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      “All hands to action stations,” the call came over the speaker.

      Vanguard Ulysses Fortier—Uly—was already at his station, listening to his own words echo back out of the speakers with a serene smile that belied a hard bit of grumbliness underneath. He would have preferred not to be doing this.

      Not be here at all. Or to send Sterling Huff to handle it, but the young gentleman wasn’t back yet from his mission, to say nothing of Dan and her Congress, headed off to recruit Human colonists to join them in Imperial Sector Fourteen.

      Today, it was him. Then Uly smiled, because he did have a great crew. And a powerful ship in Nubia, the former Skyhawk Invincible, still among the most powerful vessels in space.

      He looked over, but Haydar Ramezani was concentrating most of his tentacles on his controls, though one waved back breezily. Working left across that line he had Yaqub Zobo on guns, with the everpresent purple stripe across his shoulders, more of a superstition than anything at this point. Del Blakeslee handling communications and sensors to let Haydar be a data nerd.

      And Drew Roscoe flying. With occasional maniacal laughter that let Uly know that man was as deep in the zone as few pilots ever achieved.

      “Uly, thirty seconds to drop,” Drew called over his shoulder.

      “All turrets live,” Yaqub answered. “Standing by to fin some fool pirate.”

      “You’re making assumptions,” Haydar countered. “The intelligence we’ve assembled suggests more than dumbasses today.”

      “That’s why we brought help,” Del reminded everyone.

      Uly nodded.

      Lots of help. New ships from Isann and Saari, plus Khet and Ononguli vessels. Not that terrible formation of heavier ships that had raided Zhoralong the second time, but only because Uly hadn’t had time to get Anna a message to send a fleet.

      Instead, he had purchased the entire contents of a couple of heavy cargo freighters and sent them to a rendezvous while he made plans. That would feed crews along the way.

      And now, they were here.

      Back home at Bastion, Lyra Bondarenko was acting as Governor still, mostly because Uly needed help while so many of his key players were far away. At the same time, the Bondarenko Clan and even the Zehlennko—related to his other wife Katya—had stepped up and put their horns on the line to help.

      The Khet Directors at Z’Gosza hadn’t wished to be relegated to second place, so they had sent ships, colonists, and trade to make sure that profit flowed in their direction as well.

      Today, he missed having Lukyan Chayka with him, either in Compass Rose or Fire Diamond, but Uly had also made sure that he was doing this on a Thursday.

      Because EVERYBODY had developed an allergy to Tuesdays.

      Nubia dropped out of warp.

      And Uly immediately understood why the Auga Empire had been so quiet along most of the Ononguli frontier for so many months. He’d thought that they had withdrawn forces to chase Sterling and Vauquelin. Or rethink their original plans to start the next war with the Ononguli.

      Instead—or in addition?—they’d been building a secret base just inside the outer edge of Sector Fourteen, where they could threaten Bastion and Saari equally. But only after that monster was completed.

      “Yaqub, kill that Striker on escort duty,” Uly ordered.

      Nine 14.7dm wavebolts went downrange almost simultaneously, which you could do with a sharp crew coming out of jump and ready to fire immediately.

      After this, reloading times would matter, but he had first-rate veterans handling that, as well.

      “Drew, how long until the rest of the squadron drops?” Uly asked.

      “I told them sixty seconds, because I wanted all eyes on me for this,” Drew replied. “That might have been a dumb idea.”

      Uly grinned. Drew never had dumb ideas. One of the most gifted pilots Uly had ever known, and technically the only civilian on this warship, with Blair Mitchell traveling with Dan as the galactic expert on xenobiology.

      “We’ll make it work,” Uly assured him. “Haydar?”

      “Minimal encryption deployed,” the Mazhin First Officer and Chief Data Scientist grumbled with a dejected tone.

      A man deeply insulted that there was utterly no challenge to hacking your communications, because Haydar liked to tell people that he’d forgotten more about signals encryption than the Auga Empire had ever learned.

      “Jam them anyway,” Uly ordered.

      “Oh, doing that,” Haydar said, the eyeroll implied by the tentacles in ways that nobody but a Mazhin could probably decipher. “Lots of small patrol vessels about, so they have the opportunity to overwhelm us if they get their shit together.”

      “Good thing they can’t talk to one another then, isn’t it?” Uly teased.

      One orbital station. That same standard design that Uly had stolen to build Bastion. And the freighter that carried the disassembled parts, plus a number of smaller vessels that were handling various tasks but were generally unarmed in Auga service.

      One Striker. What Uly had originally been taught to call a Forward Cruiser, because they were designed to operate away from base for long periods of time.

      Several Interceptors floating about. Equivalent to destroyers or corvettes in Batyr service. Weapon platforms for the most part, designed as squadron leaders for smaller ships.

      Like the three dozen or so Ultra-Bombers and Probes that Haydar and Del had already identified.

      “Yaqub, target the nearest Interceptor for a partial salvo while that Striker gets organized,” Uly ordered. “If they can.”

      He missed having Sterling’s brutal efficiency at war-fighting, but Uly had also tasked the man with teaching his genius in the form of a new Emro School.

      Starfare.

      Uly had recorded all the classes on command and diplomacy, at least what he couldn’t bribe, swindle, or blackmail others into doing, but Sterling had a pure gift for ship maneuvering in combat.

      “Haydar, status on the station?” Drew asked as his delicate fingers hung poised over his keys.

      “Negative on wavebolt turrets, Drew,” Haydar replied. “Not detecting any scanner or weapon-lock emissions.”

      “Uly, permission to get silly?” Drew asked.

      “Granted,” Uly answered, laughing at himself and all the dumb things he had been taught about how to be a naval officer.

      Like how a commanding officer had all the ideas and transmitted them to his crew. Or how the crew would have to couch a suggestion in careful terms so as to not offend a superior officer.

      He couldn’t imagine a Batyr Forward Cruiser where the Pilot got a green light and a blank slate to go commit graffiti.

      “Yaqub, stand by for a jousting pass down our right flank,” Drew called. “Help’s coming from what will be behind them when they turn to scream at us.”

      “Turret three will rotate back,” Yaqub answered. “I’ll need someone to gaff with the forward pair.”

      “Oh, I gotcha coming,” Drew laughed in an evil tone.

      Uly leaned back and watched his team go to work.
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      Drew had gotten out of the shower this morning feeling like he had the winning lottery numbers in his back pocket. Like that perfect wave was hiding just out on the horizon until it saw him paddling out into the surf, where they could make music and records together.

      The Punks™ had built a base, but were busy doing it by the book.

      The wrong book.

      Sterling had explained the smarter way over beers at one point, pivoting his engineering teams to get ALL the guns working first, even before crews had somewhere better to sleep than a hammock hung between two stanchions.

      The Auga never committed jazz. Gonna cost them today because he could use the half-built station shell to hide from the Striker, forcing that silly git to maneuver and twist around to come after Nubia.

      Which would leave his ass hanging out all wrong when help arrived.

      Drew slammed the engines to the stops and ignored the screams of surprise and probably outrage he was going to hear from Chief Engineer Sadeq Akhtar and that guy’s crew.

