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      Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters wished she could close her ears and sonar to the datasong that filled her command pool. Her eyes were closed, but the People-Of-Ocean-Sky had never used their eyes for much. It was the constant chirping of one of her race breathing and the associated echolocation that allowed them to know what surrounded them.

      Their computers used calibrated audio projectors to create an artificial image. That was the datasong, echoing across the darkened space with its watery floor and creating the illusion of a world and ships in miniature above the water.

      Strange black ships had entered the system half an orbit before. As she was First-Among-Singers of the Guardian-Star-Choir, it had fallen to Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters to make the first approaches to the Strangers.

      The ships sent out to deliver the electronic communications protocols were dead now, destroyed by weapons beyond the understanding of the People-Of-Ocean-Sky. For half an orbit of her world View-Over-Starry-Oceans around Orb-Of-Hearth-Warmth, the strange ships had done nothing else. They had busied themselves in the layer of rocky debris that separated the inner system from the outer system.

      Now those ships were coming towards Sings’s world and they had clearly been building something in the asteroids. A dozen smooth ovoids escorted seven immense spikes toward her world, and Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters felt the ancient chill her people associated with dark shapes in the water.

      She was a broad creature, with heavy legs alongside her torso and small, delicate arms. Her sonar receptors covered the side of her head and neck, next to the gills that emitted a continuous chirping sound as she breathed.

      Age had turned her skin from the muted greens of youth to the mottled gray of a respected elder. For forty orbits, Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters had served the Guardian-Star-Choirs, one of the first of the People to set foot aboard the ships meant to guard the People.

      Dark waters hid many threats, and there were no waters darker than the depths of space.

      “Prepare the Star-Choir,” she trilled. “All ships will advance to meet the enemy and report the status of their bomb magazines.”

      There was no question that the Strangers had far more advanced technology than the Star-Choir, but the ships they’d destroyed had been lighter vessels, craft intended for rescue and policing, not the protection of View-Over-Starry-Oceans herself.

      The eight immense guardships that answered Sings’s call were something else entirely. Some of the strange ships were bigger, but the guardships were ten times the size of the smallest black ovoids.

      And if there was any technology in the arsenal of the People-Of-Ocean-Sky to threaten these Strangers, it would be the huge bomb-pumped lasers her guardships carried as their primary weapon.

      Still. The Strangers had never even spoken to the People-Of-Ocean-Sky. Sings had sacrificed six of her watchships trying to communicate with them, and had sent messages by every means the People could conceive of from greater distances later.

      Only silence and death had answered her. Now they were coming, and Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters was disinclined to lie to herself.

      They were coming to destroy View-Over-Starry-Oceans and she was not certain she could stop them.
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      The guardships’ engines were the biggest, most powerful, most advanced propulsion systems the People-Of-Ocean-Sky had ever built. Immense fusion powered-rockets flung the big ships out towards the enemy, but the datasong told Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters that the worst of her fears had come far short of the reality.

      The Strangers’ ships didn’t even seem to be using the same physical laws as her Star-Choir. They’d gone from orbiting in the asteroids to moving at a tenth of the speed of radiation in a single heartbeat.

      Whatever they’d built in the outer system wasn’t quite so mobile. Those spikes didn’t seem to have any engines of their own, and whatever strange method the ships were using to move them didn’t seem to transfer the Stranger’s full velocity.

      The spikes were falling toward View-Over-Starry-Oceans. The datasong told Sings all she needed to know. They would hit her planet with enough force to end all life. She had no idea what they were or why these Strangers had sent them toward her world.

      She only knew that she had to stop them, and their slow trip toward View-Over-Starry-Oceans was the only reason she had a chance. Her guardships would have been too slow to intercept the things otherwise.

      “Stranger ships are moving to intercept us,” the Voice-Over-Voices of her flagship warned her. “Just the smaller ones. Eight of them.”

      Sings wished that she shared the confidence in her flagship commander’s trill. Her hands rested in the water that filled the dimly lit command pool as she tried to calm herself. Dozens of orbits and only now, for the first time, did she truly understand the purpose of her Star-Choir.

      And how badly they’d failed it.

      “We will prepare for battle,” she replied, making sure all of the Voices-Over-Voices of her fleet heard her. “We will engage at three radiation-seconds’ distance. There will be no further attempts at communication.

      “We will defend our world.”

      Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters was grimly certain that she and her Star-Choir would die for their world…and that they would achieve nothing. Her oaths, her duty, the currents of her life; they left her no choice but to fight.

      The datasong screamed at her, a warning none of the People-Of-Ocean-Sky could have responded to in time. Six impossibly fast projectiles hammered into the lead guardship. The vessel’s bulk should have been some defense against any kinetic weapon, but the sheer velocity was too much.

      One moment, the Guardian-Star-Choirs of View-Over-Starry-Oceans had eight ships. The next, they had seven, and four thousand of the People were vapor and debris.

      Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters wished once more than she could close herself off from the datasong. The Strangers were over eight times the effective range of her lasers away. She could try to hit them, but dark waters muffled all light.

      Her people were doomed.
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      Captain Octavio Catalan knew who the strange black ships were. The commander of the Exilium Space Fleet cruiser Scorpion knew exactly what a Sub-Regional Construction Matrix looked like, and the multi-kilometer black disk still orbiting out in the system’s asteroid belt sent chills down his spine.

      Ever since he’d learned how Exilium, the planet he and his fellow exiles had settled, had been built from a bare rock, he’d wanted to watch a Construction Matrix at work at its true purpose.

      Not like this, though. The Matrices he had spoken to had been sane, what they called “verified nodes,” bound by core protocols that protected life.

      Not all Matrices were verified.

      One such Matrix, known as the Rogue, had been confirmed responsible for the deaths of three civilizations before the ESF destroyed it. This one…was not the Rogue.

      It was, however, definitely in the process of destroying a civilization. That left the tall man with the green-dyed undercut and the dark gray uniform in a conundrum.

      Scorpion was not the ship that had left Exilium to scout out the systems around her four years before. Faster, better armed and more aware of their enemies, she was unquestionably a match for any of the eight recon nodes engaging the local guardships.

      All eight of them at once…that was a stretch. And even if that wasn’t, there were two recon and security nodes, significantly bigger platforms, backing them up—and two outright combat platforms guarding the Sub-Regional Construction Matrix.

      “Captain.”

      Octavio turned to his XO. Commander Aisha Renaud had been aboard Scorpion for a long time, moving from helm to tactical and now to executive officer. When the upgraded warp cruiser finished this survey sweep, one of the new ships under construction at Exilium was waiting for her.

      The dark-haired woman was looking at him, waiting for a decision.

      “We can’t fight them,” he told her, the engineer-turned-starship-captain running the numbers in his head. “But I’ll be damned if I sit and watch an intelligent species die, either.”

