
Future Shock

Future Shock I

Christopher G. Nuttall

Cover By Tan Ho Sim

https://www.artstation.com/alientan

––––––––
[image: ]


http://www.chrishanger.net

http://chrishanger.wordpress.com/

http://www.facebook.com/ChristopherGNuttall

––––––––
[image: ]


All Comments Welcome!
Contents

Cover Blurb

Dedication

Chapter One: TFS John Birmingham, 3625

Chapter Two: HMS Vendetta, 3625

Chapter Three: TFS John Birmingham, 3625

Chapter Four: USS Grant, 2308

Chapter Five: TFS John Birmingham/ USS Grant, 2308

Chapter Six: TFS John Birmingham, 2308

Chapter Seven: TFS John Birmingham, 2308

Chapter Eight: USS Grant/TFS John Birmingham, 2308

Chapter Nine: Marine Assault Unit/TFS John Birmingham, 2308

Chapter Ten: TFS John Birmingham/ HMS Vendetta/USS Grant, 2308

Chapter Eleven: Titan Base, 2308

Chapter Twelve: TFS Dauntless/UN Compound, 2308

Chapter Thirteen: UN Compound, 2308

Chapter Fourteen: UN Compound, 2308

Chapter Fifteen: UN Compound, 2308

Chapter Sixteen: New York, 2308

Chapter Seventeen: UN Compound, 2308

Chapter Eighteen: Earth Orbit, 2308

Chapter Nineteen: TFS John Birmingham, 2308

Chapter Twenty: HMS Vendetta, 2308

Chapter Twenty-One: Chinese Government Bunker, 2308

Chapter Twenty-Two: UN Compound, 2308

Chapter Twenty-Three: USS Grant, 2308

Chapter Twenty-Four: Combined Marine Training Centre, 2308

Chapter Twenty-Five: TFS John Birmingham, 2308

Chapter Twenty-Six: Earth Orbit, 2308

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Combined Fleet, 2308

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Diyang-14, 2308

Chapter Twenty-Nine: Diyang-14, 2308

Chapter Thirty: Diyang-14, 2308

Chapter Thirty-One: Luna Settlement, 2308

Chapter Thirty-Two: UN Compound, 2308

Chapter Thirty-Three: Chinese Spaceport, 2308

Chapter Thirty-Four: Xian Tian, 2308

Chapter Thirty-Five: Xian Tian, 2308

Chapter Thirty-Six: USS Nimitz, 2308

Chapter Thirty-Seven: Diyang Prime, 2308

Chapter Thirty-Eight: Diyang Prime, 2308

Chapter Thirty-Nine: Diyang Prime, 2308

Chapter Forty: Diyang Prime, 2308

Epilogue

Afterword

How To Follow

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Cover Blurb


[image: ]


A thousand years in the future, human civilisation has been driven to the brink of extinction by the Killers, a mysterious alien race seemingly intent on exterminating every other form of sentient life. Desperately fleeing utter annihilation, a handful of starships use an experimental stardrive in a bid to escape, only to find themselves thrown back in time to the dawn of the First Interstellar War in 2308, where mankind is making its first stand against an alien foe. And they are not alone.

For the time travellers, it is a chance to rewrite history, to end the war quickly with futuristic technology, speed up the development of a post-scarcity society and prepare the human race for the second inevitable encounter with genocidal aliens. For the contemporary humans, their mere arrival is devastating; future technology threatens to undermine their society, future historical records name heroes and villains alike before they make their mark, future attitudes and values challenge everything they hold dear.

With two alien enemies breathing down their necks, and the fate of humanity itself in the balance, both sides have to cooperate. But as the impact of the sudden change in history spreads, and time itself is changed beyond all recognition, the threat to humanity may come from human nature itself ... 
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To John Birmingham, even though I emailed and got permission for this.
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Chapter One: TFS John Birmingham, 3625
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“Is this all?”

Commodore Ethan Boswell stared at the holographic display in a dismay so profound that even the regulatory implants naval personnel carried as a matter of course couldn’t keep the emotion under control. Nine starships, all that remained of the Federation Navy, a navy that had once counted its starships in the millions. Nine ships, ten if one counted the Zargana heavy cruiser holding station behind TFS John Birmingham. Nine ships ...

“If there are any others,” Doctor Rachel Boswell said quietly, “they didn’t answer the all-ships hypercom call.”

Ethan swallowed hard, refusing to look at the eHuman behind him. His wife had transcribed herself into a datacore, reducing her entire body and soul into a matrix that would – one day – be returned to a cloned human body, assuming anyone remained alive to do it. She had chosen to keep herself awake and aware, running as an independent personality within the starship’s datacore rather than losing herself in a virtual fantasy or simply freezing her thought routines to ensure she had no awareness of the passage of time, something Ethan considered a mixed blessing. He would have preferred to be able to hold his wife, no matter how selfish it would have been when thousands of other naval personnel were unable to hold their own loved ones. They would be reborn one day, he promised himself, if the fleet managed to get clear of the Killers. 

Yes, his thoughts pointed out. If.

“They can’t all be gone,” he said. “They just can’t.”

But he found it all too easy to believe. John Birmingham had been too far from Earth to join the battle, the hopeless engagement between hundreds of thousands of human and allied starships and an alien fleet that was so alien it was hard to get a lock on their hulls, let alone blow them apart. Four years of fighting had taught humanity a few lessons about engaging such alien targets, but even the massed might of the Federation Navy and the colossal industrial power of the Federation hadn’t been enough to do more than slow the Killers. In the end, they’d descended on Earth, unleashing powerful weapons that slid through humanity’s defences and hulls as if they weren’t even there, tearing through a fleet that had once been the unchallenged master of the known universe. They’d been racing to the core system to join the final battle, even though he’d known it was suicide. His orders had been clear – he was to take the handful of remaining ships far from the known galaxy, each ship containing one of the all-important genetic databanks through which the human race might live again – but he’d still felt like a coward, when he’d given the order to retreat. It was the right move and yet ... he shook his head. He had watched his home die, and yet he had run, abandoning the rest of the navy to its fate.

“There’s no answer,” his wife pointed out. He looked up at her shimmering face. “We’re on our own.”

“I know,” Ethan said. “If the new stardrive doesn’t work ...”

He scowled as he turned back to his display, watching the techs put the final touches into place before the drives were activated. A standard jumpdrive couldn’t hope to get the ragtag fleet away from their merciless enemies – the Killers had proved they could follow human ships through multiple jumps – but humanity’s scientists hadn’t been idle when they’d seen proof they didn’t know everything about the limits of the possible. They hadn’t been able to duplicate the Killer stardrive – it was as alien as the rest of their technology – yet it had given them some ideas. The modified drive might just get the fleet clear long enough to rebuild, to recreate human civilisation and prepare for the next encounter. Or it might get them all killed.

