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        “We who are about to die salute you.”

        -Salute of the Gladiators of ancient Rome before fighting to the death.

      

      

      

      Non-Disclosed location in space at a Confederate blockade:

      Admiral Jonathon Hawkins, Captain of Her Royal Majesty’s Imperial Flagship D’Artagnon:

      There was a violent jolt from an explosion against the ship which caused a vibration to roll rapidly throughout the hull, knocking people off their feet and throwing others into bulkheads and from their chairs. Sparks flew from control surfaces and several displays turned to a charred black, flooding the air with the smell of burned polymers and hot metal. Inertial dampeners were scrambling to compensate as the ship creaked and groaned loudly, protesting the painful conflicting stresses being inflicted on her, but she didn’t give into the pounding she was taking.

      Smoke filled the air as a damage control team worked at a frantic pace trying to put out several small fires and keep up with damage repairs. The helmsman shouted over the noise that plasma armor levels were down, calling out numbers and stats, making adjustments to the controls to keep us in the fight.

      I searched intently over the holographic display projected from the right arm of my command chair, absorbing facts and statistics, ship positions and conditions, starfighter numbers, enemy movements and more. Information flowed in and set in my mind, locked in and ready for when I needed it.

      The D’Artagnon shuddered hard, rocking violently yet again when a loud low rumble rolled through the ship like an ocean wave echoing through the hull. The moaning meant that she was in pain, but that was ok, because it also meant she was still alive! She was the best in the fleet and at one time she had been the best Imperial technology had to offer, but she was pitching a fit about what was being done to her now.

      “We’ve just been hit by two orca class missiles!” Sanchez, my weapons officer, called out.

      “We’ve lost the starboard armor array.” Wilks adjusted her scanners. “The port array is heavily damaged. Power levels to that array are down eighty-seven percent and we have several hull breaches in those sections! Emergency force fields don’t have enough power to seal them. They’re locking down bulkheads.” She reported. “Oh no! There are still hundreds of people in those sections!”

      “Get that array back up!” Corso, my first officer, shouted. To the naked eye he seemed cold and dismissive of the news of all those trapped and dying, but he was desperately trying to keep us from losing more. “Divert from other systems!” Corso shouted to be heard over the damage teams and turmoil on the bridge.

      “I’m trying, sir, but there isn’t anything left to bring them back up!” Wilks’ temper flared for a moment as she frantically went over her console. She was trying everything to find the extra power we needed. She was young and the newest member of the crew, but over the past several months she had seen more action than most lifetime veterans because of this damned civil war. In fact, the last few months had been one endless battle with only brief reprieves here and there. Constant hit and runs. Dodging the enemy, hitting and raiding supply depots, helping friendly hold outs, hiding on one planet after another. Catching only a few hours of sleep and a small meal here or there. Always on alert, always making repairs and always in a fight.

      The queen had remained behind with her forces, refusing to go on ahead with other Imperial ships and loyalists to the Harutep Federation, the Empire’s neighbor, who had set aside a couple of planets for Imperial refugees to settle on. Now the war was lost, and by the queen’s order all the surviving Imperial ships and resources had been collected for one last gamble to get everyone who remained over the border together and I was not about to let her down.

      I opened the comm to engineering. “Mr. Stanov, I need those power levels to the port armor array boosted!”

      “Sir, I’m tracking seven breach pods under heavy fighter escort. The first one will make contact in approximately thirty seconds!” Wilks changed the view on the main viewscreen to the approaching breach pods. They continued silently closer, their round base facing the D’Artagnon for docking. The base sported three round plates at the end of three large round shock absorbing legs with a thruster on each leg. Around the inner rim of the base was a dark metal ring around the hatch. This was a leeching plate, an incredibly powerful graviton emitter. If it got close enough to the ship, we’d never get it off. It would adhere with enough strength to form an unmovable hermetic seal. Then it would detonate a charge, blowing a hole in the hull of the ship and the breach pods would unload their cargo of enemy troops. Those troops would invade, harass, and destroy whatever they could to tie up ship’s resources then they would try to paralyze and take the ship. They intended to put those things on my ship, injecting their troops like a virus sent to sicken and kill it! Not one chance in hell was I going to give in to them! Those breach pods could end everything we’ve been fighting for.

      Around each of the breach pods were five starfighters, Confederate G-85 archers, and Hishani Ti’shati vipers providing protective cover.