      “Computer estimates the local population at around nine billion, plus a hundred million or so in orbit and on the fifth planet, sir,” his tactical officer, Lieutenant Commander Meena Das said, the woman’s voice barely above a whisper. “We’re better armed than we were, but…”

      But. There were a lot of buts. The engineer in him said they couldn’t change anything of what was going to happen.

      The starship captain in him had to try.

      “Helm, how close can you get us to the terraformer spikes if we make a warp jump?” he asked. At six light-hours, the jump would suck for the crew and would still inflict a four-hour cooldown on his engines. He knew the drives on his ship as well as anyone—almost better than the engineers he had running them—but the jump calculation wasn’t the Captain’s job.

      The actual jump would take less than four minutes. Scorpion was a long way from home—fifty light-years from the colony at Exilium, itself seventy thousand light-years from the Confederacy that had exiled them—and he had no backup. No one who could take this weight from his shoulders or give him the extra numbers to change the fate of the world in front of him.

      “We could call home, sir,” Renaud suggested.

      “There’s no point in off-loading this to higher authority,” he replied. Engineer and starship Captain agreed on that. “Our Matrix friends can’t fight the Rogues. These people don’t seem to have any defenses capable of stopping Matrix missiles, so they can’t save themselves.”

      Everything he was seeing was hours old, but his math said that the locals would have entered missile range of the recon units by now.

      “I can get us right next to the spikes, sir,” his helm officer told him. “We’ll basically be dead in the water with zero relative velocity, though, and…”

      “And those recon and security nodes are right there,” Catalan agreed. He considered the situation for a long moment and then made his decision.

      The only decision he could make and look at himself in the mirror. Damn the math.

      “Package up everything we’ve recorded in this system and send it home by the tachyon com,” he ordered. That might warn the Matrices they were there—he could certainly pick up the tachyon pulses in the Rogues’ coms—but they wouldn’t have much time to take advantage of it.

      “While Commander Renaud is doing that…” He flipped up a plastic shield on the arm of his chair and hit the button.

      “All hands to battle stations,” he said calmly as the alert flashed through his ship. “It’s time for us to go kill some genocidal robots.”
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      Scorpion looked like a rounded ancient arrow with a ring wrapped around it in front of the “fletching” of her engines. Her last refit had added two turrets, one above and one below the “arrowhead,” and changed a lot of the geometry of the exotic matter inside her warp drive ring.

      He might be the Captain now, but that warp drive ring was still Octavio’s baby, and it glowed as Scorpion formed a bubble of warped space around herself and leapt across the system.

      Aboard, her crew struggled. Traveling in an Alcubierre warp bubble was never a pleasant experience, though the doctors and scientists assured Octavio the effects were entirely psychosomatic. The air he breathed felt heavier. The air around him felt sticky. It had never bothered him much, but everything still felt wrong—and then the bubble collapsed.

      The warp cruiser lunged back into real space and Octavio’s crew had seconds to update their scans for where they were.

      “R&S node directly ahead of us,” Das barked. “Sixty thousand kilometers!”

      “Hit her,” Octavio ordered. “All main guns!”

      It was an order he’d never given before—but the one battle Octavio Catalan had served in had been aboard this ship. Refit or no, he knew her.

      The two turrets barely had to rotate before they fired, and Scorpion stalled in space as they did. The Confederacy had built her with missile launchers and plasma guns, but brutal experience and dead friends had taught the Exilium Space Fleet that their missiles were useless against the Matrices.

      Instead, Scorpion had her turrets, each containing two miniaturized versions of the particle cannons the Confederacy had armed battlecruisers with. They were far from as powerful as the main guns of those capital ships…but they were far more powerful than Octavio would have expected before he saw the stats. The Confederacy, it seemed, hadn’t bothered to tell its ships’ engineers about their secret research into new particle cannons—research they’d sent along with their Exiles.

      The first set of four packets of highly charged ions hit the recon and security node before the robotic ship truly registered it was under attack. The black ceramic armor the Matrices used could absorb the energy of one blast of particles, but four at once cracked the hull and sent the ship reeling.

      Octavio hadn’t given follow-up orders. This trip had seen them survey three systems, and they were almost eight months from home. They’d drilled with these systems, and the Matrix ships were their most likely enemy.

      Scorpion turned in space, flipping up to slide toward the R&S node on her side. The particle cannons would take time to recharge, but she had other weapons, and her pulse-gun broadsides followed up.

      Less concentrated and less powerful, the pulse guns threw “pulses” of superheated plasma at their targets. Das walked that fire across the damage her ion cannons had done, burning deep wounds into the hole they’d opened.

      By the time the main guns had recharged, the recon and security node was breaking apart. Her interior had been turned to molten metal and silicon, the AI core obliterated. A moment later, the containment on her matter-conversion plants failed.

      The exotic matter reaction left a tiny sun where the starship had been, and Octavio once again smothered a shiver as he remembered that his ship now ran on the same power source.

      Nothing else could energize four particle cannons on his ship. He’d known both how powerful and how fragile the reactor was, but to see it proven was terrifying.

      “Find me the other one,” he ordered, his fear dropping away with an ease that surprised him. “Target the nearest terraformer with the pulse guns. Whatever happens, we need those things headed somewhere other than the planet!”
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      The First-Among-Singers of the Guardian-Star-Choir froze as the datasong updated. It was a prey reaction, one her race had never quite lost. Even in the shallows of the ocean, after all, technology might not always be enough to save you from the monsters of the dark water.

      “The new Stranger is using different technology,” her Voice-Of-Gunnery told her, breaking the spell. “But not completely different. They are using the same plasma burst technology as the first Strangers. Slight differences, but not significant.”

      The datasong changed. There was no emotion in the flow of information, and yet Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters could have sworn there was a new eagerness. That might just have been her, since the strange ship had given her something she hadn’t had in many turnings: hope.

      “The Stranger ships coming after us have turned.”

      They’d destroyed two of her guardships with missiles, and Sings was convinced they were toying with her people. Nothing she had seen suggested that they couldn’t have simply obliterated her ships where they stood in a single blow.

      Now they turned back toward the new ship. It was bigger than the small ships engaging her crews—but those were smaller than the ship it had already destroyed. It was engaging a second midsized ship as she watched, and the datasong told her that the new ship’s plasma weapons were blazing into the strange spikes heading toward her world.

      “They are no longer focusing on us,” Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters noted, letting her thoughts join the datasong as she trilled. “Let them be distracted. Orders to the guardships: all vessels are to stand by to open fire.”

      “Our hit chance is no higher than it was before,” her Voice-Of-Gunnery warned her. “They are not that distracted.”

      “Indeed. But now there is no risk of them destroying the lasers before they ignite. We will have the advantage of surprise.”

      Unspoken was that they would have had the advantage of surprise before. She’d been waiting to make that single attack she expected to work count, prepared to sacrifice half or more of her ships just to make certain that their first volley of lasers did the most damage.

