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Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Surrgos System

The fleet jumped back into the Terran Universe.

“Five minutes to the stargate,” the helmsman said. He sounded beat, and his commanding officer, Admiral Sheppard, couldn’t blame him. It wasn’t often that the crew of the Vella Gulf was bested in battle, but this time they’d gotten their asses handed to them. Somehow, a survivor of an earlier battle had made it back to the Enemy’s home system—or if not their home system, at least a system they were massing their forces in—and had figured out how to fight the Terrans. The only thing that had saved the Terrans from serious damage was their ability to jump to the Jinn Universe. 

Out of missiles and overwhelmed by the size of the Enemy fleet, the Terrans had fled for the safety of the stargate out of the system.

“Sir, we’re being hailed,” the comms officer said. 

“On screen,” Sheppard said.

An image of one of the Enemy filled the front viewer, its pupil-less eyes glowing bright yellow beneath his eight-inch horns. The creature looked like a stereotypical devil of Christian mythology; it was blood red with giant bat wings. Its wings moved behind it, alternately spreading and folding, and its pointed tail could be seen periodically. 

It smiled, revealing a mouthful of pointed teeth. “This is the view of prey I am more used to,” the creature said. “Running away as fast as they can. That skirmish was quite a surprise for you, no doubt.”

Sheppard smiled back, unafraid to admit defeat. “You caught us by surprise,” he agreed, “and you taught us a valuable lesson. I am Admiral James Sheppard of the Terran ship Vella Gulf. Who do I have the honor of addressing?”

“You may tell all your acquaintances that you were bested by Lord Moloch, fleet captain for Great Lord Asmodeus,” the alien said. 

“Well, let me give you a warning, Moloch. Although you were victorious today, we have other surprises to unveil, should you make further inroads into our systems. We have no desire for further hostilities, but we will destroy you if you continue to press us.”

The alien chuckled. “We have destroyed galaxies; nothing you have scares us. We will move when we’re ready, but have no fear—we are coming, and we are coming for you. You almost cost me my ship and my life; I will be the one who consumes you in the end. On second thought, I hope you do have fear. You should, as we will meet again, and next time, there will be no escape!”

“Hey, Moloch?” 

The creature raised an eyebrow, the gesture very human in nature. “Yes?”

“Bring friends.” Sheppard cut the transmission before Moloch could reply.

“Well, that’s telling him, sir,” said the Offensive Systems Officer, or OSO.

The CO chuckled. “It’s hard to scare someone when they know you’re running from them. We’ll be back here, though...sometime, and we’ll see who laughs last.”

* * * * *
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Cargo Bay, TSS Vella Gulf, Surrgos System

It’s not fair, Calvin thought. They’d come so far and done so much. But now, they’d become the creators of the very thing they’d gone back in time to stop. Well, maybe not the creators, but they’d had a chance to stop the Enemy from getting the technology they needed to become the Enemy they knew from the future, and they had failed to do so. It’s not fair!

“Where are you going?” a voice asked. The fact that it was only in his mind drew him up short. He looked up to see he had wandered into the cargo bay, and the dragon known as Trixie was crouched nearby, looking at him.

“I don’t know,” said Lieutenant Commander Shawn Hobbs—known as ‘Calvin’ to his friends. “I’m just wandering. I needed to think.”

“It didn’t seem like you were thinking,” Trixie said. “It seemed more like you were just feeling sorry for yourself.”

“Well, yeah, maybe,” Calvin said, “but only because it’s not fair.”

“What’s not fair?”

“It’s not fair that we came all this way and fought so many battles, only to be the source of our own destruction. We seem to have set in motion the very things we came here to stop. If we’d only come to the time you said, we’d have been okay.” The crew of the Terran spaceship Vella Gulf had been trying to go back in time 57,357 years—which was what the psychic Trixie had told them was needed—but the ship had only made it back 54,635 years; they’d missed their target by 2,500 years or so. “Had we made it all the way back to when you told us we needed to go, we’d have been in time to stop the threat.”

“How do you know?”

Calvin’s head jerked up in surprise. “What do you mean?”

The dragon chuckled. “You humans; always ready to see the worst in things. My question was easy. How do you know you’d have been able to stop the threat if you’d come back in time all the way to when I said you should?”

“Well, if we’d made it all the way back, we’d have been able to stop this threat from happening.”

“Would you?”

“Of course we would. The Enemy wouldn’t be as technically advanced as they are now.”

“No, they wouldn’t.”

“See—”

Trixie held up a claw stopping him. “They wouldn’t have been as technically advanced,” she said, “but they also wouldn’t have shown themselves yet. I’ll bet if you look at the records, this race wasn’t known 2,500 years ago. You wouldn’t have known where to find them, or even who they were.”