      “Location?” I asked.

      “Deck twelve, starboard, aft, sir. The next two will make contact in forty-six seconds in starboard engineering.”

      I opened a comm channel. “General Tanaka, we have breach pods incoming, starboard decks fourteen and twenty with more on the way.”

      The deeper, older voice of a friend of many years came back over the comm system. General Todashi Tanaka was in command of First Guard and specifically Mon Pro, the section personally responsible for protecting the monarchy. He had many, many years of experience under his belt. He already had about four dozen years in before I first went to the Academy, and he still looked extremely fit and in his early fifties. “Understood. We see them. Deploying troops now.”

      I acknowledged the reply and closed the comm link. Then Corso shouted. “We have to get that array back up, now!” When an acknowledgment to his order didn’t come, he looked over and saw the engineering station was vacant because the ensign who normally manned it was lying dead on the floor in a pool of her own blood with a jagged, blackened piece of polymer sticking out of her charred and distorted face. Corso ran to an engineering console that was still functioning and began working at a feverish pitch.

      Wilks changed the main view back to the Confederate ship before us.

      “Target the weapons array of that Confederate ship and prepare to fire on my mark.” I ordered Sanchez.

      “Engineering, divert power to the plasma armor arrays.” Corso shouted as he hit the comm link control panel.

      The comm crackled back. “I’m attempting to boost power now, sir, but it won’t be much. I can’t give you what I don’t have!” The chief engineer shouted to be heard over the noise behind him. Engineers and techs could be heard shouting in the background. ‘Get that ruptured conduit under control! You, run a bypass for that fiber optic junction, now! Move!’

      “Do what you have to, Mr. Stanov! Squeeze it from wherever you can, but I need every drop!” Corso ordered.

      “Aye sir!” The comm crackled.

      “Mr. Sanchez, I want a lock on that weapons array, cut their hands off!” After all they can’t punch you if they don’t have fists.

      “Already locked, sir, waiting to fire on the admiral's order.” Sanchez was the oldest officer on the bridge outside of myself and the best weapons officer in the fleet.

      “Contact any fighters nearby and order them to break off and intercept those boarding parties!” I ordered.

      “Aye sir!” The communications officer acknowledged.

      “Sir, the first breach pod has made contact, the second and third will attach in seconds.”

      The voice of General Tanaka broke through on the comm system. “My people are in place, Admiral.”

      The comm crackled again. “Bridge, this is engineering. We’ve boosted plasma armor levels to seventy-six percent and she’s dry, Admiral!”

      “Excellent work, Mr. Stanov.” I answered before my exec could reply.

      “Admiral! I have four Confederate archers headed straight for us and a Confederate frigate is coming around for a head on attack run!” Wilks called out.

      “Order Delta squadron to intercept the archers. Ms. Wilks come to this heading.” I sent the numbers to her console from mine. “Mr. Sanchez, maintain that lock and give me a secondary lock on the frigate’s weapons array!”

      “Secondary lock’s not possible, sir.” He raised his voice to be heard over the hiss of the fire extinguishers and the yells of the damage control team as they fought their own battle to keep the bridge operational. “The targeting systems are shorting out. I bypassed everything just to maintain the primary target lock!”

      “Can you do it manually?” I asked.

      “I believe so.” His hands moved over the console like he was playing an instrument.

      “Then by all means, fire!” Sanchez was one of the few people in the fleet who could fire manually almost as quickly as the computer could and nearly as accurately.

      A blue targeting icon appeared on the ship's viewscreen. It swayed and jostled, quickly coming to rest on the Confederate frigate. He pressed a button on his control panel and the image of the frigate zoomed in to fill the screen and the targeting icon swayed and maneuvered, detailing distance, range, and trajectory coordinates, rolling over like a moving counter as it moved until it rested on the array of the frigate’s energy weapons and torpedo bays. Sanchez’s hands flew over the targeting controls. He touched a flashing red control on the touch panel before him. A nova class super heavy torpedo launched followed by two orca class torpedoes. The first torpedo impacted on the ship’s plasma armor causing massive damage to their plasma armor array taking them out altogether. The two orcas hit causing massive hull damage. The last orca had not even finished exploding when a high pitched hum and sizzle filled the air on the bridge as the Imperial ship fired its plasma cannon. A white speckled yellow beam appeared across the viewscreen and began slicing into the enemy ship, resulting in explosions on the frigate, causing it to shudder from the pressure of the powerful beam and the explosive decompressions caused by the beam’s damage. The frigate broke off its attack course as it desperately tried to take evasive action. The lights on the ship flickered as it struggled to stay alive before going completely dark and listing as it suffered several collateral explosions.