      But generators and engines were supposed to be used up. Uly’s words.

      Go like hell today. Rebuild it tomorrow.

      Or steal something better, except that there wasn’t anything better.

      Not, at least, until the Yarikh babes built them something that was the next evolution in deadly.

      They might. Their asses might be on the line if the Auga decided to charge this way for a generation and ignore the Ononguli.

      Bow turned down, plus a butt wiggle like a kitten about to pounce on a mousy toy. Roll a shade to the right, to make sure that all three turrets could elevate enough to continue engaging when Drew got silly on somebody’s ass.

      Like now.

      “Gunnery, all ahead crazy,” he said, remembering to use his outside voice for this, because he was IN THE ZONE.

      The perfect wave.

      There.

      Now.

      Awesome.

      Nubia went low and left like a shark. A big, ugly, beautiful black moon pearl of a shark. Overhead, nine big guns went boom like a drummer waking folks up.

      “Haydar?” Drew asked.

      “Chickens, Drew,” the guy replied. “Headless and headlong.”

      Drew cackled. Haydar had finally gotten comfortable with Humanisms in communication.

      Hard to do, when Mazhin had about five times as many senses going on. Humans were poorly limited in comparison, but had a lot more poetry than Mazhin.

      Auga ships, lacking central coordination and attempting to figure out what to do. Chickens with their heads cut off.

      And all attempting to rendezvous, because Auga squadron tactics were built around the onion approach, with the smallest ships out front, the medium ships protecting them back a row, and the big ships aft, where their big wavebolt launchers had to travel the farthest to hit something, so often weren’t any more dangerous than the little ones that the Ultra-Bombers had.

      But them headless and headlong just meant they were firing at him and sailing the wrong way, trying to get over to the Striker so they could form up.

      Whoopsie.

      A light began to blink on his board.

      “Del?”

      “This is exactly why I refused to take that bet,” Del replied evenly. “Man arrived six seconds early.”

      “It’s Eskil,” Drew reminded him. “That’s probably late for him. What’s he doing?”

      “About to maul that dumbass who just turned everything to engage you,” Del countered. “You were expecting anything different from that giant furball?”

      Drew laughed. His job had been the distraction.

      Mission accomplished.

      And now the entire Samuur squadron had dropped into place.

      Gonna be fun.
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      Eskil Haldur had come to appreciate his new Light Striker. Nikodemus Lindberg, named for one of the founding explorers of the modern Samuur age, back when the Samuur had first managed to build a primitive Variable Pulse Spatial Generator based on plans from some itinerant tinkers and a lot of moxie.

      Today, that man’s spiritual descendant was the new flagship of the Samuur fleet, the first Light Striker and heaviest warship they had ever built.

      So far.

      Eskil had intentions to build something much heavier, as soon as their yards could handle that. Might take a few years, but he was patient. And enjoying his new command.

      Two twin 8dm turrets each, paired fore and aft, for a total of eight tubes, all slewed to the left because Drew had ordered Lindberg to come in at a hard slant where they could take advantage of that firepower from surprise.

      Eskil didn’t think Drew had known what was there waiting for them, but he occasionally wondered if the gods themselves had reached down and touched the Human with prescience.

      There was an Auga Striker parked almost exactly where all Lindberg’s bores were already aimed. Like magic.

      Human magic, the most dangerous kind.

      “Aava,” he ordered, turning to the woman handling guns. “Give the big one everything now, plus the 2dm bolts as well. Hold the 1dm for defense and reload for a second salvo, assuming our escorts will be able to handle incoming fire.”

      Aava Lehtonen nodded with ears and whiskers, but remained otherwise focused on her boards. Maks had included a specific tone with each heavy barrel, so that folks didn’t have to look at a screen to track fire. It sounded almost like someone plunking notes on a piano, but this was a major chord of both hands first.

      The Auga was turned away from them almost ninety degrees and already headed the wrong way around another one of those massive stations Eskil had come to know from his visits to Bastion and the Watchtower.

      Except that this one wasn’t firing anything.

      Had they forgotten to arm it? Foolish mistake.

      Worse, Uly had apparently been timing things, because Nubia belched forth nine of those monstrous wavebolt torpedoes at the same time Lindberg did, catching the Auga vessel in a trap from which there was no escape.

      That conductor was, at least, smart enough to engage Nubia’s heavier fire first, leaving the lighter 8dm ’bolts for his defensive gunners.

      It was, however, insufficient.

      “Hemmo,” Eskil said, turning to his First Officer. “What’s wrong with them?”

      “Haydar Ramezani is currently broadcasting as much of a jamming signal as he possibly can on every Auga frequency in use,” Hemmo grinned back. “They appear to be somewhat distracted.”

      “Somewhat?” Eskil asked, watching four of his wavebolts slam home into the Auga Striker with catastrophic consequences.

      About what he could do with a hammer and an empty milk container made of aluminum.

      “Orders from the flagship,” Hemmo barked. “Come right and aim at the interceptor on that flank where we can gang up on him. Osman, on your number three screen.”

      Eskil had an echo of his pilot’s board and saw where Osman Laine was about to go.

      “Aava, bring the rear turrets around and put another salvo into the heavier Striker as we go,” he ordered.

      “What about the station?” she asked.

      “Is Uly engaging it?” Eskil countered. “Has it fired?”

      “Negative on both accounts,” Hemmo called.

      “Then ignore it until otherwise ordered,” Eskil ordered. “Pass that along to our escorts as well. Have them stay close and defensive until Uly gives us new orders. There are too many small ships firing things at us around here to duel, but we appear to have just crushed their flagship.”

      Another salvo, this time split fore and aft at two targets, mostly because that Striker still had mounts that could fire. And had not surrendered to Uly.

      Eskil missed the sort of single combat challenge that the Samuur had engaged in before meeting the Auga. Like sailing into Bastion and challenging young Sterling, without understanding that Uly was coming.

      Or that Sterling might have been able to take that hunting pack by himself if pressed.

      There was less honor here, but the Auga had started to build another one of their stations in space that Uly had claimed. And space that the Samuur would need for their own trade routes later, if they were to be more than a minor stop on the way to greater capitals.

      This, then, might be the war that Uly had expected, starting here instead of going horns-in on the Ononguli, as had been the case for so many centuries previously.

      And one that directly threatened Saari itself, which was unacceptable.

      But Nubia had arrived and challenged the moorage by itself, which was another measure of honor, because Uly had not warned Lindberg off from firing.

      Games were honorable. War could be, but only when everyone was expected to behave in a polite, formal manner.

      And Eskil had gotten over himself for expecting such things from the Auga Empire.

      At least for today.

      Today, it was battle. And that Interceptor was about to be crushed by Nubia, without Uly sending out a call to surrender, so he had chosen to draw the line.

      Here, and no farther.

      It was a thing the Samuur knew well.

      Eskil’s job was to protect the weak from the wicked. The rest of the galaxy from conquest by the Auga Empire.

      To hold the line.