“Well, yeah, but—” Calvin stopped himself this time as what Trixie’d said worked its way through his brain. His eyebrows knit as he tried to come up with something that made sense. “I don’t get it,” he finally said. “We missed the target you gave us. We showed up 2,500 years later than we should have. But if we’d been here earlier, we wouldn’t have recognized—or even been able to find—the threat.” He shook his head. “What am I missing?”

“I never said you were supposed to travel back in time 57,000 years. I said that was your target—you needed to try to come back that far. It’s obvious that by aiming for that target, you ended up here and now, just like you were supposed to.” She sniffed. “My predictions are never wrong.”

“I don’t understand. If we were supposed to be here now, why wasn’t now your target?”

“Because you would have obviously missed it and ended up arriving too late to do whatever it is you need to do,” she said. “Duh.”

“So, you gave us the estimate of 57,000, knowing we would miss it and end up here, at just the time we were supposed to be here?”

“Of course,” she said, preening a scale.

“But why didn’t you tell us that before?”

“Would you have believed me? Or is it more likely you’d have thought I was just trying to cover up an error I’d made?”

Calvin didn’t say anything, but he could feel his face going red.

“See?” she said, knowing his answer. “There was no sense telling you before now, just like there was no sense giving you the right answer for the target we needed to come back in time to. Everything is as it should be. We’re here, when we need to be, and where we need to be.”

“But we lost. What are we supposed to do now?”

Trixie shrugged her wings. “How am I supposed to know that? I’m not the hero; I’m just a member of the supporting cast. I know my role—I set you up in the right time and place, and I gave you the information you needed to be successful. Everything else is up to you.” She gave him a shooing motion. “Now, go away and do some hero stuff, would you, and stop ruining my mood with all your mental boo-hooing. I could hear you coming from the other end of the ship.”

“Nobody told you to listen to my thoughts,” Calvin muttered. “In fact, I’m pretty sure I’ve told you not to.”

Trixie gave a long-suffering sigh. “I would love to, but your thoughts are so loud, and there’s nothing I can do sometimes to shut them out. You need to learn some control.”

“I’d love to. Can you teach me?”

“Sometime else, certainly,” Trixie said. “Right now, though, don’t you have hero things to do?”

* * *
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CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Vuichard System

Admiral Sheppard stood and nodded to the assembled officers. “Thank you for coming. Solomon noticed some things during the battle I wanted to bring to your attention and begin planning for. Solomon?”

“I reviewed the logs of the last battle with the Enemy,” Solomon said. “There were 107 cruiser-sized ships in the Enemy’s fleet.”

“We can’t fight all of them,” the OSO said. “We’re going to need additional launch platforms that can put a bunch more missiles in the black on the initial salvo to whittle them down some, especially with the Enemy’s new tactics. One on one, we can kick all these guys’ asses. Heck, one on five, we’d probably own them. The problem is, we’re going to run out of missiles before we get them down to where we can make it a stand-up fight. We’re also down four fighters, which reduces the number of missiles we can launch by 20.”

“The OSO presents an accurate assessment of the upcoming battle,” Solomon said. “Barring any new forces or strategic measures I am unaware of, we will have to close to graser range with the enemy, and we will be vulnerable to their weapons. A successful outcome in such a situation is highly unlikely.”

“So,” Admiral Sheppard said, “what are our options?”

“Before we get into our options for defeating the cruiser swarm, Skipper,” Calvin said, “is there any update on the mother ship, or whatever we’re going to call the monster that was also in the system?”

“The ship you call the ‘mother ship’ appears to be 72% complete,” Solomon said. “There’s a replicator nearby, and numerous shuttle craft operating in its vicinity. They’re actively working to bring it to an operational status.”

“Can you give me an estimate of when it will be complete?” Calvin asked.

“I do not know anything about their ability to construct ships, but extrapolating from our own capabilities and the amount of activity around it, I estimate completion in approximately four months.”

“Wow...that’s a lot of work to get done in that time.”

“They’ve devoted a lot of resources to the project.”

Calvin shook his head. “I’d hoped for more time. We can obviously build the ships necessary to take on the supporting fleet they have, but to take that on, as well...” He shook his head again.

“So that puts our timeline at four months,” Admiral Sheppard said, “or even sooner. We need to devise a plan to take out the hundred ships—”

“There were 107 ships, to be precise,” Solomon interjected.

“We need to take out the 107 ships they already have in the next...probably three months or so, then,” Sheppard finished.

“I thought we had four months?” the OSO muttered.

Sheppard shrugged. “We have to assume something that big will be activated in stages. For all we know, what’s already finished might have achieved some sort of interim operational capability. If we wait until the four-month point to do something about it, we risk it already being more than we can deal with.”