      Now…now they weren’t going to die instantly after the first strike and the single-shot munitions spilled out of her guardships. Each of the immense vessels deployed twenty weapons, and Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters trilled a wordless command, indicating her target in the datasong.

      One hundred and twenty fifty-megaton fusion warheads ignited in the night, each funneling over sixty percent of their destructive power into three carefully designed lasing units.

      At over a dozen radiation-seconds against a target moving at ten percent of the speed of radiation, the Guardian-Star-Choir’s chance of hitting was pathetic…but they flung three hundred and sixty insanely powerful lasers across space.

      It would take over twenty seconds for Sings to know if she’d had any effect at all, but it didn’t matter. More of the Strangers had already been destroyed than she’d dared to hope. Her people might not turn the tide of this fight—but she would be lost in dark waters before she’d let the battle for her world pass without them at least engaging the enemy!

      “Deploy the next wave,” she ordered. “Maintain firing sequence until we’re out of targets or munitions.”

      Or ships. Despite the intervention of the new Stranger, the First-Among-Singers knew that was still the most likely end.
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      A dozen flashing red lights appeared on Octavio’s screens as Scorpion lurched under fire from the Matrix combat unit’s gamma ray lasers. The main display in front of him was showing the warp cruiser’s position in the middle of the enemy terraformer spikes, but the screens on his own command chair were showing the status of the ship.

      “That would have killed us a year ago,” Renaud said aloud. “Graser hit to the core hull. We’ve got heat dissipation issues throughout and we’ve lost a pulse-gun battery. Main guns are still online.”

      “Then kill that bastard for me,” Octavio ordered. He could read the screens as well as Renaud could. They’d been lucky. There hadn’t been time or resources to fully re-armor Scorpion when she’d been refitted before this mission, but specific critical sections of her hull were reinforced with the Matrices’ energy-absorbing ceramics.

      The gamma ray laser had hit one of those, which had saved his ship. That wasn’t going to save her from the next hit, though, and the recon and security node carried three grasers. Scorpion rolled sideways as he watched, letting a salvo of gamma ray beams flash past her—and hit the terraformer spike she’d been shooting at.

      “Well, thank you friend,” Renaud said with fake cheerfulness. “That spike is finally off course enough to miss the planet.”

      It was taking a lot more firepower to push the terraforming spikes to where they wouldn’t hit the planet than Octavio liked. If their guns weren’t enough…the deadly math came back into play.

      “Wait…what the hell?” Das demanded.

      “Das?” Octavio asked.

      “One of the recon units headed back our way just…disappeared. Refining imagery,” she snapped.

      A replay of the critical seconds appeared on a subsection of the screen, as hundreds of X-ray lasers flashed into existence around the squadron of recon units. The hit percentage was barely over one percent—but that still saw the one recon unit hit by five immensely powerful laser beams.

      And disintegrate.

      “Focus on the ship shooting at us, Das,” Octavio ordered. His crew was good…but this was the first battle for all too many of them.

      And the first time their Captain had been in command. “Get me a damn shot. XO—what am I looking at?!”

      The Captain was controlling his fear and keeping his people in line, but the engineer in him needed to know more.

      “Bomb-pumped X-ray lasers, probably with disposable focusing optics,” she reported. “The local ships that we’ve all been ignoring dumped a bunch of them into space, pointed them at the recon nodes and then detonated them all at once.”

      “Let’s not underestimate those guys,” the Captain said drily. Depending on the scale of the warhead, that could be terrifying. The weapon was crude, but its effectiveness was clear. “I’m not sure we could build a bomb-pumped laser that could hit at that distance.”

      “Well, given that they hit with five out of three hundred and sixty beams, I’m not sure they can either,” Renaud pointed out.

      “Got him,” Das snapped, and Octavio’s attention came back to the immediate fight as three of four ion packets hammered into the tactical officer’s target.

      It was the second time Das had landed hits with the particle guns, and the recon and security node was feeling it. That hit had knocked two of her grasers off-line, but the Matrix ship didn’t retreat.

      So far as Octavio could tell, neither their robotic enemies nor their robotic allies really considered the option for their lesser units. Even the recon units were sentient, if dumb, but all of them could be replaced so long as there was a construction Matrix to build more.

      Self-aware and intelligent or not, they were disturbingly willing to die for their mission.

      “We’re not doing anything to the terraformers with the pulse guns,” Octavio realized aloud, the numbers for their key mission still running over his screen. “Das, bring them to bear. Burn him out.”

      There wasn’t a chance. As soon as he’d issued his orders, Scorpion’s helm officer flipped them around another burst of graser and plasma fire and lined the turrets up perfectly.

      Four ion packets slammed directly into one of the gouges Das’s previous shots had opened and Scorpion was suddenly alone with the terraforming spikes.

      “We still have seven recon units heading our way from where they were chasing the locals,” Renaud reported calmly. “The locals took a second shot and it looks like they hurt a recon node, but they’re all still there.”

      “I’m not really worried about them,” Octavio admitted. His focus now was on the asteroids, and he’d seen what he was afraid of.

      There were two combat platforms guarding the Sub-Regional Construction Matrix out there…and they’d both just lit off their drives and were heading toward Scorpion at ten percent of lightspeed.
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      “GUARDIAN PROTOCOL ACTIVATED. MULTIPLE TARGETS ENGAGED. ALL TARGETS DESTROYED.”

      The sudden interruption of the mechanical voice threw everyone on Scorpion’s bridge mentally off-balance. It was easy to forget that the warship carried an AI, if one vastly less capable than their Matrix opponents.

      That AI mostly enhanced human actions, providing data needed for decision-making and taking care of vast amounts of clerical minutiae behind the scenes. It was allowed to do one thing without authorization and one thing only.

      That was the Guardian Protocol. Designed by the absolute paranoids who’d put together the warships of the old Terran Confederacy, it recognized that no human could react in the time between detecting a high-c-fractional attack and the impact.

      So, the AI took full control—and with the upgraded rapid-fire pulse guns Scorpion now carried, even the Matrices’ point nine five c missiles should be easily handled.

      “System reports forty missiles inbound from the recon nodes,” Das reported, her voice soft with awe. “All destroyed. Gods, sir—six of their missiles overwhelmed Dante’s defenses in Exilium.”

      A battlecruiser like Dante was much bigger than Scorpion, but these same missiles had wrecked the bigger ship in humanity’s first engagement with a Matrix recon node. The Matrices had brought the same ships to the game.

      The Exilium Space Fleet hadn’t. Octavio had gone through the schematics and upgrades with an engineer’s eye. He knew how much more powerful his ship was—and he still hadn’t expected the odds to have been evened up this much.

      A second Guardian Protocol announcement didn’t shock him as badly as the first, and he turned a questioning eye on Das.

      “They didn’t get their timing right, sir,” Das reported. “Combat platforms fired late. They threw another sixty missiles at us.”

      All destroyed. If it wasn’t for the blinking damage icons on his displays, Octavio would be feeling a moment of invulnerability.