      And he would.
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      Uly studied the screen, dialed back far enough to contain all of the vessels in range.

      The Striker was mostly done, having been hammered hard from both directions. The Interceptor that Drew had gone after next was shedding parts and plasma. Several other Interceptors had started to gather, but had a problem because their flagship was crippled and the station apparently unarmed.

      Or, as Haydar had mentioned, installing all the turrets and turning them on usually came much later in the construction process, which was why Uly had dropped everything to attack today.

      Another month, and they might have been able to hold him off.

      “Drew, slew around and head back,” Uly ordered. “Draw Eskil and his team in on your flank as a shield so we can harm people.”

      Because 14.7dm bolts did a lot of hurt.

      “Comin’ up,” Drew replied, typing furiously. “Del, bring them down my left flank on the turn.”

      “Left flank shield, aye,” Del said calmly, also typing.

      “Haydar, I need a channel to talk to whoever might be in command at this point,” Uly said. “Likely someone on the station.”

      “Likely,” Haydar agreed. “Purple button on your screen and talk.”

      Uly found the new icon and pressed.

      “Attention, Avocur system, this is the Warlord of the Spinward Reaches,” Uly said, letting his voice go low and heavy. “You will surrender right now, or I will hunt you down and destroy you tomorrow. I am not feeling benevolent, so this will be your only warning. Respond on this channel.”

      He cut the line and ignored it, save to nod to Haydar’s tentacles.

      “No, I doubt that they will,” Uly replied to the semaphored question. “And yes, we will get ugly on them, because I have had enough.”

      Even Mazhin could cringe at his tones, but Uly understood. The Auga had chosen to build a new base in a place where they could finally threaten to attack Bastion.

      Or Saari.

      Or cut trade routes he was building linking the Khet of Z’Gosza with the Ononguli of Rayzian.

      Bullies, the lot of them. And they would not recognize anything except strength sufficient to push them back.

      Thus, we will.

      “Del, how is Conductor Bakirov doing on his wing?” Uly asked.

      Uly had divided the overall force into two large squadrons, under Eskil and an Isann gentleman named Danemon Bakirov, who was a distant cousin of the Chief of Chiefs and a well-respected leader among their kind.

      Ononguli and Khet conductors had wanted to complain, but taken a look at Uly’s mood and refrained.

      “Closing like a cloak and forcing about half of the defensive forces to dither, sir,” Del replied. “Folks are starting to get organized, now that Haydar left them a channel to talk.”

      Uly nodded. As planned. They could talk themselves into trouble, or out of it, and with the Striker no longer relevant, he had enough firepower to overwhelm the defensive squadrons and annihilate them.

      If they pushed him far enough.

      And they might yet. The Auga were still coming to grips with the idea that someone might push back.

      Might be able to push back.

      Might be willing.

      Uly wondered if the time had come to assemble a fleet mean enough to take a world back from the Auga, something they had done to the Ononguli and others too many times.

      Maks had ideas that he had patiently worked out with Sterling. They would probably work.

      Auga would eventually discover fear.

      “Haydar?”

      “Seriously ugly argument going on, only semi-encrypted,” his Chief Data Nerd replied. “Striker Conductor wants to die to the last man, while the station governor understands that he has nowhere to run to once we chase off or destroy all the escorts.”

      “Del, those three Interceptors and that block of Ultra-Bombers on the left?” Uly said, highlighting a cluster on his board and sending it to the man. “Hit them with a targeting scanner bright enough to read by at night.”

      “Coming up.”

      Nubia had powerful sensors. Bright, using the right vernacular.

      Every ship over there suddenly was standing in daylight, if you will.

      Uly opened a channel to his own ships.

      “This is the Corsac Fox,” he said simply. “Everyone pick a target over there and fire your offensive wavebolts at them.”

      Yaqub was nodding, like he’d seen it coming. But then, there weren’t many reasons to shine a light.

      Nine whumps as terrible dragons began tracking.

      Those were the most dangerous, as smaller bolts didn’t retain their violent efficacy over such great distances.

      But even a soft impact was dangerous, as more than one hundred joined it. They almost looked like they’d been timed, but that just meant that Auga defensive gunners had to decide which to attack and which to ignore and hope they survived.

      “Del, what’s the Striker doing?” Uly asked, noting a vector change on his map.

      “Think he’s trying to run, Uly,” Del replied. “Crawl to the edge of the zone we’ve established with our generators so he can get to hyperspace.”

      “Drew.”

      “Gotcha,” Drew replied.

      Uly watched Nubia’s bow suddenly slew around hard on gyroscopes and the engines started pushing with some emphasis.

      Variable Pulse Spatial Generators generated a sphere where they interrupted one another. Two ships getting too close to one another canceled the field and dropped them both into real space. In battles, a squadron could trap another that way, unless someone could get outside that range and flee madly.

      And even then, Nubia could probably run them down fairly quickly.

      “Yaqub, reload and put your next salvo into whichever Interceptor looks like they might have a competent commander on their decks,” Uly ordered. “Then hold and stand by for Drew to chase.”

      “Saw that coming,” Yaqub replied, firing as quickly as the tubes could reload. “Target will be nullified.”

      Uly located the comm channel he wanted and Eskil was there a moment later.

      “Sir?”

      “I’m likely going to have to take that Striker when he runs, Eskil,” Uly said. “You assume command here while I’m gone and either accept all their surrenders or finish them off.”

      Whiskers twitched, but Eskil understood the stakes.

      Honor had been served by Nubia attacking alone. Surrender had been offered, even after the outcome had been largely decided.

      This was war.

      “Understood, Vanguard,” Eskil said. “We’ll hold the line.”

      That was the one thing Uly never doubted about the Samuur. And this one in particular.

      He would hold the line.

      “Uly, he’s gone,” Drew called.

      “Not for long,” Uly replied. “Take him.”

      “On it,” Drew said, deadly serious for the first time today.

      A few seconds later, Nubia vanished as well.
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      Eskil cut the line and looked around. Normally, a Light Striker like Lindberg was not a serious threat in fleet actions, being more of an escort for Devastators or a squadron commander on a wing.

      Uly wanted the job finished.

      “Hemmo, drop the jamming Haydar was doing, but be prepared to ramp it back up,” Eskil ordered. “Aava, who’s left that feels like five minutes in the penalty box?”

      “This one,” she said, highlighting a heavier Interceptor on the flank that had largely been overlooked up until now, well out of position to be hit by any of the attacking forces.

      Still, it was only an Interceptor. Not much larger than Tiikeri had been, though far more modern.

      The overload attack Uly had sent had largely worked. Most of the vessels on that side of the field of battle were damaged to some degree, with a few of them out of action entirely, including the other three Interceptors that had been overwhelmed.

      He found the channel he wanted and smiled at Conductor Bakirov’s Isann face.

      Another of Uly’s allies, both as a species and the man himself.

      “Uly put me in charge while he’s gone,” Eskil said.

      “Who do you want crushed?” Bakirov replied.

      “This one,” Eskil said. “Bring your force to port and drop down two levels while we circle to starboard and start our run. On the command, everyone will target this vessel with the intention of scoring a single kill.”