His eyes lingered on the light codes marking the handful of surviving starships. The Zargana heavy cruiser was alone; realistically, Ethan was surprised the starship captain hadn’t set out to his own homeworld, in hopes of saving what he could. The Zargana had been humanity’s enemies, then its rivals, then finally allies ... of a sort. Ethan was painfully aware there were still plenty of Zargana who blamed humanity for the troubles their empire had suffered over the last two centuries, the arrival of the Killers only adding to their fury as it became clear the Killers intended to kill everyone, regardless of their race or creed. The Zargana wouldn’t have an easy time of it, when it came to rebuilding. They’d never liked the idea of uploading and storing personalities in datacores and now ... he promised himself his fleet would do everything in its power to save their allies from extinction. The human race owed it to them.

“I read the report,” Rachel said. “As long as we have the colonist-carrier, we should be able to rebuild.”

“So they say,” Ethan said. Given time, the colonist-carrier could fabricate almost anything a colony might need, from basic farming equipment to starships and weapons capable of blasting almost anything to atoms ... anything, apart from a Killer starship. The ship was designed to operate alone, to set up a colony a very long way from home ... creating housing and then inviting settlers or recreating them out of the genetic datacores. “If we don’t get clear ...”

His wife elbowed him. The hologram passed right through his skin. “We’re safe for the moment,” she said. “It isn’t over yet.”

“You always were the optimistic one,” Ethan said. 

He knew she was trying to cheer him up, but ... his wife, for all her virtues, wasn’t a naval officer. She didn’t understand the sheer scale of the defeat, didn’t realise that the end was nigh ... didn’t comprehend that rebuilding even a fraction of the Federation Navy would take time they didn’t have. Sure, all the lost officers and civilians would live again – if they’d backed themselves up in time – but would there be any safety for them? No one knew where the Killers came from, or why there’d been no hint of contact before the first – disastrous – encounter. Some naval analysts speculated they came from the Clouds, or even a more distant galaxy. The fleet might be heading right towards their enemy’s core worlds. There was just no way to be sure. It would take centuries for his fleet to reach Andromeda. How long would it take their enemies?

His heart sank. The human race was doomed, reduced to a handful of starships and a genetic datacore that might never be decanted into a multitude of clone bodies. The other alien races humanity had encountered – some friends and allies, others enemies or simply too alien for contact to be more than perfunctory – had been slaughtered too. It didn’t seem fair. The human race had overcome its problems and built a golden age where everyone had enough to eat and drink and follow their interests ... where everyone lived long enough to experiment with a hundred different careers and lifestyles until they found one they liked, or simply keep changing to ensure the universe never grew boring. The Federation Navy had sworn to protect a towering civilisation and failed, leaving billions to be slaughtered ... billions who might never live again. If they didn’t get clear ...

“Yeah,” Rachel said. “I guess I am.”

The console bleeped. Ethan glanced at it, feeling ice gripping his heart. The fleet was a long way off the beaten track, hundreds of light-years from the nearest settled world ... a world that had been blasted to atoms now, the population mercilessly slaughtered by the Killers. There was no reason to think they could be tracked down, but they didn’t understand how the aliens travelled through space or how their sensors worked. For all he knew, one of their weird fleets of strange – utterly alien – starships was bearing down on them now, their eerie technology making them difficult to track before it was too late. The fleet was supposed to be hiding, all drives and weapons stepped down as much as possible to keep from radiating any betraying emissions ... but were they nothing more than a child covering their eyes and pretending the adults couldn’t see them? The Killers might already be closing in to finish the slaughter. His fleet was exposed ...

He allowed himself a moment of relief. A random energy flicker. Not dangerous. Not yet.

“I think we’re far too exposed,” he said, quietly. “But what else can we do?”

Rachel smiled at him. “Keep going,” she told him. “The Navy wouldn’t have told you to preserve what you could if they didn’t have faith in you.”

Ethan snorted, rudely. He was a starship commander, true, and a de facto commodore through seniority, but he wasn’t one of the dashing young officers who made the holovids through daring commando raids and dramatic engagements against alien threats. His rise in the ranks had been slow because he refused to take risks and put his crew on the line to make a name for himself. It was something he’d always seen as reckless, even with the tech edge the navy had enjoyed until their final enemy arrived. Better to be slow and steady, he’d always thought. His ship represented the navy, and he was damned if he’d act like an imprudent fool, or a trigger-happy warmonger from a distant century. He’d thought there were no alien powers that could seriously threaten his ship.

He shuddered. He’d been wrong. They had all been wrong. And the entire navy had paid the price.

“I’m all that’s left,” he pointed out, quietly. “Nine starships. There’s nothing left.”

He stood, the hatch hissing open as he stepped out of his ready room and walked along the corridor. TFS John Birmingham was a kilometre from bow to stern, tiny compared to the giant planetoids that had been the pride of the Federation Navy, and normally there was plenty of room for her crew to spread out and enjoy luxury even as they fought to defend their civilisation. Now, there were hundreds of refugees lying in makeshift beds or sitting against the bulkheads, their heads in their hands as they waited to die. The fleet had picked up as many as possible, during the desperate flight to the RV point, but there was little they could offer in the way of reassurance. It was a scene from a bygone era, with men, women and children forced to flee their homes for an uncertain fate, all too aware that staying where they were would be far worse. The Killers weren’t interested in conquest; they’d never tried to enslave the human race ... they just killed. His heart twisted painfully. The refugees would never see their homes again. Their homes – giant star-spanning rings, smaller colonies, giant starships – were gone.

A hand caught his. “When can we go home?”

Ethan looked down. The girl was young. The Federation had unlocked the secret of eternal youth long ago, and simple human vanity ensured that most humans were utterly handsome and beautiful and so striking that the ones who really wanted to stand out made themselves ugly instead, but you could always tell by looking at the eyes. The girl holding him really was young, probably no older than she looked. Old enough to know how she could change her body to suit herself, young enough to be still under parental guidance, disallowed from changing herself too far until she knew precisely what she was doing. And too young to grasp the simple fact existence as they knew it was over.

“I’m sorry, child.” Ethan felt his heart break. The girl was too young. She wasn’t a hundred years old, old enough to live a full life. She would never know the glory of living in a post-scarcity civilisation, never know the security that came with being part of a society advanced enough to defeat any potential threats. “There’s no way to go home.”

He hated himself for saying it, even as he cast his eyes up and down the corridor. Where were her parents? Had they gotten out in time? The evacuation had been a nightmare, most humans hastily downloading themselves into the datacores and transferring their patterns to his ships before it was too late. Were her parents still alive? Isolated and frozen within the datacores? Or gone, gone so completely they’d never be resurrected? Ethan had grown up in a world where death was nothing more than a temporary inconvenience, where you could be reborn from a back-up unless you deliberately chose to go onwards. That world was gone now. Her parents might be gone too.