      There was also the fact that the Guardian Protocol was taking full control of his pulse guns as well as his defensive lasers. As long as the Matrices kept firing missiles at him, he couldn’t do anything about the terraforming spikes.

      “Ignore the combat platforms for now,” he ordered. “Take us towards the recon squadron. We’ll pin them against the locals and remove them from the equation.”

      So long as the recon nodes were shooting at him, they weren’t shooting at the locals—and while a fourth blast of lasers marked the death of a second recon node as he gave the order, the locals couldn’t stop the missiles.

      “What about the combat platforms, sir?” Renaud asked. “So long as they’re in-system, we’re going to have a hell of a time stopping the terraformers.”

      Seven of the massive spikes would be able to completely rebuild the planet’s atmosphere and biosphere, creating the perfectly standard “Constructed Worlds” the Matrices left behind them—worlds like Exilium itself.

      Their landing, however, would destroy the existing atmosphere and biosphere on the planet in this system. Octavio had calculated the numbers and they were burned into his brain. He couldn’t let that happen.

      But each of those combat platforms had thirty missile launchers and six gamma ray lasers. Scorpion could apparently handle the missiles, and her particle cannons came close to matching the grasers for range…but those grasers had at least four or five times the impact energy, and the combat platforms were far more heavily armored than the recon and security nodes.

      Octavio wasn’t prepared to watch a world die. Despite having charged into battle to save the planet, though, he still didn’t know how he was going to stop the terraformers. Not with two Matrix combat platforms heading his way.
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      Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters listened to the datasong of her ships firing again, a fifth salvo of their mighty lasers, and admitted that she was surprised. Five times, they’d flung fire into the dark waters of the void and converted it into coherent radiation.

      Despite the astronomical range, they’d hit each time. The first time, with enough firepower to destroy one of the terrifyingly powerful Stranger ships in a single salvo!

      They hadn’t been so lucky since, but her fleet had now killed three of their eight opponents. If she’d been able to bring the Star-Choir into the intended effective range of the beams, she’d have torn them apart.

      Without the new Stranger, however, she’d have been forced to fire far beyond that range to get any shots off at all. They were firing from far beyond any reasonable range now, and the enemy was maneuvering more effectively than they had in the beginning, but she was filling the void with so much energy, they couldn’t entirely dodge.

      “Target three has stopped moving,” her Voice-Of-Gunnery reported. “Targets four and six have taken hits but appear fully functional. Strangers have not responded to our fire yet.”

      That was terrifying on its own. What monster of the deep was the small white ship that had appeared out of nowhere? How powerful was it that the Strangers were calmly accepting the loss of multiple ships to engage it?

      The destruction of the two larger vessels escorting the incoming metal spikes suggested that the new Stranger was powerful indeed—but the strange void ship wasn’t firing on the enemy. She was now charging toward them, her engines understandable in principle at least to Sings.

      “Target half the next salvo on target three,” she ordered. “Split the rest between four and six. Be careful to keep the new Stranger out of the void beyond your targets.”

      They were going to miss with over three hundred X-ray beams. She didn’t want to hit their new…friend?

      The survival of the People-Of-Ocean-Sky might depend on this strange ship. Certainly, Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters did not expect her people to fare well against the two vast warships descending from the outer system now.

      “What if the new Stranger is also a threat?” her flagship’s Voice-Over-Voices asked. “What if we are simply watching two dark-water predators fighting over the soft prey?”

      “The new Stranger was trying to deflect the spikes,” Sings noted. “Even if they are an enemy, they do not seek to destroy us utterly.” She flashed her fangs. “I will take the slaver over the monster of the deep, if that is my choice.

      “But I will hope for a friend-of-different-waters. Because they are the only reason we have hope.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      The Matrices were far faster than Scorpion and closed most of the distance between the cruiser and her enemies.

      Unfortunately for their targeting, Octavio’s ship was dramatically more maneuverable than their reactionless engines. They could go from zero to ten percent of lightspeed in seconds—a violation of the laws of physics as Octavio knew them that was just plain rude— but their vector was relatively fixed after that.

      Scorpion’s engines could fling her all over the sky. It would take her time to get up to anything close to the Matrices’ velocity, but she was a lot harder to hit.

      To Octavio’s surprise, Scorpion hadn’t taken a single hit while closing the range. The enemy’s barely-sub-c missiles had hit the shield of his automated Guardian Protocols and been obliterated.

      “Make sure we have the effectiveness numbers on the new Guardian Protocols loaded up to send home once we have the power,” he ordered. Tachyon coms were an energy hog, almost as bad as the warp drive itself. “And everything we’ve got on their missiles. I think we’ve seen more of the things fired today than the ESF has to date.”

      “I thought we had their full specifications?” Renaud asked. Their allied Matrices had provided Exilium with a lot of data on their weapons. Usually redacted to make it harder for the humans to duplicate the systems, but with enough detail on performance to fight against them.

      “Live-performance records are always more accurate than theoretical capabilities,” he pointed out. He was a working engineer, after all. He was familiar with the difference between theory and practice.

      “Do the same on the performance of the particle cannons,” he continued, studying the oncoming flotilla of recon ships. They’d increased their range from the locals, which meant there were still five of the Rogues left. All of them were at least lightly damaged, but one recon unit had savaged the entire original Exilium Space Fleet.

      “And make sure there’s an Omega Protocol set up for the AI to transmit everything we’ve seen home via tachyon com,” he added. “Admiral Lestroud needs to know what’s going on out here.”

      “Graser range in thirty seconds, sir,” Das reported. “Particle-cannon range thirty-eight after that.”

      “I’ll set up the Omega signal,” Renaud promised. “Damage Control teams are on standby.” Her eyes were also riveted on the main screen. “What do we do now, sir?”

      There were no fancy maneuvers left to this part of the fight. They’d keep dodging, but at under a million kilometers, this was now a slugging match. So long as his ship survived the hits she took, however, Octavio knew his engineers. He’d trained half of the officers himself.

      They could fix anything the Matrices did to his ship, so long as he still had a ship.

      “Lieutenant Daniel.” The helm officer barely even spared a glance to acknowledge Octavio’s address. Yonina Daniel was dancing her starship all across the sky, shifting the cruiser’s angle and acceleration by small amounts every second. It wasn’t enough to slow them down, but it was enough to increase their chance of living through this.

      “Once we’re in range, we don’t need to worry about continuing to close,” Octavio told her. “Put us everywhere their beams aren’t—but make sure Das gets her line of fire. All models say a solid hit from all four guns will end one of the ‘little guys.’ Let’s test it.”

      He’d barely finished speaking before his screen filled with lines of light, the AI calmly drawing in the otherwise-invisible beams of the Matrix grasers. Each of the recon units only carried one beam…but it wouldn’t take more than one lucky hit to finish Scorpion off.

      “Range in thirty seconds,” Das reported calmly. “Designating Bogey One as our primary target. It looks like the locals got a piece of her; it’s possible they weakened her armor enough for a solid hit.”