      Most of the time, wavebolt impacts hit shields and weakened them or knocked them down, spreading the energy across a wider face and damaging the outer hull, but everyone built that ring of chambers to be empty in battle and capable of absorbing the damage without the ship losing fighting effectiveness.

      “Lance shots?” Bakirov confirmed.

      “Everyone, yes,” Eskil said, then cut the line and nodded to Hemmo to transmit that to all ships. “Osman, bring us around and take us in.”

      Wavebolts also had two modes, selected at the moment of firing. Fist was a contained ball of energy that simply detonated on impact. Lance mode sharpened the energy into a spike that could punch through shields and drive a stream of plasma deep inside a ship, but it also had to impact just right or it might carom harmlessly off, like a rock skipping across a still pond.

      The remaining defenders were starting to coalesce into a globular formation that might actually succeed, but they simply didn’t have enough defensive turrets and neutron omnipulsars to do the job.

      Not when everyone was going after one target.

      “Hemmo?”

      “Everyone is prepared,” his First Officer replied. “Bakirov’s force is in position.”

      “All ships: FIRE!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Uly watched Drew, Del, and Haydar conduct what could only be classified as black magic, tracking the damaged Striker through warp space by the trail its generators left, wider and brighter than it should have been because the ship had already suffered so much damage.

      “Drew?”

      “He only thinks he’s getting away from me, Uly,” Drew said in a deadly sober voice that would be frightening to anyone who really knew Drew Roscoe.

      Terrible Vengeance itself.

      Uly leaned back and waited. They didn’t need him to handle this. Then he had a thought and opened an intercom line aft.

      “Security,” Inari Johansson replied, the Samuur woman taking over for the moment because Solomon Wyndham and most of his team had gone with Dan aboard Vauquelin, both to handle security on new Human colonist recruits and to provide Dan more humans if she needed to make them visible.

      “It’s Uly,” he said simply. “Stand by to possibly board an enemy vessel, once Drew stops them.”

      “Will they have surrendered?” she asked.

      “Do not assume so,” Uly offered. “They ran and we’re chasing.”

      “Teams alerted, Vanguard.”

      He cut the line and smiled a little crooked. Mostly to himself, but he had to wave off an inquiring tentacle.

      Eskil had, no doubt, told Samuur Paramount Aarne Kallio what he thought Dan would be looking for in her Combat Team. And potentially in the Congress itself.

      The Paramount had made certain to put three interesting Samuur women front and center for him and Dan to get to know. Inari was a close combat expert who was handling bodyguard duties while Dan was gone. The Hudaibirdi sisters, Maikki and Taija, were aboard Vauquelin, as Sensors Officer and Damage Control Officer respectively, where Dan and Sterling would see them working.

      The Congress had been Dan’s idea. Her Combat Team, after Suka Kuri had basically ordered Dan to collect AT LEAST ONE WOMAN of every species they encountered who could learn all the close combat martial arts any of them knew.

      It had only been later that those two dangerous women had turned around and decided to make them all his wives, as a way for each species to have themselves represented at the highest level of the government that Uly was building in Imperial Sector Fourteen.

      The Spinward Reaches. Until recently ,something of a dark spot on all known maps, because the local civilizations were all hardly interstellar and only barely starting to expand again after the most recent fall in galactic civilization.

      And now he had many wives, but the Congress was all headed to a Human colony on the far side of space to recruit more people.

      His job was to hold things together while Dan and her women were off doing things.

      So he got to watch Inari at work. Woman had almost a head on him. Not quite double his mass, but she was a jock and a warrior even among the Samuur, which said a lot.

      “Uly, I’m close,” Drew announced.

      “Take him,” Uly ordered simply. “We’ll see if he wants to surrender honorably or die for his emperor. I don’t really care, one way or the other.”

      Several shoulders in front of him flinched, but Uly wanted to make clear to everyone that he had reached the limits of his patience with the Auga. They could behave, or he would make them.

      However he had to do it.

      Whatever methods became necessary to train the Auga Empire to stop being a bully to everyone they met.

      “Got’m,” Drew said, and Nubia dropped into real space.
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      Yaqub, having had no orders to the contrary and a pretty good feel for Uly’s mood, put six bolts into the Striker as soon as his targeting systems could resolve the ship against the backdrop of space.

      And, lacking orders, all of them were fists for now. Uly had suggested that they could surrender. Whether they took him up on it was up to them.

      He could score kills here. Ugly ones. Fin you, then float your stupid ass to the top of the tank belly up.

      Yaqub turned and sipped from the straw he’d added to his console. Everyone else wanted a lot less humidity in their air, so Khet like him were always dry, and he’d been vetoed on installing mistergates everywhere.

      So he needed water. The Auga needed time to understand that they’d finally pissed the Humans off.

      Yaqub had been with Uly long enough to understand what an amazingly stupid idea THAT was.

      Impact.

      Shields took most of it, after four 1dm bolts did a little bit to soften things. Someone had lost at least two of his omnipulsar mounts, because only two were left, trying to protect the ship. Not nearly enough.

      Aft shields were gone. Knocked down and stomped a bit. Nobody was talking, save little tidbits back and forth.

      Uly, trusting him to do it right.

      And Yaqub had his Gunnery Certificate hung proudly in his quarters, after Sterling had decided he was good enough to handle this job.

      No higher praise.

      Yaqub put the next three downrange as lances and counted heartbeats for the first six tubes to be reloaded, wondering if he needed to offer carrots or sticks to those teams.

      Except that less than three seconds separated fastest from slowest.

      Pretty damned good work.

      He put six more in play, all fists because Yaqub had a pretty good idea that only two of the previous batch were going to get stopped cleanly.

      Yup. Impact. Aft. Stern hit. Almost EXACTLY square. Oh, that’s gotta hurt.

      Six more coming. Y’all ready to die?

      Tracking.

      Seriously?

      No commentary?

      No asking for ransom?

      Nothing?

      Yaqub shrugged and watched four stupidly heavy wavebolts slam into one dumbass Auga Striker. Already hurt pretty bad.

      Utterly done now.

      Yaqub figured that he could just crush them like a soup can with his next salvo, but this was that moment that Sterling always demanded more.

      Expected you to exercise some mercy on a downed foe, so you didn’t turn into another bully punk like the Auga.

      He rotated his head aft and looked at the boss pointedly, ignoring the tentacles behind him.

      Watched Uly draw a breath. Hold it. Release. Turn to Haydar.

      “Order them to strike their colors or suffer the consequences,” Uly said simply.

      Yaqub nodded and turned back to confirm nine green lights on his board.

      Consequences, indeed.
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      Haydar had their frequency, but that ship refused to answer, so he hacked into their systems and broadcast his signal inside using the emergency circuits.

      Lukyan had taught him that trick, back when every Ononguli ship had those sorts of overrides already baked in. A bit harder on an Auga vessel, but he’d taken one apart and The Auga built such things as identical as two welding robots in a dockyard could manage.