The girl stared down at the deck. She didn’t get it, he knew. How could she? He was old enough to be her great-grandfather and he didn’t get it either, despite the coldness gripping his heart. He knew the situation was bad, knew the human race teetered on the brink of extinction ... he was torn between the part of his mind that knew it was over, that humanity had finally come to an end, and the part of him that refused to accept it. They couldn’t be doomed. They couldn’t ...

But they were.

He turned and stumbled away, making his way through the crowded corridor. Some refugees spoke quietly, trying to keep their children’s spirits up: others stared at nothing, unable to comprehend what had happened to their once-great civilisation. They were lucky the ship’s life support was over-engineered, he supposed, although it wouldn’t matter if the Killers found them. Force shields that shrugged off nuclear and antimatter warheads were completely ineffectual against alien weapons that didn’t seem to follow the laws of physics, weapons that seemed to slip through defences and hulls alike to materialise inside the target and rip it to shreds. Five years ago, his ship had been practically indestructible. Now ... 

“Captain,” Doctor Caroche said, as Ethan walked past sickbay. He was a tall, dark man, inhumanly thin, with eyes modified to see in ways natural-born humans couldn’t match. It wasn’t a fashion statement. It made him a more effective doctor. “Can I have a word?”

Ethan stepped into the compartment, trying not to shudder at just how many medical beds were loaded with wounded. He wasn’t used to seeing so many people so badly injured, not when they could be loaded into stasis and regeneration tubes or simply uploaded into the datacore and decanted into a new body. The doctors could normally handle anything that wasn’t immediately lethal very quickly, with a wave of their bio-regenerative medical wands. The sight in front of him was a grim reminder his ship and crew were being pushed to the limit, a reminder it was worse on the other ships. He’d thought John Birmingham had more than enough spare capability to handle anything, but ...

I was wrong, he reflected. The cruisers had been the workhorse of the fleet, back when the navy had been all-powerful. They’d handled everything from alien threats to natural disasters, and it had been rare for a cruiser to encounter something it couldn’t handle alone. The navy had deployed thousands of them, covering all the bases ... they hadn’t known what was coming. If they had ... what difference would it have made? None of us knew we were living on borrowed time.

“We’re running low on stasis tubes, and our regenerative capabilities are being pushed well past the limits,” Doctor Caroche said, quietly but firmly. Five years ago, it would have been impossible. Now, it was just another horror piled atop horror. “I request permission to start uploading the wounded to the core.”

Ethan hesitated, cursing under his breath. It was flatly illegal to copy and upload anyone without their consent. The system was carefully designed to prevent abuse – there had been enough horror stories, back when the technology had been devised, to make it very clear there was no such thing as enough safeguards – and even trying could easily cause the system to lock itself down ... unless the starship’s commander overrode the safety interlocks and made it happen. It could end very badly indeed, if the Federation Navy was ever resurrected ... how would anyone know, he asked himself silently, if the doctor engaged in a little creative editing during the uploading process? It was risky ...

“There’s little we can do for most of the patients,” Doctor Caroche said. The frustration and helplessness in his voice was all too clear. A doctor who could normally handle anything was completely overwhelmed by the sheer number of people who needed his attention. “The best we can do, right now, is give them sedatives and hope for the best.”

“Ask them if they’ll upload themselves voluntarily,” Ethan said. Cold logic agreed with the doctor. His heart argued otherwise. He might have the authority to order it, but just because you could do something didn’t mean you should. “And promise they’ll be amongst the first to be decanted when the time comes.”

If it ever does, his treacherous mind added. He didn’t really blame the patients for being reluctant to upload themselves. They would be trapped within the datacore, completely at the mercy of events they couldn’t influence. If the cruiser was caught and destroyed, they’d be dead before they knew it. They know they might be going to their deaths.

“I have,” the doctor said. The quiet desperation in his tone tore at Ethan’s heart. “The ones who agreed have already been uploaded and ...”

The alarms started to howl before Ethan could come up with a response. “Captain to the bridge! Captain to the bridge!”

“I think it may be academic now,” Ethan said, turning away. He’d given orders the alarms were only to be sounded if they detected the alien ships. His XO knew better than to break those orders. They all did. “They’ve found us!”
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Chapter Two: HMS Vendetta, 3625
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Captain Lord His Excellency Y’Opohan, Zargana Navy, stood on his bridge and thought dark thoughts about humans. 

It was a joke, he’d often told himself, that the human race, of all the known intelligent beings in the explored galaxy, had somehow become the unquestioned masters of the galaxy. They were flabby mammals, unlike his own reptilian race, and they lacked the teeth and claws they needed to be truly effective warriors. Their democracy had been a joke, their leaders weaklings, their navy lacking the ruthlessness necessary to protect their people from the harsh realities of the universe ... and yet, somehow, they’d managed to beat the Zargana so completely the Empire had become little more than a human satrapy. His people had become slaves, their spirits so broken they couldn’t unite against the human meddling that had cost an Emperor his throne and reshaped their society beyond repair. Y’Opohan had been lucky his career had powerful backers, when he’d dared to say it out loud. He would have been demoted otherwise, an insult to his honour that could only be redeemed through suicide. Instead ...

He ground his sharp teeth as he stared at the display. He had no idea what had happened, when the Federation Navy had first met the Killers, but he was sure the humans had blundered and started a war they couldn’t hope to win. Their arrogance was immense, their willingness to meddle wrapped up in kindness and sympathy that was little more than cover for a hypocritical plan to reshape every society until it was exactly like their own. They had bitten off far more than they could chew, he knew, and it would have been delightful if the Zargana hadn’t been targeted for extermination too. The Killers had swept through the Zargana Empire as mercilessly as they’d swept through the Terran Federation, slaughtering the Zargana Navy and then blowing entire worlds into atoms. It was a staggering display of power, all the more so because there was no need to literally turn planets into asteroid fields. They could have wiped out the entire population without needing to destroy the planets.

His claws flexed. Nine human starships, all that remained of their fleet ... and his heavy cruiser, a genuine warship. She was crammed with energy weapons and missile batteries, unlike the soft human cruisers that couldn’t hope to meet a Zargana warship on even terms ... were it not for their tech advantage. He’d put out an emergency call, hoping and praying that another starship had survived ... he’d welcome a ship from a rival clan now, no matter they’d be bitter enemies under other circumstances. No ship had answered, leaving him uneasily aware his vessel was the last naval warship ... and his crew the last of his kind. The humans had uploaded themselves into their datacores, a cheap trick they used to cheat death, but his people weren’t soft. They hadn’t availed themselves of the technology, even though the humans had shared it. He understood the logic – there was no point in seeking honour through daring deeds and putting your life at risk if you knew you’d be resurrected – but right now he wished his people had made an exception. The nine hundred warriors on his ship were all that remained of his species. 