“I don’t understand how something that big is possible, though,” Captain Exter said. A member of the Weeber race, he’d taken over for the former XO, Captain Russ Clayton, when Clayton had transferred over to take command of Terra’s Hope. “It’s too big to go through the stargates, so won’t it be stuck in that system and unable to follow us?”

“You’d like to think so, wouldn’t you?” Sheppard asked. “Unfortunately, it’s been our experience that the mother ship is able to travel faster than light in a manner other than the stargate system. It’s almost as if it can go from one system to another, independent of the rules of the stargate network, too. There may be a limit to how far it can travel in each jump, but it can jump enormous straight-line distances. Although it’s impossible to know whether this one can, I think we have to assume it will be able to do so.”

“Certainly, the Enemy thinks it will be able to,” Solomon noted, “otherwise, why would they build something so large? To use as a mobile base? They could easily control that system with the fleet of cruisers they have. A ship 25 miles wide is superfluous. Obviously, they intend for it to go other places, although whether it has the jump drive or it will have to travel at sublight speeds is, unfortunately, unknown.”

“Maybe the mother ships can’t bridge the distances between galaxies,” Calvin said. “We know they aren’t from this galaxy. Maybe they cross the distance in something sublight, but at a high fraction of the speed of light, then when they get to the galaxy, they build this mother ship to travel around it in, like locusts, feeding on the races that inhabit it.”

“Anything that big is going to have enormous capabilities,” the OSO said. “Probably way more than what it’s used on us in the past. Even an interim capability is a lot more than we want to face.”

“But that’s in the future,” Sheppard said. “Right now, we have a fleet of a hundred cruisers—”

“One hundred seven,” Solomon interjected.

“I know how many cruisers there are!” Sheppard exclaimed, losing his patience. “What I still haven’t heard is options for how to deal with them.”

“All I can think of is to build more ships and fighters, put a lot of missiles on them, flush them all at once to break down their defenses, then run get more missiles, and do it again,” the OSO said.

“That is an option,” the CO said, “but if they pursue us, we may not have time to rearm. That means letting them capture systems while we run further, or meeting them with grasers, which we already determined is less than optimal.” He shrugged. “It’s something we can do—and building a bigger fleet is something we need to do—but we also need some better options.”

“We need to go asymmetrical...” Calvin said into the silence that followed.

“What do you mean?” Sheppard asked.

“I was thinking about ways to deal with the mother ship,” Calvin said, “but it’ll work with the cruiser fleet as well.” He shook his head. “Face it; we’re never going to go toe to toe with the mother ship—anything we send against it will be annihilated. Even if we tried to build something similar to fight it, it wouldn’t work; theirs would be finished long before we could field anything like what they already have mostly built. Which doesn’t even begin to address the fact that we don’t have the plans for something like that, or the replicator patterns, or the shipyard to assemble it. So that’s out.

“But what if we overwhelmed it with fleets of drones? Something that was so small they’d be difficult to individually target. Thousands and thousands of drones in a swarm that were nothing more than a small motor, a guidance system of some sort, and a small antimatter charge. They wouldn’t even have to be capable of jumping into the Jinn Universe, so we wouldn’t need to mine any of the strange metal. As far as I can tell, that’s what we’d have to do with the mother ship, but it’ll work just as well against the cruiser fleet. Better, probably—they wouldn’t be able to use the spars on the noses of their ships. Well, they could, but we’d have so many of the drones that they would be coming at them from so many directions at once that the Enemy wouldn’t be able to catch them all on the spars.”

Admiral Sheppard nodded. “That might work—we have plenty of drone models, and I’m sure one could be modified for this mission—although the guidance system for them will be the difficult piece of this. How are we going to keep them all targeted where we want them and ensure an effective attack strategy that overwhelms all the Enemy’s ships? Solomon is good, but I don’t know that he can guide all the drones you’re talking about to their targets, especially if they’re operating away from our ships and there’s a significant amount of transmission lag in trying to control them.”

“I believe that could be overcome,” Solomon said. “It may be possible for me to shard off pieces of myself to program the drones. Maybe some of them; maybe all of them. We would have to see which worked best. Regardless, if at least some of the drones had a piece of me inside them, it might be possible to allow them to function as a drone forward controller, to keep the attack focused and the targeting the way we want. This would be especially effective if used in conjunction with a stargate defense, where they can’t use all 107 ships at once.”

The CO’s eyes scanned the table before alighting on one individual. “Lieutenant Bradford.”

Bradford jumped as if poked. “Yes, sir?” 

“You’re the expert on xeno-technology. I want you to work with Solomon on the way back to the Dantar system. Comb through your databases and find me the drone technology that can best be adapted for this. I want an answer and a plan before we hit the stargate in Vuichard.”

“Uh...” His eyes looked around wildly.

“Bradford!” 

Bradford’s eyes snapped back to the CO.

“You can do this,” Sheppard said. “I know you can, and you’ll have Solomon working with you on it. We’re counting on you.”