      Kick them between the legs hard enough and suddenly they don’t want to fight as bad. Howls and shouts of triumph filled the air on the bridge. It was such a welcome sound. There had been so few victories to celebrate.

      “Excellent shooting, Mr. Sanchez. Wilks, bring us around to the Confederate cruiser and prepare to fire.”

      

      General Tanaka, Commander General First Guard Mon Pro and Special Operations:

      In the state the ship was in now we needed more than ship’s security for intership combat operations, and we did not have enough infantry, marines, or commandos on board for a very good reason. Most had been ferried on ahead to Delos in secret. Delos is a planet in the Harutep Federation that the Harutep had set aside for Imperials in exile. There were two habitable planets in that system, Delos and Minos. The Harutep set aside Minos for agriculture. One whole planet for farmland and oceans rich with life as well. This will give us the opportunity to trade within the Federation.

      I lent my people and my services to ship’s security since we had more than enough Imperial Guardsmen on board. My boys and girls wouldn’t waste any time in dealing with the Confederate traitors.

      I touched the three dimensional computer display projected above the tabletop, placing a red dot on an aft cargo bay. “Deploy Guardsmen to the first breach point here. It’s the closest to the shuttle bays and we don’t want any enemy personnel making it any further than that. If they gain the bays, then they can ferry transports at will. Place a contingent of Royal Marines in the rear here, here, and here, and in the corridor along here as backup in case some of the Confeds actually make it through. Deploy Imperial Commandos to the second point, here and army and ship’s security personnel to the rear, here.” My officers stood around me relaying orders to troops already on the move down the corridors.

      We watched the event feed as it was transmitted from each of the soldier’s and officer’s communications headsets. We could literally see and hear everything from every marine, soldier and Guardsman assigned a combat role as well as monitor their vitals.

      First Guard troops made their way to the secondary cargo bay where the first boarding party would try to gain access to the ship. The breach pod would make contact on the cargo bay blast doors. The major in command deployed his men throughout the bay with a backup squad in the corridor should any enemy personnel get past his men, as unlikely as that was. Ten First Guard troops and ten Imperial Marines took positions behind cargo containers, automated lifts and anything else that would provide cover. The marines took the rear positions, staying out of the way of the Guardsmen. “Ti’er No, Voscov, take flanking positions. Ti’er No to the right, Voscov to the left.” The major ordered. Two Guardsmen split and took up positions on opposite sides of the bay.

      I knew these men. I had been their commander for years. These two were close friends and chronic jokers. They and five others were part of my top team. Alpha squad. The best under my command. Now they were split into different units out of necessity. Ti’er No glanced over and made eye contact with Voscov, grinning broadly. Voscov shook his head and whispered. “You enjoy your work a little too much.” Only those with enhanced hearing would be able to hear him outside of his assigned frequency.

      “And why shouldn’t I? Some people love being an accountant. Me? I love kicking the crap out of… well, just about anything really.”

      “Ya, I’ll just be happy if you don’t trip over those two big feet of yours.”

      “Hey, I got these feet from my mom.”

      “I know, I’ve met her. Nice guy, your mom.”

      “You’re just jealous because she can grow a better mustache than you.” Ti’er No replied. I could tell Voscov forced himself not to laugh.

      “Cut the chatter.” The major ordered.

      Those two were always rough and crass and sometimes they made me laugh, but joke as they might, when it came down to it, they were all business.

      There was a loud metal thud as the breach pod made contact on the blast doors and the leeching plate caused the metal surface to squeal as it took hold, locking down. Within seconds there was an explosion that reverberated throughout the enclosed space, spewing metal fragments and shards throughout the chamber. A massive barrage of plasma fire belched from the opening in the blast doors to clear the way for the Confederate soldiers who began to vomit forth like an obscene birth.

      First Guardsmen started firing as did the Royal Marines. Confederates started going down in their path. Some hit the deck like lifeless rag dolls, others writhed in pain, screaming from the burns of the plasma fire, clutching stumps that used to be legs and arms, calling out to medics, the Creator, their mothers, anyone who would come and help.