Perhaps I should declare myself the Emperor, he reflected, sourly. Technically, he was the Emperor. He was part of the Royal Bloodline, and everyone above him had been slaughtered by the eerie aliens the humans had provoked. But wouldn’t it be rather pointless?

Officer D’Holin turned to face him, dipping her snout into the posture of respect. “My Lord, we have not received any response to our signals.”

Y’Opohan felt a flash of pure anger, directed at the humans and his officer and – in truth – at himself. It was wrong to have a female on the command deck, it was wrong to let her serve on his ship in any capacity. She should be in her home, raising children and teaching them to respect the Empire and the Emperor ... oh, the humans had done immense damage when they’d backed the wrong side in the civil war. They’d meddled, telling the would-be ruler that they’d support him if he removed all restrictions on female roles within the empire, ensuring they could do everything a male could ... he felt his claws flex and controlled them with an effort, telling himself he should be grateful. There were forty females on his ship, and without them, his race would truly be doomed. The humans could clone bodies from scratch. His ship lacked that capability too.

“Keep trying,” he growled, feeling a flicker of dark pleasure at her flinch. She was good at her job, and very pleasing to look upon, but she shouldn’t be on his bridge. She wouldn’t be, he told himself, once the fleet made it somewhere safe. The females would be ordered to mate with as many males as possible, to ensure their children would be genetically diverse ... they wouldn’t be happy, but it didn’t matter. The survival of the species came first. “There has to be someone else out there, there has to be.”

He clacked his claws as he stared at the display. The fleet was holding station within a gas giant’s atmosphere, an old tactic for remaining unnoticed that might – or might not – be any use against technology so alien no one understood how it worked. Human technology was advanced, true, but it wasn’t that different from the Empire’s. Hell, there had been a time when the Zargana had been far more advanced than their human enemies. How had they lost? His people had been fools, so convinced of their own superiority that they hadn’t realised the true nature of their new enemies. The Killers, by contrast, had been utterly merciless. They had torn through the human starships with a brutal efficiency that would have been admirable if they hadn’t been destroying his navy too. They could find the human ships – and his cruiser – at any moment and then ... Y’Opohan had no illusions. The Killers would do what they did best.

They’d kill. 

His console chimed, once. “My Lord,” Engineer Y’Goaha said. “The human drive unit has been attached to our hull. The human engineers are returning to their ship.”

Y’Opohan felt another flash of pure rage, mingled with hatred. The humans were mocking him, even as they stared extinction in the face. They’d sent their engineers to assist his engineers to set up the new and experimental drive, the FTL stardrive they swore blind would carry the fleet hundreds of thousands of light-years from their former territory, as if his engineers were children barely out of the egg, children who needed their hands held until they were big enough to stand on their own two feet. He knew he should be grateful and yet ... it was impossible to think of humans as anything other than enemies, a force that had weakened everything good about his people and then thrown what was left into the fire. The humans had meddled, and his people had paid the price.

“Good.” Y’Opohan had to fight to keep his voice steady. “Do we have control over the drive coordinates?”

“No.” The engineer knew better than to hide anything from his commander, even though it was technically a confession he’d failed to carry out his orders. “The humans say the drive units have to be triggered in unison, which means we have to remain part of their datanet ...”

Y’Opohan growled. He didn’t want to spend the rest of his life dependent on human charity ... and he would, if he allowed his ship to accompany the human fleet. The Federation Navy had been oddly paranoid, ensuring that even a relatively small colonist-carrier or survey ship had the capability to rebuild their civilisation from scratch, given enough time and raw materials, but the Zargana Navy had designed and built their ships for war. It would be difficult to set up a colony world, using the resources of his ship alone, and harder still to do it without falling back into barbarism ... he had no choice. The only alternative was seeing his people stripped of the last of their vitality, to lose everything that made them who and what they were ... to become humans, in all but name. His green scales itched at the thought. It was worth any risk to ensure his people remained themselves.

“Get into the datanet and adjust the coordinates,” he ordered, curtly. The humans might notice the tampering or they might not. It didn’t matter. He’d jump away from the human ships and rebuild the empire somewhere a very long way from the Killers. By the time the Zargana encountered the Killers, or the humans, again, they would be ready. “I want to jump as soon as the drive is powered up.”

There was no hesitation in the engineer’s tone. “Yes, My Lord.”

Y’Opohan allowed himself a dark smile as he leaned back in his command throne, eyes darting from console to console ... his operators stiffening as they felt his gaze lingering on the back of their necks. None showed the despair he’d seen in some of their human counterparts, none showed the grim awareness that their society had reached the end of the line ... he let himself feel a moment of pride in his people, in their determination to survive at all costs. He himself wouldn’t live to see it – the Zargana shunned the physical immortality the humans had crafted for themselves – but he was sure they’d make it back to the top. The Killers wouldn’t stand a chance when they faced the Zargana a second time, and the humans would be exterminated. There would be no second chances, not after everything they’d done. Y’Opohan’s heirs would see to it.

Just you wait, he promised the human ships on the display. Just you wait and see what we do to you.

He forced himself to be patient, all too aware that hacking a datanet was a delicate task. The engineers could easily disconnect his ships from the human datanet, but that would probably deactivate the drive completely. It would be far easier to substitute a different set of coordinates and do it at just the right moment to ensure they jumped, before safety interlocks prevented the drive from going live. The timing would have to be exact. He felt his heart twist painfully as he waited, resisting the urge to call the engineers for an update. They didn’t need to be harassed. They were working as fast as they could. He just hoped it was fast enough.

An alarm sounded. “My Lord,” D’Holin said. “We’re picking up an alert from the remote sensor platforms. Unknown contacts have entered the system!”

“Sound battle stations.” Y’Opohan felt his hearts turning to ice. Unknown contacts ... anything other than the Killers would have been identified at once, by human sensor platforms an order of magnitude more capable than anything the Zargana Navy possessed. His people had concentrated on developing newer and better weapons, not sensors ... ironically, their more primitive sensor suites had been better at tracking the Killers than their hyper-advanced human counterparts. They were too dumb to fool easily. “Transfer main power to weapons and the drive.”

“Yes, My Lord.”

Y’Opohan leaned forward, watching the live feed from the sensor display as the alien ships glided forward. The display flickered and flared, patches of static covering the alien icons as the sensor arrays fought to make sense of their truly alien nature. It was hard, almost impossible, to describe the alien ships, even when starship crewmen saw the vessels with the naked eye. They were biological nightmares, their forms shifting in a manner that could never be put into words ... and they killed. They moved through space like sharks through water, deploying weapons he couldn’t even begin to comprehend. His eyes hurt as he stared at the display. The medics had never managed to explain why, but they did. The sense of looking at something truly wrong was impossible to avoid, even for him.