Bradford swallowed. “Yes...yes, sir,” Bradford said. He squared his shoulders. “We’ll figure something out.”

* * * * *
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Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System

“Established in the Dantar system,” the helmsman said.

“Wow!” the Defensive Systems Officer, or DSO, exclaimed. “They’ve been busy! I’ve got at least 30 frigates nearby.”

“There are 47 frigates in the vicinity,” Solomon noted.

“I take it they aren’t powering up their weapons?” the CO asked. “You know...anything I should be worried about with all those frigates sitting nearby?”

“No sir,” the DSO replied. “They started to, but then powered them back down again. The frigates look like ours. Well, not ours, but the emperor’s crappy ships.”

The CO nodded.

“Incoming call from Commander Brighton,” the comms officer announced. “There’s also one from a Captain Grrnark, or something like that.”

Admiral Sheppard chuckled. “That didn’t take long. I’ll take Commander Brighton first, please. Front screen.”

The screen lit up with the visage of Commander Sarah ‘Lights’ Brighton. “Hi, sir,” she said. “Welcome back. I would love it if you had some good news for us.”

“I’d love it, too. As it is, though...”

Brighton sighed. “Sounds like I need to continue planning for the defense of the system.”

“Unfortunately, I’m afraid so.” Sheppard shrugged. “To that end, we do have some plans...well, some ideas, anyway, for what we can do. I’d rather not talk about it over an open channel, though. How soon can you get over here?”

“I’ll leave right now, sir.”

“See you soon.”

The viewer went dark. “Who else did you say was calling?” Sheppard asked.

“Captain Grrnark, I think,” the comms officer replied. “He was a little put out at having to wait.”

“Sounds like someone who needs to wait more often. Put him on the viewer please.”

The screen flashed and the image of a gray-furred being appeared. Generally shaped like a human-sized badger, with proportionately long arms and legs, the captain was a member of the Rugbar race. The race was single-minded in nature and—if anything—even more aggressive than the Terran badger they resembled.

“Took you long enough,” the Rugbar said. “I have a very important message from the emperor.”

“And that means you can’t be civilized when you deliver it?” Admiral Sheppard asked.

“But—What? But—” the captain sputtered.

“Normally, the rules of protocol state that you’d introduce yourself to someone who doesn’t know you,” Sheppard said. “That way, I know how to address you. It also lends validity and credibility to your message when you give it to me. At least, that’s the way I was taught, anyway. By the way, I’m Admiral James Sheppard, the commanding officer of the Terran ship Vella Gulf.”

“I—I know who you are,” the captain said. “Everyone knows who you are. You’re the one who’s upset the normal way of doing business throughout the galaxy. You’ve now upset it even further!”

“While I may be an upsetter of apple carts, I’m not a mind reader.”

“What? What does that mean?”

“Just what I said. I’m not a mind reader. I’m not going to deal with someone whose name I don’t know.”

If a badger could look confused, the captain gave a great approximation of what it would look like.

“Your name,” Sheppard said finally. “What is your name?”

“My name is Captain Grr’nark,” the Rugbar replied. “I’m the emissary of Emperor Sarch, and I come with an important message from him.”

Sheppard smiled. “All right. We’re finally making some progress here. What’s the emperor’s important message?”

“I’m not sure I like your tone, Terran.”

“I’m positive I don’t like yours, Captain. We come from a very different civilization, and people who consider themselves important because of the office they’re holding don’t impress me. If you could just give me the message, you can be on your way.” 

“I am to congratulate you,” the emissary said. “The emperor has created a new cartel, and he’s named you as the new principal of it.”

“Wonderful,” Admiral Sheppard said dryly. “And what is this new cartel I’m supposedly now in charge of?”

“You’re now in charge of the Warrior Cartel.”

“Uh, huh,” Sheppard said, nonplussed. “What exactly is this cartel supposed to do?”

“Create warriors and fight the war. He’s legitimizing what you’re already doing.”

Sheppard shook his head. “That’s wonderful,” he said with no enthusiasm. “Do I have a budget, or a shipyard, or anything with which to pursue standing up this new cartel?”

A smile crossed the emissary’s face. “Well, no, of course not. Normally a new cartel principal uses his own resources to bring the cartel into being, then he reaps the profits the cartel generates. Minus the taxes due to the empire, of course.” 

“Of course. What sort of profits am I supposed to make fighting this war? Typically, wars cost money, not make it.”

The smile returned and stayed. “Well, if you win, I guess you’ll have all the enemy’s planets and ships. You can sell the ships for scrap and tax the colonies for profit.”

“And if I lose?”

“Then you’ll be dead, and you won’t have any need for money.” The emissary smiled.

“And in the interim?”

“Create soldiers and ships. Fight and win the war to the best of your ability.”