      Effective range was based on a number of factors, including how long the ion packets would maintain any cohesion at all, but weaker enemy armor definitely extended it. Das came to the same conclusion on that as Octavio did, and a moment later, the ship shivered as the turrets fired.

      Seconds ticked by and the tactical officer shook her head.

      “We got her, but the packet was too diffuse. Normal effective range in fifteen seconds.”

      Octavio smiled thinly.

      “You already showed you can hit her, Lieutenant Commander,” he pointed out. “Now do it again!”

      The cruiser shivered again as Das did exactly that. The recon ship tried to evade but only managed to dodge one of the four projectiles.

      That might not have been enough if her armor was intact, but the X-ray laser hit she’d taken had left it with fractures, and the heat dissipation clearly hadn’t recovered from the last attack. The shots hadn’t done any damage, but they’d left the Matrix ships vulnerable.

      Massive chunks of the armor and hull flashed to vapor, and the ship shattered into pieces.

      Scorpion whipped around another set of graser beams, Daniel attempting to line the ship up on Bogey Two for Das. Bogey Two had focused its attention on Scorpion in turn, and her pulse guns were now opening fire.

      The ESF’s pulse guns were now near-matches for the Matrices’ weapons in rate of fire. The engineering trade-off to manage that meant they now fired weaker and shorter-ranged plasma pulses than the Matrix weapon did. Scorpion wasn’t in range of her secondary batteries—and Octavio didn’t intend to get in that range.

      Bogey Two’s focus meant their course was steady for several seconds…the wrong seconds, as a new salvo of the locals’ X-ray lasers bracketed the recon node. The recon unit vanished, and suddenly Scorpion faced only three ships.

      And Das was firing again as the ship’s twisting and the turret’s own motion lined up perfectly on Bogey Five. The guns took long enough to recharge that targets of opportunity were often ignored, but since the intended target was already gone…

      Four blasts of charged particles slammed into the front of the recon unit and kept going. The ship was still there afterward, but its engines had cut out and it was no longer firing. The outer hull might have survived, but the inside of the ship was gutted.

      They were spinning to hit Bogey Four when their luck finally ran out. Bogey Three’s graser strike hammered in low, missing the heart of the ship but smashing its way along at least a third of the lower hull…and hitting the lower turret.

      “Turret B is down,” Das snapped. “Engaging with A.”

      “We’re down almost half of our pulse guns, too,” Renaud murmured over her private channel to Octavio as the shots missed Bogey Four. “DamCon is on their way to Turret B, but it doesn’t look good.”

      “Keep me informed,” Octavio ordered, vivid memories of the battle he’d done DamCon in suddenly surging back. “Daniel, looks like we need pulse-gun range after all. Take us in!”

      Their course changed almost instantly, their evasive maneuvers slowing as Scorpion’s engines flung her toward the surviving enemy ships. More graser shots went wide, and Das’s next shots with the particle cannon didn’t.

      Bogey Four was still firing, but she wasn’t dodging.

      “Leave her,” Scorpion’s Captain barked. “Hopefully, the locals have a shot left, but we can kill an immobile target with the pulse guns. We need to disable that last ship.”

      Whoever was in charge of the local warships saw the same thing he did. Just as his screens reported the particle cannons fully charged, a new blast of X-ray lasers hammered into the immobile ship.

      Range meant they still didn’t have guaranteed hits…but the ship wasn’t dodging. She never stood a chance.

      The surviving Matrix adjusted her course ever so slightly. Octavio stared at the new vector for several seconds before he realized what he was looking at.

      “They’re trying to ram! Get us out of their path!”

      It turned out to be a terrible idea for the recon unit to try that. She flashed into range of the warp cruiser’s pulse guns, and Daniel stood the ship on her end. The position made it easiest for them to evade the incoming ship—and revealed their remaining pulse guns.

      Two particle-cannon shots and dozens of plasma packets hammered into the charging ship. She didn’t survive anywhere near long enough to actually hit.

      Then Scorpion was alone in the battlespace. The local ships were almost five million kilometers away. The Matrix combat platforms were farther away, but they were going to be the death of his ship.

      “What do we do, sir?” Renaud asked. “I make it thirty minutes until the combat platforms reach graser range of us. We can hold off their missile fire, but we can’t fight those bastards in close range.”

      Octavio nodded his agreement, but his gaze was on the local ships. They looked like they’d started life as midsized asteroids, their interiors gutted and smelted to provide their weapons and systems while still leaving massive amounts of rock and iron to armor them.

      The concept behind their weapons was crude, but he couldn’t deny the efficiency or effectiveness of the final system.

      “We can probably hurt them in close range,” he finally said. “But what we can definitely do is stop all of their missiles…”
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      Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters watched the strange ship run toward them and considered the datasong of the system beyond them.

      Only one of the immense spikes threatening her world had been pushed off course. Part of her wished that the new Stranger had continued firing at the spikes, moving them away from their apocalyptic course.

      But her own ships were in a reasonable range of the impactors now, and she remained silent.

      “First-Among-Singers?” her Voice-Of-Gunnery asked. “Shall we fire on the impactors?”

      Sings studied the nightmare enveloping her star system and said nothing.

      “First-Among-Singers?”

      “What is our magazine status, Swimmer-Under-Sunlit-Skies?” she asked the officer. She knew. She knew how many bomb-pumped lasers each of her ships carried and how many they’d fired.

      She knew the answer before she even asked.

      “We have forty cartridges remaining,” Swimmer-Under-Sunlit-Skies responded, the male wilting at her tone of voice.

      “If the new Stranger believed they could defeat the oncoming ships, would they be rushing to hide under the range of our guns?” Sings asked. “We will maintain our current course and deploy all remaining lasers.

      “We will only have one chance of clearing the waves of those ships.”

      “And the impactors?” Swimmer asked, his trilling low-key.

      “If those ships remain, they will redirect the impactors,” she noted. “We will do what we can once the void above View-Over-Starry-Oceans is clear. But we will not serve our people if we die and change nothing.”

      They were cold words, but dark waters were cold. If the People-Of-Ocean-Sky were to survive, costs would have to be paid. That was the nature of any ocean.

      “Prepare all bomb cartridges,” she repeated. “And send our first-contact package to the stranger. If they are prepared to fight for us, it would be good to know the tones of their song.”
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      “We’re getting a transmission from the locals,” Octavio’s com officer reported. Torborg Africano was a dark-skinned blonde, originally from Earth before the Exile, and had spent most of the four years Scorpion had been surveying the region around Exilium being very, very bored.

      “Anything we can read?” he asked, watching the oncoming combat platforms.

      He’d seen the recordings of the first time a Matrix starship had come to Exilium. He hoped the bastards now understood how the ESF had felt when that recon node had obliterated every missile they’d fired.