“How did they find us?”

The question hung in the air. Y’Opohan had no answer. The Killers ignored things that should have led them to their targets, such as betraying radio signals, and somehow tracked down ships that weren’t radiating anything ... that should have been taken for nothing more than asteroids floating in space. Y’Opohan guessed they had some sort of sensor system that made human technology look primitive, although he had no idea what. A standard FTL sensor suite should not have been able to locate the fleet ...

“Hold station,” he ordered. The alien ships were getting closer ... he thought. It was hard to get a solid lock on their position, let alone target their hulls with FTL weapons. The only way to beat the Killers was to get close and engage with basic missiles, and they’d chop his ship to pieces if he tried. The humans had mass-produced remotely-controlled warships once they’d realised what they had to do, but they hadn’t managed to churn out nearly enough to make a difference. His people had been overwhelmed too quickly to start doing it for themselves. “They may not have caught us.”

It was wishful thinking and he knew it. The fleet might be hidden within a gas giant, but ... the Killers couldn’t have entered the system by accident. Could they? There were thousands of star systems along the Rim of explored space, thousands upon thousands of rocky worlds, gas giants and asteroid fields that could shelter a hidden colony or a handful of starships preparing for a desperate jump into the unknown. Perhaps it was just a coincidence ... no. The odds were staggeringly against it. The Killers knew they were there. It was just a matter of time until the fleet came under fire.

“My Lord,” D’Holin said. “The humans are asking us to join their tactical datanet.”

Y’Opohan wanted to scream in frustration. The handful of starships were outmatched and probably outnumbered. It was hard to get any solid idea of how many utterly alien starships were bearing down on them, probing the rings of dust and rocks surrounding the gas giant with sensors so advanced they could probably see right into the atmosphere, all the way down to the core at the heart of the gaseous world. His passive sensors couldn’t detect what they were using, let alone figure out how to spoof it. They were trapped now, pressed against the gas giant ... unable even to activate the normal jumpdrive. He stared at the human ships, suddenly aware they’d led him and his crew – the last of their race – to their deaths. Their hiding place had turned into a lethal trap.

“Link us in,” he ordered, reluctantly. They might as well fight the last battle as a united force ... not that it mattered. The Killers were about to butcher them as effortlessly as they’d butchered the rest of the combined navies. “And prepare to engage the enemy.”

He allowed his hand to dance over the console, checking vectors ... it went against the grain to plan to retreat, to run for cover and jump out the moment they were clear of the planet’s gravity well, but there was no choice. The humans would be performing the same calculations, of course, trying to determine if there was a way to sacrifice the smaller ships to get the colonist-carrier and the survey ships clear before it was too late. Y’Opohan doubted it, unless the humans had managed to figure out a way to boost their drives beyond all reason. He’d seen the Killers effortlessly running down starships that had been flying at half the speed of light. Whatever they used to power their ships, it was hellishly effective.

The Killers kept sweeping the orbitals, flying in alien formations that looked chaotic to his eyes ... not, he supposed, that his naval formations would make any sense to them either. They didn’t have any need to maintain separation, nor did they have to keep their shields up to block FTL missiles ... he supposed he should be grateful they’d never bothered to duplicate the technology. They didn’t need it. They’d torn through hundreds of thousands of starships effortlessly ...

“Perhaps they’ll miss us,” D’Holin breathed. “They’re not coming into the low orbitals.”

“Be quiet,” Y’Opohan snarled. 

He saw her flinch and felt a moment of cold satisfaction. Females had no place on the bridge, and that was why. They were too flirty, too prone to wishful thinking. The Killers hadn’t missed the fleet; they were taking their time to ensure they had their targets pinned and helpless before they closed in for the kill. The humans were also prone to wishful thinking ... no wonder they’d supported female emancipation. They’d assumed the females would be their loyal allies. They had been right, until the Killers arrived. But it was too late now.

Damn you, he thought, his eyes gliding back to the human starships as they prepared for one last engagement, an engagement they already knew was lost. It wasn’t enough to crush us, was it? You had to destroy us and yourselves as well.

His hand lingered on the firing key. It would be so easy to open fire on the human ships, to have the satisfaction of destroying the last humans before the Killers blew his ship into atoms. At this range, there’d be no hope of escape ... hatred surged within his hearts, mingled with bitter despair. It would be so easy ...

“My Lord.” D’Holin sounded chastened. It wasn’t enough. “The Killers are altering course. They’re heading for the fleet.”

“Of course they are,” Y’Opohan snapped. There was no point in scolding her further. “Inform the crew. If this is to be our last battle, we will not be found wanting.”

“Yes, My Lord.”
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Chapter Three: TFS John Birmingham, 3625
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Ethan’s head hurt.

He gritted his teeth as he stared through the neural link, watching the Killers altering course. They were so alien his sensors couldn’t get a solid image, couldn’t do more than offer rough ideas of their exact course and speed. There could be ten starships out there or twenty ... he couldn’t tell. It was galling beyond words that signatures that had brought so much death and destruction to the human race were just so uncertain, that the navy didn’t have a clear idea of just who – or what – it was fighting. The Killers were a mystery. No one had ever seen a Killer and lived to tell the tale. Ethan knew there were people who argued the Killer starships were the Killers, a biological weapons system that had gained sentience, exterminated its creators, and gone on to lay waste to the rest of the known universe. It was as good a theory as any other.

His mind raced through the network, assessing possible escape vectors. There were none. The Killers had the high ground, their near-perfect hiding place becoming a trap now the enemy had actually found them. Perhaps it would have been wiser to hide in interstellar space, no matter the lack of raw materials for the fabbers, or simply set out to their final destination at once, leaving behind the few starships that couldn’t make the RV point in time. He shook his head and cursed his fate one final time, knowing he and his entire fleet were doomed. Humanity’s last battle was about to be one of its shortest.

“Bring up the drives, transfer power to weapons and deflector shields,” he ordered. “Prepare to engage.”

His crew, their minds linked into the ship’s datanet, hurried to obey. There might be issues locating the alien ships, and their heads were hurting too as they tried to localise their targets, but they did their duty. Ethan frowned as he saw Vendetta coming around, the Zargana crew seemingly less troubled by the alien presence ... the Zargana had never developed true neural linkages for themselves, even though they had the technology to make it work. There was no physical reason why they couldn’t ... in hindsight, it might have worked out in their favour. Their crew wouldn’t be distracted by the Killer’s ships, their minds disrupted by looking too closely at something their eyes weren’t designed to see. But there was no time to redesign his bridge, and that of the other starships, let alone retrain his crew to use more primitive technology. He was going to have to fight the battle without what little edge such systems would give him.