“But I don’t have any money to do that with!” Sheppard exclaimed. “Where am I supposed to get the resources for that?”

The emissary waved a hand at the planet below them. “Looks like there’s plenty of resources there.”

“But that belongs to the Science and Technology Cartel.”

The emissary shrugged. “So? Do what the cartels have always done.”

“What’s that?” 

“Hostile takeover.”

Sheppard’s smile, when it finally came, was wolf-like. “You’re right,” he said, looking at the planet, “and I know just who to install as the proprietor here.”

* * *
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CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System

“Thank you all for coming,” Admiral Sheppard said, his eyes scanning the room. They stopped on Calvin. “Before I start, I want to make one thing clear; the first person who calls me Principal Sheppard is going to be cleaning the heads with a toothbrush. Do I make myself clear?”

“I would never do any such thing,” Calvin replied, although the tone of his voice suggested otherwise.

Sheppard grinned. “I thought not.” He paused a second, and his eyes swept the room again. Finally, he sighed. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m not going to lie to you; we’ve been given a great big shit sandwich here, and we’re all going to have to take a bite. At the end of the day, though, nothing has changed.

“Yes, I’m now the head of the Warrior Cartel, but that doesn’t mean we’re going to do anything differently than we already were. If anything, it’s going to open up new avenues of resources.” He looked at Major Paul ‘Night’ Train, who’d been running the defense of Dantar. “From now on, we’ve just acquired Dantar in a hostile takeover, and I’m installing you as my proprietor there. Anything you need on the planet to do your job is yours. I’m also going to send you Manager Sperk—the individual who ran the emperor’s illegal tech center—to help out with computer and AI things. He’s the best person we have—along with the Efreeti—to help figure out a way to defeat the Enemy.”

Night nodded once. “Got it, sir.” He smiled. “I’ve taken over production where I needed to, but now I have the legitimacy to do more.”

Admiral Sheppard turned to Commander Brighton. “Same with you. If you need it, and it’s available in this system, it’s yours.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What about us?” Captain Gol’dat asked. A Rugbar, he was in charge of the fleet of frigates the emperor had sent after Grr’nark left, having given Sheppard the message. Claiming he was acting under the emperor’s orders, Gol’dat had also assumed control over the frigates that were already in the system.

“That’s a good question,” Sheppard said. “Can I assume the emperor put you under my command?”

“No. My orders are to assist with the defense of this system and to eliminate the enemy threat.”

“But not under my command?”

“No. I am supposed to coordinate with you, but I am definitely not under your command. In fact, I don’t really see why this—” he swept a claw around the room, “—is even necessary.”

Sheppard cocked his head. “What do you mean?”

“I mean exactly what I said. I don’t see why any of this, this...defense is even necessary. We have the largest fleet assembled in recent memory. We should hunt down the enemy and destroy them, not sit here waiting for them to come to us.”

“You think so, huh?”

“I do. I mean, there are what, 30 enemy ships, less what you’ve already destroyed?”

“The 30 ships we went in search of are no more,” Sheppard said. “The problem is, they have a much bigger fleet a couple systems over. One that’s over 100 ships strong, as well as a massive command ship that is more than 25 miles in diameter.”

“Your three ships destroyed 30 of theirs. We have 47 of the best ships the emperor could put together. If you won’t come with me, I’ll lead the emperor’s fleet against the enemy, and we’ll destroy them.”

“Did you not just hear me say that there’s a fleet of over 100 enemy ships waiting for you? On an individual ship-to-ship basis, their ships are much larger than yours, and much better armed. Each of theirs is easily worth five or more of your frigates.”

“I heard what you said, but I think you’re exaggerating. No one’s put together a fleet that big. Ever. The resupply of such a fleet would be incredible. Trust me; I see the numbers for my fleet every day. If I didn’t have an entire empire supporting me, it wouldn’t be possible. The fact that you say the enemy has over 100 ships is ludicrous, much less a ship that’s 25 miles wide. It doesn’t exist.”

“It does, and our best bet is to let them come here, to a system where we can set up a coherent defense.”

“I disagree.” The Rugbar looked at a claw and dusted it off on his sleeve. “Sitting here inactive only negatively impacts the bottom line, which the emperor has made very clear to me is a consideration in guiding our strategy. The sooner we deal with the enemy’s fleet, the sooner we can get back to our sources of supply.”

“As head of the Warrior Cartel, I can’t endorse that course of action,” Sheppard said.

“And as the emperor’s direct representative, I can’t endorse your plan, either.” He stood and headed toward the door.

“So you’re leaving?” Sheppard asked.

“If you won’t attack the enemy, I will.” He went through the door, and one of the security personnel jumped up to escort him.

Sheppard sighed as the door shut behind them. “There goes a dead man,” he muttered.