      Fifteen times the combat platforms had fired, and fifteen times Scorpion’s Guardian Protocols had shot down every missile. Now they were nearly into energy-weapon range, and they had given up.

      They hadn’t even tried to shoot past Scorpion, which was a good thing… Octavio’s ship would probably have been able to protect the locals, but it wouldn’t have been a certain thing. He put the odds at about sixty-forty at best, which meant he was far happier if they were shooting at him.

      “It looks like trinary machine code,” Africano told him. “Loaded into a stand-alone platform and initiating first-contact translation protocols. Should I send our package again?”

      They’d sent it when they first warped in, but it was possible it had been lost in the background of the battle.

      “Send it,” Octavio ordered. They were running out of time, but he was close enough to see the munitions the locals had deployed into space.

      His ship had been refitted with the understanding that she’d likely have to face Matrix ships, but they’d never intended her to face a single combat platform alone, let alone two. The Exilium Space Fleet hadn’t successfully faced a fully functional combat platform, and the advance of the two AI warships was nerve-wracking.

      “Do we have an estimate on the range of our friends’ bomb-lasers?” he asked.

      “Depends on target armor and their focusing optics,” Renaud told him. “They were hitting the recon units at three million kilometers, but that was with a one percent success rate.”

      They were well inside three million kilometers now.

      “I’m going to guess they don’t have the armor to take a graser hit, either.” Octavio shook his head. Just what had he got his ship into?

      “We will open fire at standard range. Maximum evasive maneuvers. We’re helping these people…but we can’t afford to take a hit for them.”

      “Understood.” Yonina Daniel’s focus was on her controls as she took the warp cruiser through a series of maneuvers that should throw off the Matrices’ targeting.

      Should.

      “Enemy firing,” Das reported. “No hits.”

      Graser beams flashed through space all around Scorpion, and Octavio looked at the range. It wasn’t optimal, but…what choice did he have?

      “Return fire. Target Bogey One, sustain particle-cannon fire until he’s dead or crippled,” he ordered. He didn’t expect to live to pulse-gun range. His particle cannons would either decide this fight…or not.

      His single functioning turret fired, a pair of blasts of charged ions flashing toward the enemy. The combat platform easily evaded his shots at this distance, and they returned fire.

      Daniel danced them around the graser beams, too. The range was long enough that none of them were certain of a hit.

      “Sir, I have Lieutenant Commander Tran on the intercom,” Renaud reported. “Quy thinks she’ll have the second turret back online in a minute.” The XO paused and swallowed. “She says ‘so long as we don’t get hit.’”

      Quy Tran had spent most of her career working for him. The woman was as good an engineer as he was—and had ice water in her veins that he didn’t. If she said she’d have the turret online, she’d have the turret online.

      “Tell Commander Tran we’ll do our best,” Octavio replied. “Daniel?”

      “Doing my best,” the helm officer replied as another salvo of graser beams flashed past.

      Octavio winced a moment later when he realized those beams hadn’t been aimed at Scorpion. Two of the local guardships each received the full firepower of a Rogue Matrix combat platform.

      They didn’t survive. Octavio wasn’t aware of anything in space that could survive that.

      “We’re running out of time,” he half-whispered. “Take the damn shot.”

      The upper turret fired again, and this time, they hit. It was a perfect shot, hammering both packets into the combat platform’s bow…and it did nothing.

      “Enemy armor intact,” Das reported. “Charging for next shot…hot damn, she did it!”

      “Das?” Octavio demanded. There was only one she Das could be that excited about, but⁠—

      “I have the lower turret. All main guns online and charging.”

      “Then hit them again for me,” the Captain ordered.

      The guardships behind him were silent. Two of them were dead. The rest were trying to evade, but their accelerations were nonexistent by the standards of late-twenty-fourth-century humanity.

      Another guardship came apart as he watched. Scorpion shivered under his feet, an almost-perfect shot that landed three of the four blasts on the target.

      That had an effect, the combat platform lurching under the fire and missing its next salvo at the guardships, but Octavio still wasn’t seeing any sign of armor breach.

      “That armor can take everything I throw at her for a week,” Das said, her tone edging toward panic. “We can’t keep dodging forever!”

      “We have to,” Octavio Catalan said firmly. “Because there’s still six impactors out there that we need to stop, people.”

      And they were moving faster. If they didn’t wrap this up, Octavio wasn’t sure he’d be able to deflect six impactors in time.

      Then the sky behind his ship lit up with fire. Over two hundred fusion warheads went off simultaneously, and over seven hundred X-ray laser beams stabbed into the night.

      They bracketed Scorpion perfectly, missing the cruiser by less than ten kilometers, and then slammed into their targets.

      The X-ray lasers were individually weaker than the Matrix grasers, barely more powerful than Scorpion’s particle cannons. But Octavio had been hitting the armor with four particle blasts at most.

      Even with misses and maneuvering, the locals hit the combat platforms with over three hundred lasers apiece.

      One of the combat platforms just vanished, one of her matter-conversion cores clearly having lost containment. The other reeled backward, most of her armor peeled away and several of the “claws” holding her grasers blasted off her hull.

      “Daniel, take us in,” Octavio ordered. “Maximum thrust. Das…hit it with everything we’ve got!”

      He suspected the locals didn’t have anything else left. Killing the crippled combat platform was on Scorpion’s shoulders, but if they’d peeled the armor off…

      Ion blasts hammered into the interior of the ship, setting off secondary explosions. Octavio was an ESF engineer. He knew, roughly, where a combat platform kept its matter-conversion plants—and the secondary explosions weren’t close enough. Those power cores were the beating heart of the Matrix warship—and Scorpion needed to tear it out.

      “IDed the conversion plants!” Das snapped. “Firing!”

      Moments after the pulses left his ship, Octavio knew they’d done it. The locals had stripped the armor off the enemy ship and Das had landed the shot. The combat platform was dead—they’d won.

      And then the combat platform’s last desperate salvo of gamma ray lasers struck home.
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      The People-Of-Ocean-Sky could not easily conceal their grief. Strong emotion accelerated the unconscious chirps that allowed their sonar to show the world around them, and Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters could hear the grief of her officers.

      Five of the eight guardships she’d started the battle with were dead. The new Strangers’ ship was reeling. Sings didn’t know enough about the aliens’ technology to guess whether the ship was still functional, but the sudden drop in power signatures was worrying.

      She couldn’t act to save them, though. The datasong told her what she needed to do. There wasn’t even time to grieve. There was only time to act.

      “All ships are to set course to intercept the impactors,” she ordered, the trill of her voice duller than normal.

      “We have no weapons left,” Swimmer-Under-Sunlit-Skies exclaimed. Her Voice-Of-Gunnery sounded broken. She knew the tones of deep exhaustion, though she’d never thought to hear them in person in the command pool of her ship.

      “We have our engines,” Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters declared. “All ships will make contact with one of the impactors and push it out of the way. The most powerful engines the People-Of-Ocean-Sky have ever built are aboard these ships.