      “Auga vessel, you will hear me,” he said bluntly. “In twenty seconds, the order will be given to destroy your vessel without survivors. You will not make it to any friendly world from here, because you are in a zone claimed by the Warlord of the Spinward Reaches. Counting down.”

      Sure, lay it on extra thick. Most of the crew weren’t Auga, after all. Probably half or more of the officers were members of the masters. Maybe some of the senior divisional leads.

      The vast majority were all the other species that had generally not been given any choice in joining the Auga Empire. Rather, they’d been conquered by a species that had decided to control the galaxy.

      And held against their will ever since.

      So yes, he might have a few opinions on the subject, but Uly was unlikely to return to Danumash space in Nubia and let him bombard a few palaces and orbital stations as a political statement.

      At least today.

      Idly, he wondered if that crew might successfully mutiny in the time given. Or if they were all the sorts of fanatics that would rather die for their emperor than admit that they might be wrong.

      You got all kinds in space.

      Twenty seconds elapsed without comment.

      But this was Nubia. Nobody would take it upon themselves. Yaqub sat and waited, ready to turn into a bump on a log from the scent he was giving off. Del was listening on all channels. Drew had a deadliness about him that was almost as frightening as Uly, because you rarely got that sort of contained rage off the man.

      It would be like Kit Simonson deciding to cut your throat.

      Uly sighed.

      “Del, are there any worlds nearby where they might manage to get in a shuttle or something?” Uly asked.

      “Nearest is slightly over two light-years, Commander,” Del replied.

      You might manage it, if you had an emergency Spatial Generator in one of the larger runabouts. The sorts of things a commanding officer might use. The crew itself would be doomed. And were probably just waiting for the ax to fall.

      “Drew, track any secondary vessels trying to run,” Uly ordered. “Yaqub, fists only, slowly. Let’s batter them into submission if we can. Inari, stand by for rescue operations.”

      Haydar nodded. Even in his rage, Uly wasn’t about to simply execute innocent sailors. Casualties in warfare were one thing, but hunting the helpless was the other end of the spectrum.

      Haydar smiled when Yaqub only fired five wavebolts. Tracked as they got close, with defensive 1dm bolts trying vainly to stop them. And omnipulsar fire that was insufficient.

      But five rolled the vessel onto a flank and lights on the hull went out. Plasma and atmosphere were leaking instead, blowtorches lighting the night, but that was a systemwide failure of conduits and generators.

      Nine probably would have destroyed the ship. Five merely killed it, and possibly soft enough to matter.

      Haydar approved.
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      Uly watched the Striker die.

      “Got a shuttle emerging,” Del called sharply. “Possibly translight capable. Turning away from us and running. Starting to accelerate. Probably officers. No signals of any kind being broadcast.”

      Officers, leaving their crews to die. Or to the mercy of the Corsac Fox.

      “Yaqub, kill the shuttle,” Uly ordered, understanding that it was both necessary and that nobody else would take that responsibility onto their own fins.

      One bolt began chasing. The pursuit ended quickly in a small supernova of fire.

      “Security, you’re on,” he ordered, grinding his teeth to keep from howling insults and character assassinations after those officers on that shuttle.

      He sat back as Drew began maneuvering closer. Nubia didn’t have the large bay for assault shuttles that other ships did, but if the Striker had stopped being a threat, they could sail close enough that Inari’s people could cross the gap on backpack thrusters.

      At some point, they might even dock to take off survivors that he would eventually send home.

      “DREW! Back off!” Del suddenly barked. “Reinforce forward shields max NOW!”

      Uly had no idea what Del had seen, but everyone in front of him was moving. Reacting. Typing.

      Then the Striker detonated. Even then, something of a damp squib, but the hull shattered from a series of internal explosions running bow to stern in slow motion.

      That conductor had abandoned ship. Abandoned his crew. And then chosen to kill them.

      Uly suddenly didn’t feel nearly so bad about sanctioning the Auga with death.

      “I have survivors in suits, blown clear of the wreckage,” Del called. “Security, routing you vectors. Get all ships in the air and all medical teams on standby.”

      Again, a top crew. And Del—normally-so-quiet-you-missed-him Del—was barking orders and taking charge of things, so Uly let him.

      Not many sailors over there had made it clear of the explosion, but they’d rescue all of them that they could. If nothing else, their bodies could be sent home to their families.

      He owed them that much.
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      Eskil studied the battleground.

      What there was of it, after about a third of the little ships had fled for their lives and he had chosen to let them, more interested in keeping the larger ships under control and dealing with the station, because Eskil had no idea how quickly Uly would return.

      He had met Urs Edvin Székely, the Auga who had commanded Vauquelin when it had been the Auga vessel Serene Naddoddur, so Eskil was prepared for the Auga governor of the station.

      Human-like, generally. Furless except on their head, plus jaws for the men. Shorter than humans, but broader and heavier. Stocky. Muscular. Impressive.

      But it was the third eye in the middle of the forehead that really looked weird to Eskil. Larger, but generally kept closed except when they were using their supposed mental powers on you. The Emro women, Suka Kuri and Anari Supasei, had explained that they didn’t have that much power. Nor anything like the range to Eskil’s bridge.

      It was generally a public relations ploy on their part.

      “What species are you?” the Auga over there asked in a tone Eskil could only qualify as derisive.

      “Conqueror,” Eskil replied, then relented. “My particular ethnic group, however, is Samuur.”

      Because everyone was equal in Uly’s world, which meant that anyone might marry someone from another species, as weird as he occasionally still found that when he stopped and thought about it. And adopt children from a third or fourth species.

      Because everyone was equal in Uly’s world.

      Even the Auga, if they chose to participate.

      “What happens next?” the Auga asked.

      “You can surrender formally, in which case we will make arrangements to transport you somewhere safe and eventually get home. Or you can decide to die by making us destroy the station while every one of your crew are aboard. If it comes to that, I doubt that we will bother rescuing people, so choose wisely.”

      Eskil had seen how angry Uly had been, when the coordinates and potential outcome had become known. The first Auga step in the War For The Spinward Reaches, he had called it that day.

      At least it allowed the Samuur to aid their Ononguli allies, by drawing some of the Auga ire to the northwest.

      At what cost, though?

      It did help that there were no more undamaged Auga vessels about, save for another one of those monstrous ships that carried component parts to one of their standard stations, such as Uly had stolen more than one of, selling them on to others to be able to move massive amounts of cargo between major worlds.

      All the smaller escorts who could had fled. The others had been pummeled into submission by Nubia and Lindberg. And a great many friends.

      Eskil waited. He had been warned that the Auga moved with far more patience than almost any other species. That had let them build such an immense empire.

      It also let faster-reacting species have certain advantages.

      For now, he paused the line and muted it.

      “Hemmo, let me know if they make a decision before I have to make one for them,” he said. “Aava, any threats?”

      “Nobody,” she replied with a hint of a sneer to her voice, but they had all charged madly into battle today, surrounded by many conductors and ships known only by name and occasional reputation, and not all of them had measured up to her standards.

      Or his. But they had all answered Uly’s summons, so that meant that they were allies.

