoretically, there should be no more than a second or two delay between the message being sent and arriving. Technically, it will be easier, much easier, than connecting ships to their immediate superior's ship or the Fleet Commander directly. While more flexible, having the connection run up the chain of command will also slow down the flow of command as, for instance, the Vice Admiral in charge of the fleet will have to communicate to the Commodore, who will then communicate to the Captain of the vessel concerned and then any replies will have to follow back via the same route. The theorists believe that the central hub idea will work better in practice, even if it's less flexible."

"Either way, it will give us a massive strategic advantage, being able to communicate with our ships light years away!" The Secretary of Defense exclaimed. "I knew that we had been working on extending the range of the quantum communication devices, but I didn't realize it would be usable by our ships as well."

Karl grinned at him. "That is what we expect, sir. At least until everybody else works out what we're doing and copies us."

"Then we'll have to be careful about showing off our newfound capability as we have been with the improved missiles and those Vipers of yours, Admiral." the President said.

"That we will, sir."




Chapter 28



Winds of change

Admiral Karl Andrews sat in his command chair in the control center of Terra One. Because Terra One was technically a space station with limited maneuverability rather than a full-blown spaceship, the central hub was known as the control center rather than the bridge as it would have been on a ship. His gaze was fixed on two blips that had appeared a short while before and were now moving slowly inwards from the system's outer edge towards New Earth. Their new quantum communication arrays were being deployed in the outer edge of the system, replacing the old detection buoys with a device that not only detected ships and reported that fact instantaneously but could also be used to communicate with ships at the edge of the system immediately, allowing for any distance the ship was from the actual communications array. At this stage, communication was still limited to digital text like an old telegram, but the scientists promised voice communication in a few years and video communication within a decade.

The new units were being mass-produced at the Atlantis system complex, where the Vipers were also made, as both devices used several rare metals that were readily available in that system. The metals were also available from the Gormon, who were looking for ways of paying off their debt to the Terrans after the purchase of the ex-Taxon destroyer they had completed the deal for recently. One of the few things the Gormon had to trade that anybody was interested in were rare metals, of which they had a lot. Unlike the Terrans, who preferred their prizes to keep their original name, the Gormon had renamed the destroyer in their own tongue to Loovern, which in Gormon meant Attacker or Striker.

The two blips on the screen represented a cargo ship carrying a shipment of Vipers along with a quantity of the new sensor arrays which was accompanied by the Corvette, Drake, which was coming home for maintenance and crew rotation. It was expected to be in port for at least three weeks, and although its commander, Lieutenant Commander Andria Carstairs, would have to devote a fair bit of that time to supervising the ship while the dockyard engineers worked on repairing the various issues that required its return to New Earth, there should still be plenty of opportunity for the two of them to catch up during the time the Drake was in port. They had seen very little of each other over the last couple of years, and it would be nice just to spend some time in Andria's company.

He swung around in his chair so he could look out over the shipyard, which was essentially right next to Terra One. The large, wide image that spanned the control center's left-hand wall was not a window but the view from a wide-angle camera mounted on the outer hull of the space station. The huge bulk of the battleship, Lepanto, dominated the scene where it was tied up to dock two being fitted out. It was essentially the same as the Trafalgar, although there had been a few last-minute design modifications after the main hull had been formed. Externally, the two ships were clearly the same class of vessel, and the Navy recorded them as such. On the other side of the dock arm lay the General class heavy cruiser, Montgomery, also fitting out and almost ready to enter service.

The actual slipways were below the dock where the newly constructed ships were fitted out. Two destroyers were being built simultaneously in the small ship slipways, the Gettysburg and the Agincourt. The Gettysburg would replace the Montgomery in the fitting out dock once the cruiser entered service, and construction would begin of a new frigate to be built along very radical lines. The Spitfire would be the first of the new Fighter class combination exploration and combat vessel. This was the first designed vessel that would come with built-in quantum communications, which was just starting to be retrofitted to all the other ships in the fleet. The class was armed similarly to the Corvettes, with six missile tubes, six plasma projectors, and two lugs for box launchers, but it also came with a small flight deck and carried six Vipers. The design also had a much bigger array of sensors and was designed to carry thirty of the new communication arrays, one of which would be left in each system the ship investigated to mark the system as being owned by the Terran Federation.