“That’s what you get when you put a Rugbar in charge,” Captain Exter said.

“They won’t even be a speed bump to the Enemy’s fleet,” Calvin noted.

Sheppard shook his head. “No, they won’t.”

“I don’t know what a speed bump is,” Exter said, “but the loss of that many ships is going to severely degrade our defense of the stargate in this system.”

“It is...and it isn’t. That many ships in close proximity to the stargate were just as liable to get in each other’s way as they were to shoot the Enemy when they showed up. At least it makes our coordination easier. We have our ships and the three Efreeti frigates.” He turned to Captain Al Harazi. “Can I assume you’ll fight under our command?”

“You can,” the Efreeti officer said. “Although I wouldn’t mind if we weren’t in the center of the battle. Unlike Captain Gol’dat, I have a healthy respect for the enemy’s ships, and when they come pouring in, I know our smaller ones will be overwhelmed quickly if we try to go up against them individually.”

“We’ll take that into account,” Sheppard said with a nod. He turned to Lieutenant Bradford. “Okay, Mr. Bradford, I’m ready for your plan. How are we going to stop the Enemy?”

“I haven’t worked out how we’re going to stop the mother ship yet, but Solomon and I have come up with a plan for the stargate’s defense.”

Sheppard nodded for him to continue.

“The problem is the sheer number of ships the Enemy can throw at us. We’ll start with using the drones as a mobile minefield—”

“A what?” Captain Exter asked. “That word didn’t translate.”

“A minefield. Basically, we put a bunch of self-guided bombs in the area in front of the stargate, and as the ships come through, the drones attack them and blow them up.”

“So all we need are about 100 of them, and we’ll be okay?”

“I wish it were that easy, sir. Unfortunately, if the Enemy isn’t afraid of losing some ships to break into the system, he can just drive the ships through the minefield one after the other, using his ships—especially the ones they have with the spars on the end—to clear a way through it. He’s going to lose some ships...”

“But life is cheap to him, so he’d do that.”

“Exactly, and it would be too hard to saturate the area around the stargate with enough to stop the entire fleet. We’d need 107 mines in every direction, which isn’t possible, plus the fact that some of the ships—most of them, probably—won’t be stopped with just one mine. We’d need millions...billions, perhaps, to completely stop the Enemy fleet, and we have neither the time nor resources required to build them.”

“So what do we do?” Exter asked.

“Don’t get me wrong; we’re totally going to mine the entrance. Why are we going to do that?” he asked when he saw Exter’s mouth open. Exter nodded. “For a number of reasons. Not only will it kill some of their ships, it’ll also cause confusion, and it’ll take time for the Enemy forces to organize themselves and decide what they want to do. During that period of indecision, we’ll hit them with everything we have. Every ship, both Terran and Efreeti, will launch missiles as fast as they can, and we’ll hit them with our lasers and grasers.

“When they start to shake themselves out, we’ll withdraw, with the fleet appearing to run back to the planet. The Efreeti fleet will retire to the planet, but the Terran fleet will go to the other universe and loop around to the side of the Enemy fleet away from the replicator. We’ll pop back and forth between the universes as we go, leaving a trail of more drones.”

“But won’t the Enemy see you and know your direction of travel?”

“Yes,” Bradford confirmed with a nod. “We want them to keep their eyes on us. Hopefully, they’ll think we’re having problems with our generator, which allows us to vanish before their eyes, not that we’re doing it intentionally. They’re going to realize we’re the bigger threat and come after us, and when they do, the replicator will launch all their drones. Solomon, and all the mini-Solomon shards that are in the drones, will coordinate the mass drone strike on the fleet; after that, the Terran fleet will continue to harass any Enemy survivors as they retire toward the gate.”

“And what if they go to attack the planet?” Night asked.

“Then we launch the replicator’s drones early and coordinate a mass drone strike,” Bradford replied. “We—Solomon and I—estimate it’ll be less effective than a multi-axis strike, but it should still be extremely effective.”

“How effective?” Sheppard asked.

“It depends,” Bradford said, suddenly looking uncomfortable.

“It depends on what?”

“Time, mostly. If they were to show up today, we wouldn’t have anything ready, and the odds are we’d be overwhelmed without some sort of a force multiplier. In a week, we might be able to inflict enough damage to make them leave. In a month, we’d have enough defenses to probably hold them off, without risking the Terran ships too much.” He shrugged. “All of this is based on no additional support arriving from either the emperor or Steropes. If either sends us additional weapons, we’ll be better able to protect ourselves sooner.”

Sheppard nodded. “What you’re telling us, though, is if the Enemy showed up tomorrow, we wouldn’t be able to hold the system.”

Bradford shook his head. “Solomon and I are in agreement. If they show up in the next week, there’s no way we can win. We might—and that’s a big might—be able to inflict enough damage that the Enemy leaves, but that assumes they’re risk averse.”