      “Hemmo, go ahead and order all Auga vessels to dock with the station,” Eskil decided. “They might have enough space to evacuate it entirely, saving us from locating a liner to carry them home.”

      “What if they blow it when they leave?” Osman asked.

      “Then we kill them all for violating honor and parole,” Hemmo spoke up, a great deal more bloodthirsty than even Eskil usually was.

      The Paramount had selected Hemmo Lindholm for this role because the man was the calm, quiet one chosen to balance Eskil’s usual crazy.

      But they were all growing into new jobs in a new galaxy utterly unlike anything they had been prepared for five years ago.

      Hemmo met his gaze with calm certainty, then jolted slightly.

      “The Auga conductor has spoken,” he said.

      Eskil brought the line live again.

      “Sir?” Eskil asked politely.

      He could always escalate later. If necessary.

      “We will accept your terms,” the man said. “I note that you have ordered vessels to rendezvous.”

      “They will take off as many of your people as they can,” Eskil nodded. “All of them, if possible, and we will make supplies available to get you home. Food and whatever else you need.”

      “What did you do with the commander of Serene Naddoddur?” the man asked abruptly.

      “He’s currently working at Bastion, managing a small cargo transportation company, last I spoke with him,” Eskil replied.

      Then, to be a touch rude, he cut the line.

      “Let them fume and wonder,” he specifically ordered Hemmo. “Aava, keep watch and stand by in case anyone starts trouble, including any cargo vessels that suddenly arrive, because a system with this many people has to be getting food regularly.”

      “I’m on it,” she replied.

      Eskil leaned back and watched.

      Waiting.

      Uly would be back soon enough. Perhaps he could deliver the man a partially complete station.

      “Hemmo, Saari is closest, among the major players, yes?” he asked.

      “Saari and Krilic, on the edge of the Ononguli Sphere, yes,” Hemmo replied.

      “Find me two fast couriers and stand by to detach them,” Eskil said. “We’ll send messages both directions with requests for repair and construction crews to come here, if Uly isn’t back in a few hours.”

      At Bastion, they had the Watchtower.

      Here at Avocur, they might be building their first castle against the Auga Empire itself.

      Best it be done quickly.
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      Uly sighed a little as Nubia dropped out of warp and he saw what was going on.

      All of the ships close to the station flew Auga flags, surrounded by ships of the Spinward Reaches.

      Wolves, herding sheep in close.

      “Messages from Eskil,” Haydar said. “Information pack with everything boiled down tightly. Station surrendered honorably. His words. Ships offered parole to withdraw station crew to safety, pending results of us taking control of the half-finished carcass. Need for supplies, so he has already sent couriers to Saari and Krilic. Everything under control. Again, his words.”

      And not idle ones. Not from Eskil Haldur.

      “Drew, put us in a position to control things supporting Lindberg,” he ordered. “They have a better hold on the situation. Yaqub, Eskil is in charge for now.”

      Nods. Professionals. That was the best part about a lot of this, as he usually only had to identify a goal, then get out of the way and let people make it happen, instead of pushing them to get there.

      “Haydar, how much work to finish the station?” he asked.

      “About two-thirds done now,” Haydar replied. “This was almost exactly the point at which Sterling turned around and got all his guns mounted and ready. For the same reason. We’ve got fully trained crews at Saari, working at Maks’s yard, so they could come here and get to work instantly. In fact, a number of the folks who built the Watchtower are there.”

      “I’ll assume that Eskil asked for them,” Uly said. “Inform the local governor that I’d like to meet with him before he leaves, then let Inari arrange security here to bring him aboard if he decides to come. Two aides may join him. Fully secured against trouble.”

      Meaning searched and scanned by extremely paranoid people, but this one would be sent home. Conductor Székely had chosen exile, assuming he would be executed for cowardice, when his ship broke and he chose to save his crew.

      Rather than killing all of them.

      Here, the Auga in charge could simply claim force majeure and be done with it, as an overwhelming plague of barbarian raiders had come over the hill and burned the village.

      Or whatever lies they told themselves to justify conquering the galaxy.
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      Inari understood that her new job guarding Uly was something of a dress rehearsal for larger tasks, but hadn’t decided if that was a step she wanted to take.

      And didn’t think that the Paramount and the First Commander would force her to do it if she balked, but she might be wrong.

      For today, her job was dealing with the aliens. Keeping them under control. Making sure they understood that any threat would get them squished. Not merely executed, but made to look bad and get themselves severely embarrassed in the process.

      And she had that entire female assault force that had originally gone to Rayzian with her, but she was in charge when bodyguarding, in spite of Aliisa Sekam and Tyyni Salo having more overall rank. They only commanded the ground detachment.

      Inari was in charge here.

      Auga and two friends came up to her belly button, more or less. And might weigh as much as she did, but none of them looked ready to wrestle with a Samuur. Or twenty.

      She didn’t bother with names. Primary. Aide One. Aide Two, that latter being a gopher sort of assistant to Aide One, rather than an advisor of any sort.

      Normal, she’d come to understand from folks.

      “Sir,” Inari said as he exited the shuttle that had retrieved him from the station. “If you’ll follow me?”

      She didn’t wait, but did glance back and modulated her strides to a much shorter species than even humans. All of her ladies did, cocooning the three Auga as they went forward to where Uly and Haydar Ramezani were waiting.

      That meant Drew Roscoe and Yaqub Zobo would be in charge if trouble started. There were a great many less painful ways to die.

      Introductions completed, Inari took up a spot just over the Auga commander’s right shoulder, the species being right-handed by design. Her team was all a half-step closer than normally necessary, and everyone ready to go to unarmed combat at the slightest threat.

      That would be six on one, if the three Auga started something. Wouldn’t last long.

      “I am the Corsac Fox,” Uly began. “Ulysses Fortier. Warlord of the Spinward Reaches. Your foe, as long as the Auga Empire is unwilling to live in peace with the galaxy.”

      Hard words, but folks had whispered how angry Uly was at the whole situation, even as he had spent years maneuvering it to exactly this outcome.

      But Inari also understood his opinion on bullies.

      “What message for me?” the Auga asked. “Or the Empire? You asked to meet.”

      “I did,” Uly said. “Conductor Székely has served his parole most honorably. He has refused my offer to send him home many times, expecting that he would be executed as a traitor for the crime of surrendering his vessel instead of destroying it and his entire crew. Until now, I had not appreciated how little you thought of the sailors under your command, but the Striker that fled specifically killed their crew after the officers attempted to flee.”

      “Attempted?” the Auga asked.

      “They abandoned ship without terms, after I had warned them, so I killed them,” Uly replied. “Their ship detonated a few moments later, so they were sacrificing their crew intentionally. I have had enough. The Auga Empire will behave, or I will make it do so.”

      “You?” the man sneered. “You are one strange alien, who was even a prisoner of the Empire briefly. Our intelligence suggests that you have hardly any naval forces to resist us, if and when we decide to chastise you for your impudence.”