Although the same length as the Corvette design, the Frigates design was rather wider. Partly, this was to facilitate carrying the Vipers who were in two three-Viper launch bays on the lower side of the hull. The extra width also allowed for the bay that accommodated the communications arrays as well as providing space for a larger quantity of supplies to be carried that were needed for longer missions. The crew facilities had also been upgraded and were more elaborate than the Corvettes to hopefully alleviate the crew's boredom that was likely on longer missions. The Spitfire would be followed in the construction queue by another Battle class destroyer, Tours, being built to a slightly modified mark two design. In the main slipway, the heavy cruiser Zhukhov was under construction, and next to it, in the rather different battleship extrusion bay, the hull of the battlecruiser Lion was being formed slowly.

The battlecruiser design was yet another hybrid ship, built along the same lines as a battleship but carrying a rather different loadout of weapons systems. It only had eighteen missile launch tubes, as opposed to the Trafalgar's twenty-four, and could only accommodate six box launchers as opposed to eight. On the other hand, it carried a large flight bay for Vipers, carrying no less than forty of the AI-controlled combat vessels with plenty of missile storage for reloads. It was a bit of a risk putting so many resources into a ship whose main armament they were still unsure of in terms of long-term combat effectiveness. Certainly, the Vipers would be devastating in the short-term going on their experiences with the Taxon Fleet, but like all new weapons systems, at some point, it would become a race between the defenders working out ways to counter the new weapons and the scientists coming up with ways of making the new weapons more effective.

The Hareccans had seemed unfazed by the Terran's decision to withdraw from the Alliance. Certainly, the two heavy cruisers and four destroyers that the Terrans contributed to the fleet must have seemed like a very small loss to the Hareccan High Command, which perhaps explained their unexcited response. The Hareccans had closed their doors to Terran traders and put pressure on all their Allies to do the same, which had been expected, but so far, Naval Intelligence had seen no signs of the Hareccans preparing a punitive expedition to punish the Terrans for their disloyalty.

The Gormon were the only race not to close their systems to Terran ships, although they weren't encouraging Terran cargo ships to visit Gormon. Instead, they utilized a small space station in a nearby system where they did some mining that was largely out of Hareccan view. Not that the arrogant Hareccans had much presence in the Gormon system, but there were some commercial interests. This station had become the transfer point for trade between New Earth and Gormon. The Gorman still only had one cargo ship of their own, which was utilized for the trade with Lotharn, who were happy to buy metals from the Gorman and whose loan for the two frigates they bought they were still paying off. This meant the trade with the Gorman via the mining system was being carried out in Terran hulls, with the Gorman cargo ship being used to transfer the material from the mining station to Gorman itself in between trips to Lotharn.

They kept trying to negotiate the purchase of at least a cargo ship from the Terrans, but the Terran government refused to countenance it given the advanced technology of the Terran ships, including their cargo ships. Karl had an idea that he was considering presenting to the President of having the commercial Terran shipyard build a cargo ship that utilized old-style computer systems like they had been selling to the Allies, one of their old-style power plants and FTL drives so that the ship would not be handing the modern advanced Terran technology over while still looking like the current generation Terran cargo ship externally. With their withdrawal from the Alliance, there had been a dip in trade, which meant that the pressure on the commercial shipyard had been reduced somewhat in recent times. Trade with other races, including the Taxons via Lotharn, was starting to pick up now that the Terrans weren't seen as Hareccan lackeys, but they had not yet completely filled the gap left by the loss of the Hareccan trade, so it appeared to Karl to be an ideal time to build a ship for their friends.

The most important issue confronting the Terrans currently was their proposal, sent via Lotharn, for a cease-fire with the Taxons now that the Terrans had withdrawn from the Hareccan Alliance. Given the normal travel times between their two systems, the answer from the Taxon High Command, or their Emperor, wouldn't arrive for at least another two or three weeks, but the hope was that the cease-fire would be agreed to, and then the Terran diplomats could negotiate something a bit more permanent.