“And we’ve never seen that behavior from them,” Sheppard noted.

“No, sir. We haven’t.”

Sheppard met Night’s eyes. “You need to be ready to leave at a moment’s notice.” He looked to Brighton. “You, too. I’m not going to expend our lives here for the emperor. Not without at least a chance of winning. Not while we have a defense in depth, anyway. We can continue to fall back and bleed the Enemy as we go.” He shrugged. “But this planet isn’t worth dying for.” He looked back at Night. “Having said that, I hope you’ve made some plans for the evacuation of the planet.”

“No, sir,” Night said with a shake of his head. “Up to this point, we’ve been focused on the defense. We haven’t had the resources to look at evacuation.”

“Well, then you need to get back to the planet and begin looking at it. I’d like as many of the people off the planet as we can get in case we have to withdraw. Use Solomon if you need his assistance.”

Night winced. “Sir, do you realize how many billions of people you’re talking about evacuating?”

“No, I don’t. Fifty billion?”

“Closer to 75.”

It was Sheppard’s turn to wince, but then he shook his head as he sighed. “That’s a bigger nightmare than I thought,” he finally said. “Still, we have to do what we can to save as many as possible. We know what’ll happen to anyone left behind.”

“Yes, sir, we do,” Night said with a sigh. He stood. “With your leave, I’ll get back to my command center and take a look at it.”

“Granted,” Sheppard replied. “Good luck.”

“Thanks. I’m going to need it.” Night left.

Sheppard turned to Brighton. “Commander, what do you need from me?”

“Just the mine and drone blueprints, and maybe some assistance from your fighters to help place the mines. Most of my shuttles are busy bringing ore.”

“You’ve got it,” Sheppard said. “Anything else?”

“Time. Just give me time.”

“Napoleon said, ‘Ask me for anything but time,’” Sheppard said with a sigh. “I don’t think he was wrong.”

* * * * *
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Throne Room, Surrgos, Surrgos System

“You have proven your worth to me...” Asmodeus said.

“Thank you, Great Lord,” Moloch said. He spoke louder than normal, as his face was pressed firmly to the floor of the audience chamber.

“For now,” Asmodeus finished.

“Of course, Great Lord.” Moloch knew Asmodeus was very much a “what have you done for me lately” style ruler. You only failed the great lord once; it was seldom that someone got a second chance—as Moloch had—and no one got a third. He was already living on borrowed time. And revolution wasn’t something to be contemplated; the great lord had lived—for all intents—forever, having been one of the nine great lords who’d conquered the last galaxy. After which, rather than sharing or fighting it out for supremacy, they’d all gone their separate ways to new galaxies, looking for new systems to conquer and subject beings to consume.

The Angra Mainyu were still rebuilding from their journey to this new galaxy; the distances had been further than expected, or the ships’ engines hadn’t performed as well as expected—no one knew, and the engineers and scientists involved had been killed and eaten, so there was no one other than the great lord to ask, and he wasn’t telling—and they had eaten their way through the subject races they’d had on the transport ships and been forced to consume members of their own race to make it the rest of the way, leaving them depleted when they arrived.

“You may rise,” Asmodeus said after a few minutes, which was, Moloch knew, the minimum time decorum required. Either the great lord was happy, or he had a task for Moloch. Moloch looked up from the orange carpet—the shade of blood—but respectfully did not meet the great lord’s eyes. It was actually easier, too; meeting the great lord’s gaze had caused many a being to quail, and once you showed fear, your life was over.

“I have a mission for you,” Asmodeus said.

“Of course,” Moloch said. “How may I be of service?”

“Your plan for defeating the new enemy was adequate, though you did not successfully destroy the three ships that ventured into this system.”

“Thank you, Great Lord.” 

“It was adequate, based on the fact that the enemy ships have technology that we do not. They can disappear and reappear at will, and their weapons can do the same, making them hard to defend against. In order to defeat them, my advisors tell me that we are going to need to have this technology, too.”

“It would definitely make winning more battles for you easier.”

“Good. We are in agreement that the Angra Mainyu must have this technology. Go and get it.”

“I...um...I’m sorry, Great Lord. Did you just tell me to go and get the technology?”

“Do I need to repeat myself?” Asmodeus asked, his voice dropping to a whisper.

“Absolutely not,” Moloch replied. “I will go and get the technology for you.” He started to turn, but stopped himself. “The enemy will not, of course, want to give it up, and as you have seen, it is hard to make them fight when they do not want to. Will I be given any resources to help me secure the technology for you?”

“You may have command of three squadrons of cruisers. Do not throw them away lightly, but whatever you do, bring me back that technology. Or do not come back.”

“Yes, Great Lord, it shall be as you will.”