Not that it would matter, he thought, darkly. They wiped out the Zargana Navy with the same brutal efficiency they used to slaughter the Federation Navy.

Ethan took a long breath. The human race couldn’t be doomed. A civilisation that had stretched across thousands of light-years couldn’t be wiped out in five years. There had to be a handful of ships and colonies left, hiding from the Killers. There had been plans to set up concealed settlements, with nothing more advanced than hand-powered tools, to keep the Killers from detecting them ... had one of those schemes borne fruit before the navy fought its hopeless final battle? Or had it already been too late? The idea of going back to a primitive era, where men fought wars with swords and gunpowder muskets and women were second-class citizens, was appalling, but if the only other option was extermination ...

He shook his head. He’d never know.

“Prepare to launch decoy drones,” he ordered. The fleet might just be able to make it through the gas giant’s atmosphere and out into space on the far side. If they did, there would be a brief window of opportunity to jump out, power up the new stardrive, and make their bid for freedom. It wasn’t much of a plan, but he couldn’t think of anything else. The Killers had found them. “Launch on my command.”

He hesitated, then opened a channel to the fleet. “This is Commodore Boswell,” he said, his words echoing through every corridor and cabin, every nook and cranny that was normally empty and was now crammed with human refugees. “Can I have your attention please?”

The next words caught in his throat. Should he tell them the truth, relying on their maturity to keep panic from spreading, or should he lie to them, let them spend their last moments unaware of the horror about to overwhelm the fleet? He honestly didn’t know. He would prefer to know the worst himself, but he was fairly sure others would disagree. They’d guess the truth, wouldn’t they? He swallowed, hard. If they wanted to spend their last moments in prayer, or preparing themselves for the final death, it was their right.

“The Killers have found us,” he said, grimly. “They will be within engagement range in moments. We have one shot to escape, and we are going to try to do so. Please remain calm and ...”

And prepare for death, his thoughts added, silently. He bit his lip, hard. What could he possibly say to make the situation any better? It was an utter disaster! If they were fighting the Zargana, or the Diyang, or one of humanity’s other more reasonable enemies, he would have tried to surrender. But there was no point in trying to surrender to the Killers. They butchered lifepods with the same enthusiasm they showed for blasting starships. What the hell do I tell them?

“We will do everything in our power to get clear of the enemy,” he said. The sheer inadequacy of the words mocked him. “But if we can’t, we will make them pay for their final victory. And know that, somewhere in the universe, the human race survives.”

They do, he told himself. He had faith. It was all he had. They must.

“Sir,” Commander Horace Abad said. “They’re entering engagement range.”

The display flashed, an eerie shimmering energy flickering from the lead alien starship to the gas giant’s atmosphere. Ethan felt his heart twist painfully. Humans used energy weapons and missiles, some equipped with jump drives that ensured they reached their target before any possible warning, but the Killers used something different. The energy pulses they used seemed to flicker in and out of reality itself, perhaps bypassing deflector shields by moving through upper and lower dimensions rather than crashing right into the force fields and evaporating uselessly. No one had managed to come up with a working theory of how they did it, let alone found a way to counter it. Shields designed to stop FTL missiles were useless against the alien weapons.

They’re tormenting us, Ethan thought, numbly. The alien weapons might be some kind of energy, but they didn’t move at the speed of light. They seemed to crawl towards the fleet, flickering vortexes of ... something ... that appeared to be both matter and energy. They can finish us off at any moment and yet they’re mocking us, playing it slowly to draw the kill out as long as possible.

“Launch decoys,” he ordered. The Killers weren’t often fooled by decoys, but it had happened on occasion. “And commence evasive manoeuvres.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ethan gritted his teeth as two more alien starships opened fire, pain stabbing into his skull as he looked upon the face of the medusa. The energy was just ... alien. He wished for a fleet of drones, a formation he could ram right into the alien fleet, trading hundreds of automated ships for a single Killer starship, but he had only ten ships under his command, all manned. If he sacrificed the fleet ... what good would it do?

“Lock FTL missiles on target,” he said, knowing the target coordinates would be dangerously vague. One highly-classified research paper he’d read had speculated the alien starships existed in multiple dimensions at once, ensuring any weapons aimed at them would go right through them as if they didn’t exist. Perhaps they didn’t, in some sense. Perhaps he was looking at the shadow of something far larger, a multidimensional iceberg where the tip was nothing more than a tiny fraction of the whole. Or perhaps the whole theory was nonsense. It was something else he’d never know. “Volley fire, on my command.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ethan sucked in his breath as the alien weapons crawled past his ships and plunged onwards, deeper and deeper into the gas giant’s atmosphere. They’d missed! A flash of hope shot through him, mingled with the grim awareness the Killers had never shown even a hint of running out of ammunition. They’d fired their eerie weapons thousands of times during the Battle of Earth ... all they had to do was keep firing, knowing that – sooner or later – they’d score a hit. And yet, they were holding their fire.

Perhaps they don’t like travelling too far into the gravity well, he thought, although he doubted it. His fleet couldn’t hope to survive if they lost their shields and drive fields, not so deep within the atmosphere, but the Killers had never shown any concern about flying through a planetary atmosphere. Or ...

“They’re firing again,” Abad said. “Random spread. It’s as if they don’t know quite where we are.”

“They do,” Ethan said. The Killers had better sensors than the Federation Navy. They knew where the human ships were hiding. They were indulging their sadistic side, now the war was as good as won. “Return fire.”

“Aye, sir.”

John Birmingham shuddered slightly as she unleashed a spread of FTL missiles, the other ships opening fire a second later. The missiles jumped to FTL as soon as they were clear of the drive fields, racing towards the alien ships at a speed most humans found utterly impossible to comprehend. It was practically point-blank range, on an interplanetary scale, and yet the Killers didn’t seem perturbed. The compressed antimatter loaded into the missile warheads did little, if any, damage to their ships. They didn’t seem to have shields, Ethan noted bitterly, but it hardly mattered. He might as well have been shooting spitballs. Their hulls shimmered slightly as the blasts washed over them, but if there was any damage it wasn’t evident. The only way anyone had found to take out a Killer starship was to ram it, and that would be ...

“Energy surge, directly below us,” Lieutenant Sadie Hawking snapped. She was young, only in her fifties ... the kind of junior officer who needed more seasoning before she was allowed to take the helm. Normally. Now, she was the best Ethan had. The more experienced officers hadn’t survived the Battle of Earth. “They’re targeting the gas giant’s core!”