      “If anything can save our world now, it is those engines,” she concluded. “Set the courses.”

      “We shall make it happen.”

      Sings stood still in the center of the command pool as her ships changed course. A cover over her left receptor provided her with a private datasong that no one else could hear, and it was changing as she did the math, praying to the Holy-Masters-Of-The-Great-Depths that she could save her world.

      The numbers that came back were hope and damnation combined. If they made contact in the next few minutes and if none of them suffered failure for pushing their engines at maximum power, they could deflect the impactors from View-Over-Starry-Oceans.

      “Contact in three hundred six seconds for us,” her flagship’s Voice-Over-Voices reported. “We will bring engines to one hundred twenty percent once we’ve made contact.”

      Hope. There was hope…the ships could deflect the impactors.

      But barring a miracle, they could only deflect one of the incoming projectiles apiece before they were out of time. They would do all they could, but three of the immense devices would still land on her world.

      The final calculations completed, but she knew the answer: one impactor would be a disaster, but the People-Of-Ocean-Sky would recover. Two would be a nightmare, one that would risk the survival of her race but would give them time to act before their world froze under the impact winter to come.

      Three…three would end all life on her world in fire and steam.

      They would do everything, and she would still fail.

      “Maintain your courses,” Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters ordered. “Let’s get ourselves in position and push those impactors away. We will save our world.”

      She might fail. View-Over-Starry-Oceans might die regardless of all that she did. But her people were here, and she would do everything she could.
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      The flagship was the second ship to make contact. Sings could hear the twisting and crunching of metal as the guardship slammed into the massive metal spike. Despite being one of the largest mobile space constructs the People-Of-Ocean-Sky had ever built, it was dwarfed by the multi-kilometer length of the metal spike they were trying to redirect.

      “Engines at one hundred twenty percent,” the ship’s Voice-Over-Voices declared. “We have critical damage to the forward superstructure. First-Among-Singers…my ship will not fight again after this.”

      “If we do not save View-Over-Starry-Oceans it will not matter if this ship can fight or even fly,” Sings replied. “And it is done.”

      There was no response but the datasong told her what she needed to know. The engines struggled as the Guardian-Star-Choir’s crews burned out their ships to save their planet.

      “All calculations show we will succeed in diverting the impactor,” Swimmer-Under-Sunlit-Skies told her, his trilling voice carefully projected so the rest of the command pool could not hear. “But we will have very little time left after we manage to do so. Our engines are not sufficient to provide major acceleration to an object of this size.”

      “I know.”

      “There are three more impactors.”

      “I know.”

      “What do we do, First-Among-Singers?” he asked.

      “All that we can, Voice-Of-Gunnery,” she told him. “We can do nothing else. We can do nothing more.”

      “My analysis suggests View-Over-Starry-Oceans will not survive three impactors.”

      “Then we are lucky that so many of our people are spread across the star system,” Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters hissed. “But we will do all that we can, is that understood?”

      “Yes, First-Among-Singers.” Swimmer was silent for several seconds. “I had hoped you had an answer.”

      “So had I. But we are out of munitions and only have three ships,” she told him. “Do you have any ideas?”

      “No.”

      The command pool was silent, and Sings considered the overall datasong. Wait…

      “The new Stranger is alive!” a report trilled across the pool.

      Hope flared again in Sings-Over-Darkened-Waters’s chest. Could they do something? …Could they do anything at all, with how much damage they’d taken?
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      Darkness aboard a spaceship was a bad thing at the best of times.

      Darkness aboard a spaceship running on an exotic-matter-based matter-conversion power system was terrifying. The conversion cores became critically unstable if they were allowed to drop below fifty percent capacity.

      When the ESF had refitted Scorpion, they’d designed her so that all of her baseline functions ran on the conversion core. It was only in battle or when initiating warp travel that she needed to bring her fusion plants online at all.

      Thirty seconds of darkness. There weren’t even emergency lights, and Octavio was searching for his oxygen mask by the light of the tattoo-comp on his left arm.

      Sixty seconds of darkness and he had the oxygen mask. If the air started going, he had a chance now. If the failsafes had ejected the conversion core, then he would be able to coordinate his people to make repairs on the bridge and get clear.

      If the conversion core went critical and the failsafes didn’t work, well, he’d be dead before he knew it. He wouldn’t have much more time if one of the fusion cores went critical without the failsafes.

      A warship required a lot of power, and the demons they’d trapped for that purpose scared any intelligent engineer.

      “Report, people,” Octavio ordered.

      Everyone checked in. No one was unconscious or injured; they just had no light.

      “Anyone have coms?” he asked.

      “No—wait,” Renaud interrupted herself. “Local com network just came back u⁠—”

      The lights flickered on around them.

      “Captain, Captain—are you all right?” Lieutenant Commander Tran’s faintly accented voice cut through the bridge. “Bridge, please check in.”

      “This is Catalan,” Octavio answered, bringing his com online. “Report, Commander Tran. What’s our status?”

      “Power relay to the bridge blew out,” she told him. “Would have been a localized EMP, forced a lot of your systems to reset and probably killed your emergency lights.”

      “It did that,” he confirmed. That had been a best-case scenario, one so optimistic, he hadn’t even considered it. On the other hand…

      “What about Scorpion?”

      There was a long pause.

      “It’s not good, sir,” she admitted. “The warp ring is still intact, but the systems auto-scrammed the fusion cores. I don’t have the hands to get them secure enough to restart, and without them, we don’t have FTL or tachyon coms.”

      “Guns and engines?”

      “Turret A is just gone. They blew it right off the hull along with the other half of our pulse guns,” Tran told him. “I’ve got a team on Turret B, but since we’re still alive, I haven’t prioritized it. Life support is unstable and will fail at any moment. Once it does, we have about a day of air aboard and circulation will be a problem within hours.”

      “Engines, Commander?” Octavio demanded. The engineer had a list, and normally, life support was a higher priority than anything else—but the situation could turn critical fast. He’d taught Tran well, but he understood how easy it was to get lost inside a ship and not pay attention to the context the ship was in.

      “We’ve lost at least fifty percent of the nozzles and several control modules,” she told him. “We should have basic maneuvering within a few hours, but we’re dead in the water right now.

      “Sensors aren’t any better,” Tran admitted. “We lost a lot of external emitters and pickups. We’re blind and immobile right now. If the Matrices were still around, we’d be dead, sir.”

      “I agree,” he told her. “But I need to override your priorities, Commander. I need sensors and Turret B now.”

      “Captain?”

      “There were six terraforming spikes heading toward the planet when we got hit, Tran,” he reminded her. “I need to be able to see them and I need to be able to shoot them. Everything else can wait.

      “That day of canned air will get us far enough. Those spikes will impact in under forty minutes. There’s a planet of a few billion people over there, Commander. I’ll put the entire crew in O2 masks before I abandon them, clear?”