      “I just destroyed your squadron and captured your station,” Uly reminded him in a tone that sent shivers up Inari’s spine. “At some point, I suppose I will have to start taking worlds away from the Empire, if that’s what it takes to make my point. I have far more resources at my call than you understand, Commander.”

      “Oh?”

      “The Auga see themselves as superior,” Uly said. “That all other species are somehow lesser and must be conquered, then controlled for their own good. A great many species have rallied to my flag, because I promise them two things.”

      “Two?” The Auga’s derision was making him reckless, but Inari was forward on her toes, ready to swipe or bash.

      “Freedom of existence,” Uly stated. “They can develop as they think appropriate, as long as they do not harm others. My nation welcomes all as equals and treats them thus under the law. Ononguli. Khet. Mazhin. Zuath. Ugotha. Emro. Everyone.”

      “And number two?” the man asked, falling into a trap even Inari saw coming.

      “Freedom from fear, Commander,” Uly laughed. “The Auga are only powerful when they can bully other, weaker, nations into submission. Or conquer them by sending out immense and implacable fleets of ships to take their worlds. We of the Spinward Reaches will be doing something about that, the next time you bother us. You have been warned.”

      Inari shivered. Calm. Collected. Polite, even, but she had gotten stories from Haldur and others about how mean humans could get when backed into a corner. Or threatened.

      Or merely angry.

      Uly was angry.

      “And that’s your message for the Emperor?” the Auga asked, but the smugness had bled out of his voice, leaving it closer to a petulance that even Inari could recognize. “To leave the barbarians alone to destroy themselves and all adult civilizations?”

      “Yes,” Uly said. “Or you could consider turning yourself into the sort of civilization where people demand that you let them join, because the benefits are so amazing. When was the last time someone asked to become a member of the Empire?”

      Inari squeezed her lips together and worked at keeping ears and whiskers still, because that was the sort of body blow that philosophers lived for. Knock someone down—metaphorically, usually—and start stomping. Verbally.

      Still, the three Auga all looked stunned into silence.

      “I thought so,” Uly nodded, then turned and looked up at her with a warm smile.

      “Inari, could you see them back to the shuttle?” Uly said. “They’ll be returning to Ajorn shortly, no doubt to brief the elders of the empire how this encounter went.”

      Knock them down, then start kicking. Mentally.

      All three Auga staggered to their feet. Inari put on her best, most helpful, smile.

      “This way, gentlebeings,” she said politely, gesturing and walking.

      Get them off Uly’s ship and out of her fur. Send them home, infected with one of the most dangerous diseases ever discovered.

      Doubt.

      Inari saw herself as a warrior. Knew the others saw it as well.

      She had, however, read their founding legends, and understood why the Isann saw Uly as a demigod made flesh.

      Or, to quote that Ononguli pirate, “Uly got shit done.”

      She was looking forward to what came next.
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      Sterling studied the latest cartographic updates on his screen as Vauquelin blasted through warp space.

      He already had existing regional maps from the Auga, taken when the ship was captured. To that, he had added more detail than any conductor probably ever needed, but Sterling understood it to be almost a compulsion at this point. And he understood Haydar a lot better.

      Better to have those answers than to need them.

      Especially in the middle of nowhere, potentially being pursued by the entire Auga fleet. Or at least the one tasked with trying to outthink a Human attempting to evade them.

      Flight. Careful to avoid any stars that might be inhabited. And steering clear of transit lanes where some patrol might accidentally cross their trail and alert the authorities.

      Not that a Probe or even an Interceptor might threaten Vauquelin, but they’d run immediately, and shrink the circle the bad guys needed to scan to find them.

      Sterling was pretty sure they were pissed over Stradosha. That, and him getting away afterwards.

      Maikki Hudaibirdi had command at the moment, as Sterling was sitting here watching. Training her and the others to step up and handle things, to be prepared for that dreaded Pop Quiz he’d learned from his mentors to make people better officers.

      How you trained was how you sailed.

      Izaskun Zabala, a new Ugotha crew member who had heard Uly’s call and answered, was piloting at the moment, with the Khet Jatau Kaita off duty.

      Everyone was available quickly in an emergency. Sterling had arranged his crew to have their quarters closest to their duty station, regardless of status. He himself had the quarters of a common sailor, albeit not shared with anyone else, but only a tenth of the size of the space the previous conductor had been given.

      Sterling had turned that space into a ship’s library.

      “Sir?” Zabala asked, causing him to stir because she was glancing over her shoulder instead of looking at Maikki.

      “Yes?”

      “We’re coming up on a nexus point, Commander,” Zabala noted. “You’ve noted three paths we could take from here, depending on circumstances.”

      Sterling paused and dialed the travel map in closer.

      Oh. Yeah. He’d lost track. They were that close, weren’t they?

      “What’s your suggestion, Zabala?” he asked, watching her and Maikki automatically nod to themselves.

      Pop quiz. But if you were prepared for them, then surprises in combat were just another pop quiz to deal with.

      “Option one takes us on the most direct path to Bastion, Commander,” she replied. “I would presume that the Auga would concentrate most of their patrols along that road, since this is closest to five systems they control. Option two heads out lateral, on a reciprocal closer to a flight to Z’Gosza. Useful as a backup, but doesn’t gain us ground and forces us to double back later to rendezvous with our next cargo ship. Option three takes us closer to the Auga core again, after we’ve gotten distance, but that might be worth evading patrols that have headed farther out.”

      Sterling nodded. All of his people were smart. That had been one of the first criteria for service aboard Vauquelin, given this mission. And then smarter to be sitting on his bridge, learning Starfare from him and everything Uly and the others had recorded.

      “I’m detecting a ‘yes, but…’ in your tones?” Sterling prompted.

      Another flinch. Another pop quiz. A glance from Maikki that looked an awful lot like ‘I told you so.’

      Sterling grinned.

      Then his screen changed to a larger map again. And a line appeared. A most interesting line, studying the path. Not straight, but straighter than they had been running since dropping Dan and her second mission off.

      “You’ll note that the far end of this emerges not all that far from Krilic, sir,” Zabala offered. “A week’s hard sail lateral and we’re in friendly space. Presumably safe, but we can’t be sure until we talk to the Ononguli we find, as the Auga might have lashed out again.”

      “Skip one rendezvous?” he asked, checking her path.

      “They’ll have orders to abandon the mission and make their way home by alternate routes if we don’t appear within a certain time, sir,” she offered. “Assuming they’re still safe with all hell breaking loose around them. We have supplies to make it that far with a solid margin, even bypassing.”

      And she’d done the math. The cartography. The planning. The logistics.

      Sterling ignored everything and dug in hard, presuming that she had something here he’d missed. Easy to do when any turn was possible and you had no way to tell which was better.

      At least ahead of time.

      Somewhere behind him, Stradosha and neighbors would be a while recovering. After all, it was probably a unique occurrence that an Auga Heavy Striker raided an Auga world, even a pirate like him in disguise.

      And it drew all eyes inward to Sector Three, while he was trying to get home and Dan was running to Sector Seventeen.