Ethan swore. The alien weapons triggered some kind of fission process, the researchers had argued, setting off a chain reaction within the target that blew it to dust. Fission beams were hardly unknown, although force fields could deflect them with ease ... the Killers, naturally, had something a great deal more powerful than humanity had ever devised. If they were bombarding the solid core at the heart of the gas giant ...

His blood ran cold. They were going to turn the gas giant into a tiny supernova!

“Boost the drives,” he snapped. The fleet had to get out of the atmosphere and make a run for it, before it was too late. How long would it take for the gas giant to explode? A standard supernova bomb – a weapon capable of taking out an entire star system, a weapon humanity had considered a last resort – took hours to reshape local gravity to trigger the process, although it was irreversible once it reached the heart of the star and went to work. “Deploy drones ... and prepare to activate the new stardrive!”

“Sir,” Sadie said. “The techs said ...”

“The techs aren’t here.” Ethan knew the dangers. Jumping too close to a gravity well might send them to a random location, or throw them into the heart of a star, or simply scatter the fleet across millions of light-years. There would be no hope of ever finding their fellows again, forcing them to test the theory that a single starship could rebuild the Federation ... if they survived the jump. “We have to get out of here!”

Another shudder ran through the ship. Turbulence on a starship ... he would have laughed if it wasn’t so serious. The gas giant’s atmosphere was already destabilising, pockets of gas exploding as the core started to disintegrate, throwing out flares of superhot matter into the upper atmosphere. Hopefully, it would buy the fleet some time by hiding them from their enemies. The Killers might just pull back to watch the show ...

“Hold fire,” he ordered. The Killers might trace the missiles back to their firing platforms ... impossible, on paper, but so were so many of their other tricks. “And deploy the final set of drones.”

“Aye, sir.” Abad sounded reluctant. There was nothing to be gained by continuing to fire, save for the belief they were accomplishing something. It wasn’t much, but it was all they had. “Weapons safe. I say again, weapons safe.”

Ethan nodded, feeling the hull shake again. The Killers had a slight disadvantage now, he supposed. Their ships might be difficult to localise, but there was no way they could keep his ships from getting a rough idea of where they were. They were holding station over the gas giant, firing bolt after bolt of eerie energy into the atmosphere ... the space behind the gas giant was clear as far as he could tell. Unless they had their own form of cloaking technology ... not impossible, he supposed, but why would they bother to use it here? They already had all the advantages they could possibly ask for.

We won’t die here, he promised himself. We won’t.

The vectors converged sharply. It was a race now, a race to get out of the atmosphere and into clear space before the gas giant exploded. He sent a query into the datanet, accessing the memories and intellects of the finest cosmologists in human history, but their collective brain patterns couldn’t give him a clear answer of just when the gas giant would go supernova. There were just too many variables. One projection suggested they had twenty minutes before the explosion, another hinted that the smaller explosions would prevent the bigger explosion from ever taking place. The irony chilled him. A human-designed supernova bomb would be easy to predict, if it was deployed properly. The alien weapons were dangerously unpredictable.

Perhaps that’s why they’re keeping their distance, he thought. It might just be possible for the ships to jump out before the supernova hit, but the timing would be tight. Dangerously tight. They don’t know when the balloon will go up either.

“Sir, we’re leaving the atmosphere,” Sadie reported. “I ...”

“They can see us,” Abad snapped. “They’re coming!”

Ethan gritted his teeth. The Killer starships were picking up speed, their acceleration curves terrifyingly high. They were building speed so rapidly there was no hope of outrunning them. Their ships would run the fleet down within moments ...

Alarms howled. He cursed as new icons appeared in his mind. The Killers were in front of the fleet ... he couldn’t tell if they’d microjumped or if they’d been lurking there all along ... it didn’t matter. They were flying straight into the teeth of enemy fire, fire that would tear the fleet apart effortlessly. Their time had run out.

“Upload the coordinates, link the helm network together, and activate the stardrive,” he snapped. They were dangerously close to an exploding gas giant – the gravity well was already fluctuating as explosions started to build and build to a crescendo – but there was no other choice. They’d be blown away the moment the alien starships opened fire. “Jump us out on my command!”

“Aye, sir,” Sadie said. He could hear the fear in her voice. She knew how badly things could go wrong, if there was the slightest error. “I ...”

She paused. “There’s a glitch in the jump matrix!”

Ethan felt despair howling at the back of his mind. If the jump coordinates were wrong ... the fleet was going to be scattered or destroyed or ... horror ran through him as he realised they might not make the jump at all. The new stardrive was largely untested, the datacores controlling the system barely capable of doing more than triggering it at the right time ... he’d heard a rumour, when he’d first learnt about the project, that the stardrive was a piece of alien technology that had been found on a distant world and reverse-engineered into something the navy could use. It wasn’t impossible. Humanity had copied alien technology before. Given time, he was sure, they’d have found a way to reverse-engineer Killer technology too.

And the alien starships were moving in for the kill. The final kill.

“Wipe the coordinates and re-upload them,” he snapped. It might not work, but their doom was approaching rapidly. They had to gamble everything on one final throw of the die. At least they’d die on their feet, rather than on their knees. “And jump!”

“Aye, sir,” Sadie said. Alarms howled, again, as the gas giant went critical. The gravity well fluctuated violently, waves of gravitational force battering his ship. “Datanet engaged, coordinates sent ... jumping now ...”

The world went dark. Ethan heard his ship scream, the hull twisting in agony ... something tightened on his heart, pain shooting through his mind as the neural net threatened to overload before the safeties kicked in ... he thought he heard his wife calling to him, thought he saw eerie alien shapes mocking him ...

And then the darkness reached up and swallowed him.
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Chapter Four: USS Grant, 2308
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“Local space is clear, sir,” Lieutenant Henry Georges reported. “There’s nothing on the sensors at all.”

“Noted,” Captain – also Commodore - Hamish Anderson said, without looking up from his reports. It was hard to keep the irritation out of his tone. There was a war on, a new war against an alien threat no one had known existed until they turned up and started shooting, and his task force of outdated ships was stuck at the edge of the solar system, watching for alien starships that – so far – hadn’t shown themselves. “Forward your sensor readings to Titan Base, then continue monitoring the sensors.”

“Aye, sir,” Georges said.

Hamish kicked himself, mentally. It wasn’t the younger man’s fault that they were stuck out on the edge of the solar system, far from any reasonable alien target or the task forces being assembled to give ET’s ass a good kicking. Hamish’s career had slowed and now ... he was patrolling the edge of the solar system, rather than serving on the front lines or joining the fleet being assembled to face the new enemy. He should be out there with the rest of his graduation class, putting himself between humanity and their new foe; he should have a chance to prove himself, rather than watching helplessly from the sidelines. The fleet was going to war and he was stuck here, on an outdated ship ...