      As I watched on the displays over thirty Confeds had come through already and they were still coming. Some of the displays of the Royal Marines and security personnel went blank as headsets were damaged by impact or weapons fire. Other monitors went to a fixed display with the biosign readouts flat lining as some soldiers died and other readouts went crazy as soldiers were wounded, but not one Guardsman went down or was killed. Enhancement counts for a lot but only skill accounted for that.

      Galen Ti’er No sighted down his barrel and began shooting. Confeds dropped before him. He aimed and fired faster than they could respond, but it was getting difficult to see them through all the smoke from grenades, burning uniforms and charred flesh of the fallen. Yet they still kept coming, spewing forth from the hole blown in the blast doors. I watched as Ti’er No noticed a Confed who had somehow slipped through and was about to butt stroke him. He caught the edge of the gun stock far too quickly for the Confed to do anything and he took the Confed by the throat and pulled him down off his feet crushing the soldier’s larynx as he did so. Then Ti’er No let him drop to the floor, leaving him to choke to death. Ti’er No then grabbed a cargo container near him and with some effort hefted it over his head and tossed it into the enemy troops he had been taking aim on. Its crushing weight took out several Confeds in its path. He reached out to a nearby Confed and slammed him in the chest. There was a crushing and cracking sound of his sternum and ribs breaking. The impact sent the Confed flying while Ti’er No simultaneously yanked the rifle from the Confed’s grasp, flipped the rifle around in his grip and began firing on other Confederate troops. Even after having gone through the enhancement process myself, I have never ceased to be amazed at the feats a Guardsman can perform and the responsibility he or she must exercise as a result of these abilities.

      Voscov took advantage of the chaos Ti’er No caused with the cargo container. He took a fragmentation grenade from his belt, flipped the plastic cap off and turned a small dial at the base of the plunger setting it for low yield then dialed the timer down to almost nothing. There was no way he would destroy the breach pod now that there was a hole in the ship’s hull and the only thing sealing it was the breach pod itself. He pressed the plunger and threw it through the breach. The grenade sailed through the air with the speed of a plasma pulse, exploding in the opening of the breach pod, killing or wounding every Confed in range.

      The major shouted orders to his men as they swarmed through the cargo bay like angry killer bees. In less than ten seconds the firing had stopped and the Confeds stopped coming. The cargo bay’s deck was littered with Confederate dead. “Advance and eliminate!” He ordered his men. They formed into two five man squads and advanced. One squad advanced through the opening of the breach pod and the other stood watch. There were several shots of plasma fire as they finished off anyone left inside.

      My aide informed me that fighting had spread through the corridors and Confederate troops had been reported on two decks. “Major Andreov, get your men to decks twenty-four and five immediately. We have enemy infiltration.”

      “Da General.” The voice of the major responded.

      “Captain Heshaphat, get whatever men you can spare to the site of the third breach pod to assist.”

      “Aye General!” The Kefarian captain acknowledged.

      I turned to another display to assess the situation as the Guardsmen and Royal Commandos were en route. A marine sergeant on site activated the infrared on his rifle scope. Every blaze from damage and all the plasma shots fired caused the display to show moving bright red spots. I could see a reflection of this on the edge of the display as the filament camera on the headset was positioned near the scope. With all the smoke and fire, he couldn’t see to get a clear shot. He was obviously hoping to get a glimpse of a silhouette, something to shoot at. A moment later he fired, and a figure went down before him, then another, and another.

      They were coming too fast. The rifle fired dry. He reached for another NRG mag. No time, the Confederates were on his position. He pressed a button on the forestock of his rifle and a bayonet ejected with a swift solid metallic click. A thirty-five centimeter, triangular metal spike beneath the plasma barrel of his rifle was locked in place when he lunged at the nearest enemy trooper. He ran him through and rushed the next.

      Two other Royal Marines joined him. Three against what seemed dozens. They fought savagely, parrying blows from other Confeds.

      The sergeant ran another one through. Something passed across the display screen. The Confeds began to pull back. The marine looked down and saw a grenade. The fuse indicator light was at its end. No time to throw it. He dove on it, smothering it with his body while screaming at his men “Fall back! Fall back! Fall back!” They obeyed as it went off. His biomonitor flat lined and the display went to snow then went off due to lack of signal.