* * * 
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Lust for Power, Shipyard, Surrgos System

“We need to do what?” the XO asked, fluttering his wings.

“We need to bring back the technology that allows our enemy to disappear and reappear.”

“How are we going to do that, Lord Moloch? So far, that group of three ships has destroyed over 30 ships, and we only have about that many.”

“True, but they can’t have unlimited missiles. I think they must have run out of them in the final battle with us.”

“Why is that?”

“Because they fled, rather than continue to do battle with us. If they’d had more missiles, they could have continued to shoot them at us from wherever they go when they disappear, yet they did not. Therefore, I suspect they had no more missiles left to use on us, and their other systems are on par with ours. One on one, using only lasers and shields, our ships are almost a match for their big one—the one this ‘Sheppard’ was in—and more than a match for the smaller ones.”

“We just have to figure out how to force them to stand and fight,” the XO said. “As it is, we can’t keep them from running, which will make capturing one of their ships difficult, and they haven’t shown a predilection to surrender when beaten.” 

“Would you surrender to us if you had the choice?”

“No, I would not.” The XO shrugged. “But many races in the past have done so.”

“True. But these have not. Why do you suppose that is?”

“I don’t know. Maybe they value their miserable lives overmuch.”

Moloch paused, thinking. Finally, he nodded. “Yes, I think that’s it.”

“What do you mean, Lord?” the XO asked.

“You asked how we would bring them to battle. We are going to have to put their people at risk; that will make them come to us. I have reviewed the battle records for this new group of enemy. When given the opportunity, they go after our collector ships first. Why would they do that?”

“I don’t know, Lord, why?”

“Because, like you said, they value their miserable lives overmuch. Their first response isn’t to go to battle, like ours would be, but to destroy the collector ships harvesting their people. If we put their people in peril, perhaps they will come and do battle with us, to the point where we can capture one of their ships.”

“That makes sense, Lord, but we have to assume their ships have been resupplied since we fought them. As they have already defeated 32 of our ships, and we only have 36 ships with us...”

“How do we keep them from destroying all our ships?”

“Yes, Lord.”

“We didn’t have the spars the first time we fought them,” Moloch explained. “We will equip all our ships with the spars before we go, and then they will need several times the number of missiles they used the first time we fought them. We will concentrate on the big one, as much as possible, too. The smaller ones must have smaller magazines, due to their size; if we can destroy the large one, it will be easy to let the smaller ones shoot themselves dry. And then...”

“And then what, Lord?”

Moloch’s lips skinned back from his teeth in a lustful smile. “And then they will be ours.”

* * * * *
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Chapter Four
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Bridge, Banking Cartel Ship Greater Interest, Vuichard System

“Ten minutes to the stargate,” the helmsman said.

“Very well,” Captain Gol’dat said. “Set General Quarters.”

The lights and horns for General Quarters began flashing and sounding. Gol’dat smiled. There was no way his fleet would lose to the enemy. If they were so incompetent that three ships could destroy 30 of them, his fleet would make short work of them. Then he’d destroy the Terrans on the way home, and the Efreeti nuisance for the cherry on top of the shugall. He would return the hero, and the sky would be the limit. A boardroom position was nearly assured.

“Wait...uh...” the sensor operator said.

“What is it?” Gol’dat asked.

“Uh, we’ve got ships coming through the stargate, sir! It’s...sir, it’s the enemy! Enemy ships are coming through!”

Gol’dat switched his comm to the fleet-wide net. “All ships, this is Captain Gol’dat. The enemy is making this easy for us. All ships, assume combat spread and fire at the enemy ships as they come through the stargate. Fire at will!”

The CO switched off the comm and looked at his weapons officer. “What are you waiting for? Target that ship and fire!”

Lasers speared out from at least 20 of his ships, as well as missiles and volleys of missiles from at least 20 others. The enemy ship’s shields failed, and it was holed by several lasers as a second ship emerged from the stargate. 

This one was more prepared than the first ship had been, and launched two volleys of missiles before its shields failed, and it exploded. One of his ships joined it as the enemy cruiser’s second volley turned it into a short-lived fireball. In the time it took to destroy the second enemy ship, three more had entered the system, and Gol’dat’s forces spread their weapons over the new targets.

Most of the fire concentrated on the third cruiser, but not all, and it took longer to destroy than it had taken for either of the first two ships. A total of ten enemy cruisers had transitioned into the system as Greater Interest’s weapons switched to the fourth cruiser, and four of his ships were now either out of action or destroyed outright. Only about 1/3 of his fleet took the fifth cruiser under fire; many of the allied ships were now engaged in life-or-death battles of their own as the enemy continued to pour into the system.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
o
Ly L+

A\

L [ \&E JJL[\L [J

WN

h

@/D

A THE PROEENITDRS' WAR BODK 3

e seemmtEns






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