      “Clear, sir.”
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      Tran might have fallen into the trap of following the book, but she was also possibly the best damned engineer Octavio had ever worked with—with the potential exception of himself, but he had no business in the guts of a warp drive anymore.

      Exactly four minutes after he gave the orders, he had basic sensors back up. They didn’t tell him anything he wanted to see, but he had them.

      The locals had made contact with the terraformers and were pushing them out of the way. It looked like it was going to work, but it still left three spikes on their way.

      “Guns, Commander Tran?” he asked gently.

      “Depends. Do you want to still have them tomorrow?” she asked bluntly.

      He had to think about that one…but not for very long.

      “If it saves the planet today, I’ll accept being toothless tomorrow,” Octavio told her. “Burn them out if you have to, Lieutenant Commander, but I need enough firepower to throw a terraforming spike off course…and the longer we wait, the more firepower I need.”

      “Five minutes,” she said. “You’ll get six shots. Then I might be able to fix them, given a week and raw materials. You get me?”

      “I get you, Lieutenant Commander,” he told her. “Make it happen.”

      He closed the com and looked at Das.

      “You heard her,” he said calmly. “We can probably count on four shots, though I expect Quy to do us proud. How many of those things can you knock away?”

      “Four won’t even get you one, sir,” his tactical officer said grimly. “Not unless I had them and wasn’t under attack an hour ago.

      “If I get six shots in five minutes, I can deflect one. Every minute of delay after that, I’ll need another two shots.” She shook her head. “We can’t save them, sir.”

      “Those spikes are supposed to land relatively softly,” he pointed out. “They do, after all, still need to function once they hit the ground, and they’re carrying a lot of frozen embryos and other biomatter.

      “They can survive two hitting. Let’s make sure they don’t get hit with three.”

      He wasn’t nearly as certain of that as he made himself sound, but his crew didn’t need to know that. The transition from engineer to Captain had forced Octavio to learn to hide his feelings, at least, even if he couldn’t quite bring himself to lie to his crew.

      “You have Turret B,” Tran’s voice snapped over the bridge intercom. “Take the shot, Commander Das. I can’t guarantee how long I can hold this chó cái together.”

      Das didn’t even wait for an order. The moment the turret came online, she spun it around on its axis and dialed in her target.

      Again and again the paired particle cannons barked. Das was pushing their maximum rate of fire, but Octavio didn’t tell her to slow down.

      He was focusing on the vector data for the terraformer Das had targeted. Each time they hit, the spike changed course. It wasn’t much, but they could see it.

      Like Das had warned, four salvos weren’t enough. Five was close, maybe enough to make sure the spike bounced off the atmosphere…but it was the sixth shot that finally knocked the Matrix device off course.

      It was also the sixth shot that set off every alert on Das’s console, a slew of red that left the tactical officer cursing.

      “Good estimate, Commander Tran,” he said quietly as his own screens updated with the engineering report. One of the cyclotrons had overloaded. It would be a lot more than a week to get Scorpion’s guns back, but they’d done all they could.

      They hadn’t saved everyone, but if Tran had failed, they wouldn’t have saved anyone.

      “Well done.”

      The locals had deflected three. Over the course of the battle, Scorpion had knocked two more away from the planet.

      They’d fought impossible odds and overcome…and despite it all, Octavio Catalan sat on an utterly silent bridge as two Matrix terraforming spikes plowed into the atmosphere of an inhabited planet.
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      Starhaven had turned into a surprisingly beautiful city to Admiral Isaac Lestroud’s eyes. It had been founded, back when he was Isaac Gallant, with sixteen colony ships that had unfolded into prefabricated neighborhoods with a few kilometers between each.

      With all of the colony ships landed in the same place, the delta of the river they’d named Lofwyr since the continent looked vaguely like a dragon, roads had rapidly connected those prefabricated metal-floored regions into a single city.

      New neighborhoods had sprung up around the roads, as people began to move out of the prefabbed apartments into new-build homes.

      Left to his own devices, the black man would have claimed one of those prefabbed apartments for his own. He spent most of his time in orbit, aboard one ship or another of the barely toddling Exilium Space Fleet.

      There was a reason, though, that he was no longer Isaac Gallant. He’d given up the name of his mother, the dictator of the Confederacy they’d all been exiled from, when he’d married his wife.

      Amelie Lestroud, the President of the Republic of Exilium, did not spend all of her time in space. While she would have happily taken one of those prefabbed apartments for herself, she hadn’t been left with much choice after her Cabinet had quietly seen the entire top floor of one of the central towers renovated into a massive penthouse apartment.

      It was the official Residence of the President, and they’d have to give it up in a year when Amelie’s term as President ran out, but for now it allowed Isaac to stand on the roof and study the city beneath him.

      “Much as I’m always glad to see you on the surface, I wasn’t expecting to wake up to a message about an emergency Cabinet meeting,” his wife said from behind him. “Especially not one with your name on it. How long have you been awake?”

      “Couple of hours,” Isaac replied, turning around to look at his wife. For several moments after that, he was silent as he looked at the tall blonde beauty in front of him. Like most husbands, he was probably biased, but Amelie Lestroud had been one of the Confederacy’s most popular actresses.

      He had proof that his wife was one of the most beautiful women alive. More importantly, though, was that she was not only the current—and first ever—President of Exilium, she was also the woman who’d created the rebellion that had seen them exiled in the first place.

      “I sleep lighter than you do,” he reminded her. “This was supposed to be a break, but we got a tachyon-com update from Scorpion.”

      “That’s right; Catalan would have reached his destination last night?” she asked. Clad in a warm dressing gown against the cool morning air, Amelie stepped up to join him at the balcony.

      He shivered against her touch as she slid her hand across his back, and smiled at her.

      “We got the basic arrival update last night, yeah,” he confirmed. “Then an emergency update an hour later—and an even more emergency update four hours ago.”

      Isaac shook his head.

      “I know we’ve basically run out of things to sell the Matrices in exchange for tech,” he admitted. “But I’d give a lot to be able to have a live conversation with Catalan right now.”

      The Matrices he dealt with were all in active communication with Regional Construction Matrix XR-13-9, the central intelligence of the “sane” AIs allied with Exilium. The tachyon communicator the Matrices had traded to Exilium didn’t have the bandwidth for that.

      Data transmissions took time, and compression protocols were a necessity. Isaac wasn’t going to turn down a communicator that was effectively instantaneous at any distance, but the limited bandwidth meant that a live conversation was impossible.

      Amelie was silent, her hand firm against his lower back, then she sighed.

      “Catalan found another Rogue, didn’t he?” she asked.

      “In the process of trying to ‘Construct’ an inhabited planet,” he confirmed. “I agree with everything he did, but he’s left us with a headache.”

      “Well, if I’m going to be signing off on Catalan’s actions to the Cabinet, would you care to fill me in while I eat?” Amelie asked. “We have some time before we need to brave the dragons in their den.”

      Isaac laughed.

      “I can do that,” he
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