      On a display from another marine at the same scene, I watched as the sergeant’s body was lifted up off the deck and fell back down with a bounce. The marine took advantage of a break in the fighting and loaded a fresh NRG mag. He ordered three security guards up from the rear to fill in the holes and form a firing line. The five of them, two in front and three in the rear, began firing on the Confeds forcing them back.

      He turned in response to shouting behind him. Several figures forced past him ordering him to hold his fire. First Guard. They fired and advanced with amazing speed. He led his men, following behind the Guardsmen. Within seconds all the Confeds on this deck were dead.

      I pressed the comm control beneath Captain Heshaphat’s display. “Captain. Don’t bother with prisoners. We have neither the manpower nor the luxury of time to deal with them.”

      “Yes, General.” He ordered his men to advance. “Sweep and clear! I don’t want even one of those treacherous sha’ka scum left alive!” His accented voice carried down the corridor.

      Heshaphat’s Imperial Commando unit advanced through the corridor going from room to room, inspecting each one. Around the next turn two Confeds were found running from an access hatch to the next deck. His men took aim, fired and killed them. There was a deafening explosion just as Heshaphat was thrown forward. His vitals monitor went crazy. For a moment I thought he was severely injured or unconscious until I saw his arm move. He lifted it then let it drop, then lifted it again. He pulled himself up into a sitting position. “Heshaphat… Heshaphat, can you hear me. Focus!” I called to him over the link, but he did not respond. His hands wiped his face. He either could not hear me, or he simply could not respond on his own. The mic was not damaged since I could hear him groan and I could hear the yelling and weapons fire around him. I could tell by the way he swayed his head that he was trying to force himself to focus. He panned around as if he were watching everything from a remote location, uninvolved. He appeared to be grappling with consciousness, unsteady even sitting down.

      “Gen… General. I feel like I just got hit by one sha'ka of a truck…”

      I called him again, but he didn’t answer.

      “General, I don’t know if… if you… if you can hear me, but they were planting explosives.” He forced himself to his feet. He put his hand to his cheek, and it came back covered in blood. Three of his men made it to their feet, one other lay there moaning and the rest were dead. He reached up to brace himself on the bulkhead but nearly fell over. The bulkhead and part of the deck plating were completely gone. He stared across to the next corridor and to the deck below. Fried and blackened fiber optic cable lined the opening along with ripped and twisted metal. “W…w... we have to, search for more explosives.” He ordered. His men stumbled in shock staring at him. He shouted again and they began to respond to him. He sent two of his men to continue the search for more Confeds while he and a corporal backtracked searching for explosives. “Move it! There’s got to be more!”

      A conduit access panel sat partially open. He opened it slowly with the barrel of his rifle and inside was a silver metal box stuck to the bulkhead plating. A small display panel counted off seconds in Sepharthi, an alien race renowned for arms dealing. Approximately forty-five seconds left. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and pulled his combat knife from its sheath and began to pry the box free. The explosive adhered to the wall by a magnetic plate. A very strong one. He snapped the blade of his knife but was finally able to pull the box free. He began running down the corridor. “Bomb! Stand clear!” He pushed through some Imperial Commandos and Royal Marines coming up the corridor. “Make a hole!” They parted, letting him through. He ran as fast as he could, but the nearest airlock was at least another fifty meters down the corridor. I wasn’t sure he was going to make it… but he did. He reached the airlock and opened the first hatch then stripped his helmet off, placing it on the deck. Then he placed the explosive in his helmet.

      Clever. If he had set the explosive on the deck, the magnet would have adhered to it. His helmet wasn’t made of metal and when the outer door was opened, the bomb would be sucked out into space.

      He pulled back and shut the inner hatch. Fifteen seconds left. He opened the emergency access panel and pulled the lever. A siren sounded and the outer door slid open with a hiss. His helmet was swept out into space with the bomb. It detonated as soon as it cleared the hatch. The ship shuddered and the hull groaned around them from the vibration of the explosion, but the hatch held.

      

      Adm. Johnathon Hawkins:

      For a minute I thought things might actually go our way. If we succeeded in punching through this blockade, we might get out of here with fewer casualties and a few small victories, but of course that couldn’t happen. Fate was not about to allow it. She was nasty old witch with a blood lust to match and she wanted a fight. She wanted us to pay the price for our freedom. She wanted us to prove our worth. Well, we are and with our most precious blood.