      Chaos, injected into the body politic of the Auga Empire. Haydar had explained how much damage that sort of thing would do, though Sterling understood that he wasn’t worldly enough to really grasp the finer details. He was, after all, the son of a Gentleman, rather than the scion of nobility like most of the officers aboard King Hewitt II had been.

      Or even Uly, when you considered who his dad was. Not that he’d ever mention it without being specifically asked.

      “What’s this point, Zabala?” he asked, highlighting an icon on the map.

      “Patrol station, sir,” she replied after a moment. “Easy enough to avoid if we pass under them.”

      “Agreed,” Sterling said. “But what happens if we take it out as we go by?”

      “Doesn’t that defeat the purpose of hiding, sir?”

      He grinned, but both women were facing away from him.

      “Look at this,” he drew a blue line on her map. “The most likely vector of flight afterwards, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Or one of these two,” she countered, surprising and delighting him by adding them in purple.

      “Yes, and what happens if we go straight up for roughly three hundred light-years?” he inquired. “Then roll over and head home on the path you’ve outlined?”

      Long pause as she did some math.

      Everyone saw the galactic disk as a flat thing, because maps tended to render it that way. They forgot how thick it was, more than a thousand light-years top to bottom with most of the stars and mass in the central quarter.

      “We speed up, Commander,” she said. “And avoid almost all folks looking for us, assuming we get away clean in those first few hours.”

      “Assuming, yes,” he replied. “Maikki, I need you to start thinking about how we can best evade everyone.”

      “Because we’re going to go blow up a small patrol base in the middle of nowhere?” Maikki answered.

      “We want them distracted, Lieutenant,” he said. “This will do it. Uly and Dan will both appreciate our efforts to damage the Auga in the one place they are vulnerable.”

      That certain superiority that they were the most powerful, most dangerous civilization in the galaxy.

      That they were safe, even.

      Right up until the humans emerged from Imperial Sector Seventeen.
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      Maikki had come to appreciate that Sterling Huff was far more dangerous than even her cousin Eskil. That the Humans had a ragged, slashing edge to their biology that went beyond mere culture and made them lethal to anyone they encountered.

      Sterling occasionally spoke aloud of some of the things Danumash or Batyr might do in various scenarios, just so she knew why nobody else wanted that many humans running around, beyond the few hundred Dan was recruiting initially.

      The Auga Empire would have mass on them, but only until the strangers brought their technology up to modern levels from hardly better than Samuur at present.

      Today, that deadliness was on her side. Maikki had plotted the most likely zones where trouble or interference might originate. Sterling had reviewed them, added a few tidbits from his own thought processes, and created an attack pattern.

      Now, they just had to execute it.

      “Pilot, call the countdown,” Sterling ordered.

      Oddly, Sterling had insisted on Izaskun Zabala being here on the bridge today, with Jatau Kaita down in the secondary bridge space backing her up, instead of the other way around, like normal.

      But it had been her idea, somewhat.

      “Twenty seconds to expected emergence,” Izaskun replied loudly, crisp and sharp because this was her mission, at the end of the day.

      In spite of Sterling modifying her original escape path.

      “Gunner, everyone loaded?” he went on.

      Andrii Dovzhenko. Ononguli. Semi-reformed pirate, at least by their standards she had come to appreciate.

      “Locked in and ready, sir,” Andrii replied. “We’re zeroed on the forward turrets and starboard on the aft one, with an expectation of a port turn when we arrive for the first salvo.”

      “Sensors, I’ll need a hard scan, maximum targeting data possible as soon as possible,” Sterling continued. “Jam them after you’re sure what we’re facing, but I’d like there to be no surprises today.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      None. She had every sensor unit tuned and ready, with no idea who might be present, though the manual suggested a place like this as a base for a handful of Probes that patrolled the wider region, and three or four Ultra-Bombers for defense.

      Ships that would have absolutely no chance against a Heavy Striker. Especially one coming out of warp hot and heavy and firing as soon as they located targets.

      Victims, really.

      There was little honor in it and she kept herself still.

      Or thought she did.

      “Yes, Maikki,” Sterling chuckled. “Honor will be served.”

      Worse, the violent, dangerous, lethal humans understood that Samuur didn’t want to act that way.

      And would still adjust their own, Human behavior.

      At least Sterling and Uly would, and that would be the standard everyone else was trained to.

      “Emergence,” Maikki called. “Scanning now.”

      “Order them to surrender, too,” Sterling said.

      She blinked, then typed that message, unwilling to trust that her voice wouldn’t break while speaking, because even a cursory scan showed how badly outclassed those people were.

      One Probe, docked. Three Ultra-Bombers, also docked. One small station that didn’t displace as much volume as Vauquelin, to say nothing of mass.

      Or firepower.

      “Guns locked, standing by to fire,” Andrii said. “Optimum range in twenty seconds.”

      “Coming around to broadside,” Izaskun answered. “Stand by.”

      Maikki had her jammers running on every frequency save the one she’d sent orders to the station on.

      “What’s going on?” a Zuath woman replied from the station, full audio and visual.

      Low-ranking officer by uniform. Utter shock from the way her headcrest was flopped over sideways.

      “You are ordered to surrender,” she repeated. “Failure to acknowledge and we will open fire.”

      “Is this some sort of a joke?”

      A message scrolled across the bottom of her screen.

      * Their shields are coming active. Gunner, fire EXACTLY one bolt at them. – Huff *

      Because honor would be served.

      Maikki heard the thump. Watched the woman on the screen panic and start ordering her defensive crews into action, but they were no more prepared for today than their commander was.

      Worse, it was a Tuesday. Maikki had heard all the Ononguli stories about Tuesdays.

      And those superstitions growing into terrible legend.

      Today was not likely to alter that. Expand it to the Auga, perhaps, which might not be the worst outcome.

      Sterling Huff could be a terrible foe when he chose.

      The bolt impacted. Square. Heavy. Ruthless.

      Shields went down over a wide facing.

      “Station, you may surrender,” Maikki repeated. “Or we can destroy you. Choose wisely.”

      Also ruthless, but honor had been served. Would be served. Any of the smaller vessels undocking at this moment would draw the next bolt. Or a bevy of them.

      “What do you want?” the Zuath commander shrieked.

      “We’re destroying the station,” Maikki replied. “If you choose to surrender, you may load all your crew aboard the Ultra-Bombers and Probe, then flee. If anyone turns back, we will destroy all of you. If anyone fires on us, we will leave no survivors in our wake.”

      Her whiskers shivered, but those were the words Sterling had impressed on her in planning this raid.

      In three days, this system would be swarming with enemy forces, assuming there was any warship close enough to threaten Vauquelin. There might not be.

      And even three days was enough of a head start.

      “We surrender!”

      “Excellent news, mistress,” Maikki replied. “You will begin to abandon by detaching the first Ultra-Bomber when it is fully loaded, then fleeing, one at a time so there are no misunderstandings about your intentions, because you should have none about ours.”

      She muted the line and sucked a hard breath deep into her bowels.

      All of the Auga fleet would know where to find them shortly.

      Hopefully, it would be worth it.
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