Epilogue



Fleet Commander Worn watched the Terran transport shuttle come in to land on the pad that had been built outside the camp rather than the one inside the camp, which meant that the shuttle wasn't bringing supplies for the prisoners. With most of the construction work done these days, the transport shuttle had largely been used for food supplies. Occasionally, it would be used for materials or replacement personnel for the Terran guard detail, but that was about it. The inmates largely ignored the comings and goings of the shuttle these days. His personal communications device pinged, and he flipped it open to reveal a Terran officer he didn't recognize.

"Fleet Commander Worn, if you and Force Commander Avenar could make your way to the commandant's office, it would be appreciated."

Worn shrugged. He had become used to the somewhat abrupt way many of the Terrans ordered them around, although the Commandant was always polite. There was no point in saying no; what would that achieve?

"Certainly. I shall see you there as soon as I am able."

He deliberately clicked off first and went to find Morgah nix Avenar, his friend and second in command. The two Taxons made their way to the Commandant's office, which was situated inside the outer perimeter but with its own inner perimeter, protecting it in case the prisoners decided to revolt. There were automatic weapon turrets, sensor arrays, and two live guards positioned inside weapons-proof buildings on either side of the gate that led into the inner compound. The man on the left made the identification while the man on the right kept them covered electronically. Not that both men didn't know them quite well by this time, and they were waved through as the gate clicked open.

The Commandant's office was a prefab of the same general design and size as all the ones the Taxons now lived in, with the main difference being that the Commandant got to go home on weekends. Commandant Xia was a Marine Colonel who had been seriously injured in the original Troodon attack on the system and was promoted out of active ship duty due to the nature of his injuries, which he'd never fully recovered from. He was a dour man in normal circumstances, but surprisingly, he and Worn had always gotten along well. Two armed guards in full space armor ushered the Taxons into the Commandant's office and then took positions on either side of the doorway. One of the few things that the otherwise serious Commandant joked about was the armed and armored guards he was required to have whenever he met any of the prisoners. He seemed to find this amusing, which Worn perfectly understood as there wasn't a lot the Taxons would achieve by attacking him. His office was inside the outer perimeter, so they couldn't escape, and even if they did escape, where would they go on a planet full of Terrans? They both agreed it was typical bureaucratic claptrap that some desk jockey, who had never actually done any real work for a living, had come up with.

The Commandant was sitting behind his desk, and the unknown Terran officer who had appeared on his communications device was standing to the right. He'd been surprised when the Terrans had issued all the Taxons with communications devices. At the time, Commandant Xia simply shrugged and said "It means we don't have to hunt through the camp to find you."

This statement also served to inform Worn that the Terrans could track all the devices and the people they were being carried by. It also meant the Taxons could communicate across the camp without wasting time looking for the person they wished to speak to, which had been appreciated.

"You wish to see me?" he asked.

The Commandant nodded toward the unknown officer.

"This is Captain Smith of the Presidential Guard. He and his men have been sent here to escort you to the Presidential Palace for dinner this evening."

He paused and smiled but didn't continue speaking for a moment, letting the suspense build. None of the Taxons had been out of the camp since they'd been transported down to it all those months ago.

"Our government and the Taxon Empire have just signed an armistice. No doubt he wishes to talk to you about how soon we will be beginning to repatriate your men."

Both Worn and Avenar stood stock still, although their tails gave away their astonishment, standing up behind them as they stared at the Terran, who had caught them completely by surprise. An armistice?

"Is the war over?" he asked.

"No. But we have withdrawn from the Hareccan Alliance and have no wish to continue fighting your people."

Ah, that made more sense, he thought to himself. He knew the Terrans had never been happy in the Alliance, so now they had made the break. Would the Hareccans make the Taxon's mistake and attack these people's home system? One could always hope. And then it really hit him.

Home! Worn thought to himself. They were going home!
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