If I had the connections of half my classmates, I’d be out there too, he thought, with a trace of the old resentments. But Daddy Dearest was a fucking pleb ...

He gritted his teeth, telling himself he was being silly. USS Grant might be old, one of the first heavy cruiser-carrier designs the USN had put into space, but she could still give a good account of herself. He could make a difference when the aliens showed themselves. He hoped. They knew very little about their enemy, very little about what they could do. The first reports had been vague to the point of uselessness ...

But at least we’re ready for them, he thought, grimly. All that military build-up wasn’t wasted after all.

His lips twisted. The old ideals about not militarising space hadn’t lasted past the moment there were colonies on Luna, Mars and thousands of asteroids that needed protecting. The United States and every other spacefaring power had started deploying military technology to space very quickly, developing better and better weapons in an arms race that everyone feared would end in a final war and yet couldn’t figure out a way to stop. There were just too many factions in space now, from national colonies to corporate mining stations and independent asteroid colonies that chafed at the thought of taking orders from Earth. The development of the Hamilton Gravity Warp Stardrive hadn’t calmed the frenzy, as dozens of human-compatible worlds were discovered, claimed, and settled. There was so much military hardware entering service with every passing year that it seemed a colossal waste ...

Until now.

Reports were vague, but there was an alien threat out there. Three colonies had been attacked, the fate of their populations unknown. Long-range scouts had been dispatched to fly through the occupied system, but they hadn’t been able to get close enough to determine what had happened to the human settlers or just what ET had in mind for a next target. The panic might have convinced most of the human factions to work together, on the grounds that they had to hang together or be hanged separately, yet so far they hadn’t been able to come up with any solid plans for taking the offensive and driving ET back to his homeworld. There were just too many unknowns. They didn’t even know the face of the enemy.

His heart clenched, painfully. His sister and her family had emigrated to Columbia, taking the offer of a large homestead in exchange for being amongst the first settlers on the newly-discovered world. They were lost now, trapped behind the alien iron curtain ... or dead. He wanted to take his task force to the distant star and find out what had happened, even though he knew it would be suicide. He knew his duty to the navy and yet ...

He tested his straps automatically, gritting his teeth. The techs swore blind artificial gravity was technically possible, but so far they hadn’t made it work outside the labs. The crew had to cope with spending all their time in zero-g, save for the few short hours of leave as they passed through distant fuelling stations and R&R bases that were little more than tiny bars and VR brothels. He didn’t mind – if he’d been unable to cope in zero-g, he wouldn’t have joined the navy – but it was still irritating. If the techs kept their promises ... he shook his head. There was just no way to predict when a given piece of tech would become more than just a simple lab trick.

“Sir,” Ensign Janice said. “I have the latest update from Scharnhorst.”

Hamish took the datapad and gave it a perfunctory glance. The task force was a multinational unit, seven starships from seven different nations ... he was starting to think, in all honesty, that the United States and China were the only two taking the task force seriously. The remaining five ships were even more outdated than Grant, with Scharnhorst utterly unprepared for anything more serious than a rock war between two prospectors who’d decided to fight it out instead of reaching some kind of understanding. If ET really did show himself, the task force wouldn’t be anything more than a tripwire. They couldn’t even run. The best they could do would be to fight to the last, trying to buy time for the more modern fleets to get ready to meet the enemy.

“Thanks,” he said, sourly. Scharnhorst had finally managed to get her main armament online. He had no idea what the Europeans were thinking, when they’d sent her on patrol, but ... perhaps they hadn’t realised just how exposed the task force would be, if the shit hit the fan. If. When. “I’ll speak to her CO later.”

“Aye, sir,” Janice said.

She turned and swam back to her console. Hamish turned his attention back to the nearspace display. The Joint Chiefs weren’t entirely wrong to dispatch the task force to its current position. Assuming ET’s stardrive worked on the same principle as its human counterpart, which seemed likely, they’d have to send a fleet through threadlines that would bring them out of FTL near the squadron, then check their coordinates before they jumped further into the system. Hamish might just have a chance to send a warning, then attack, before the aliens resumed their advance. On paper, it seemed a brilliant idea. In practice, who knew?

He sighed, leaning back in his chair. They would be carrying out targeting drills later, trying to smooth out the issues that came with seven different nationalities working together, preparing for the first real engagement. No doubt there would be problems, with angry accusations and recriminations going around and around when the senior officers back home learnt what had happened; thankfully, spacers tended to be a more practical breed than desk jockeys who’d forgotten what it was like to ...

An alarm pinged. “Sir,” Georges snapped. “I’m picking up an energy pulse, seventy thousand kilometres from our current position!”

“Show me,” Hamish said. An icon pinged into view on the display. Seventy thousand kilometres ... nothing, on an interplanetary scale. An enemy ship could pop off a mass driver salvo at his squadron, and there would be very little warning until it arrived. His sensors might just pick up a hint before it was too late ... he keyed his console, sending the alert to the rest of the squadron. They might have to alter position in a hurry. “Can you identify?”

“No, sir,” Georges said. “I ... I don’t think it was a jumpdrive signature. It might have been a masking field failure ...”

Hamish felt his blood run cold. The USN – and every other space navy – had spent years trying to find a way to build a real-life cloaking device. It wasn’t easy. Sure, you could render a ship effectively invisible by stepping down the drives and sensors to the bare minimum, but it was very difficult to actually use the ship for anything beyond passive monitoring, and the slightest mistake could trigger an energy pulse that would draw the enemy to you like flies to honey. Perhaps that was what had happened to the mystery contact, he reflected. A single failure had exposed their presence to his sensors ...

Do they know we’re here? Hamish had no answer. His squadron hadn’t been trying to hide. Or are they trying to lure us into a trap?

He stared at the icon for a long moment. It was too close for him to ignore and too far away for him to investigate without altering course, which might mean taking the squadron into an ambush if the energy pulse was the bait in a trap. He had no intention of taking the risk. He didn’t fear death, not when he had no wife or children to leave behind, but he disliked the idea of dying for nothing. The last thing he wanted was to repeat the Battle of Little Big Horn. If the enemy lured him into a trap, they could shoot him to pieces before he had a chance to run.

We think, he reminded himself. For all the millions of tonnes of military hardware humanity had launched into space, actual warfighting experience – at least in space – was very thin on the ground. The computer simulations could only go so far. For all we know, ET already has a lock on us and is preparing to blow us away.

Thankfully, there was another option. “Send a laser message to Titan Base, inform them of the unknown contact,” he ordered. The base would pass the warning on to the rest of the multinational force. “And then launch the ready fighters to investigate.”

“Aye, sir.”

***
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Lieutenant-Commander Tara Mayberry had been half-asleep when the alarm sounded, dreaming of her planned shore leave ... a shore leave that had probably been cancelled, now the USN was going to war. She
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