      Lt. Wilks informed me a Hishani battle cruiser had just appeared on the scope with a Confederate frigate. The cruiser began launching a small group of Hishani Shahk brood in Ti’shati vipers. Just as Confederate reinforcements were arriving, several ships exited hyperspace right near the Hishani.

      Corso immediately ordered all available fighters to intercept positions without straying too far from the ship to meet them. I contacted General Tanaka and informed him that in all likelihood we would not last much longer and if this was going to work then we must launch the decoys now. “Are the queen and the Imperial family ready?” I asked.

      The comm crackled back. “We are ready, Admiral. Launch will occur on your command.”

      “Wilks, make an attack run on the Confederate cruiser and call out distance until we are eight hundred meters away.”

      “Sir?” She was startled at my command.

      “Do it now, Janet.” She needed to understand I was unconcerned with our condition but rather focusing on the task at hand, so she would draw her resolve from me and focus as well.

      “Aye sir.” She acknowledged the order but there was fear in her voice.

      “Mr. Sanchez, prepare to fire on primary target lock.”

      “Weapons locked, Admiral.”

      “After you fire, I want you to manually fire plasma disrupters and torpedoes at will on all cruiser secondary targets.”

      “Aye sir.”

      Wilks began counting off distances. “Seven hundred fifty klicks. Four hundred fifty. Three hundred.” The Confederate battle cruiser grew on the screen to an ominous hulking giant. “Two hundred fifty klicks… One hundred… Seventy-five… Fifty… Twenty-Five… Ten… Five… One kilometer… Eight hundred meters.”

      “Fire!” I shouted.

      “Firing!” Sanchez replied with the familiar high pitched hum and sizzle of the plasma beam as it reverberated through the bridge. The weapons array of the Confederate ship exploded in a silent but bright light and shower of metal debris followed by numerous other explosions along the hull of the cruiser as energy beams and torpedoes impacted on it as we passed by. Within moments, the cruiser began to list and roll as she lost control.

      “Move us away best possible speed.” I ordered.

      Again, shouts and whistles filled the air. “Sir, the Confederate cruiser is done for! Her plasma armor array was destroyed, and her main reactor is going critical.”

      “Moving away, sir.” Janet acknowledged. A moment later the cruiser’s reactor exploded.

      “General, we have punched a hole in the blockade. It’s time to go.” I announced.

      Tanaka paused for a brief moment. “Good luck, Admiral. It’s been an honor.”

      “The honor is mine, General. Hawkins out. Wilks, once the shuttles have left the D’Artagnon, bring us about one hundred and eighty degrees and place us between the Confederates and the shuttles.”

      I ordered Corso to contact the Imperial destroyer Hyperion and tell them to intercept the Confederate frigate as well as order the frigate Aladdin to provide cover fire and order the carrier Ulysses to direct all squadrons to form a defensive perimeter around our position and… the Creator help us, if we’re all still here in one piece when the shuttles are gone, they can act as a rendezvous for any Imperial ships while we cover them.

      “Sir, all fifteen assault shuttles have just cleared the hatch and are making for the opening. I'm bringing us about now.” Wilks’ voice had much of the same rattled edge as it did a moment ago. She was working the touch sensitive console surface when her scanner alarm sounded. “Sir, I have three more Confederates ships at eleven o'clock high, two battleships and one battle cruiser. I have another Hishani ship, no make that three ships ten o'clock high, one Da’ka class carrier and two Sheh’tat battle cruisers. The carrier is launching fighters, and the cruisers have launched missiles!” She was on the verge of panic.

      “Steady, Wilks, hold position until the shuttles are away!” I ordered her. We were the only thing between the enemy fleet and the shuttles. If they got past us, then it would not take much for them to run the shuttles down and gain their prize.

      Sanchez alerted me of three orca type heavy torpedoes which were headed right for us as he was already bringing the targeting systems online with our missiles.

      Corso, running on autopilot, acted without hesitation, ordering the torpedoes targeted with the hastings A-4 cannons that had just been brought back online by repair crews, and gave the order to fire. A cluster of canons comprised of ten three hundred millimeter rotating disrupter cannons fired, cutting loose with a barrage of thousands of pulses. There were three bright flashes on the viewscreen as the missiles were destroyed.

      Wilks warned of two more Confederate frigates on the scopes at one o'clock low.

      “Admiral, two more orca torpedoes incoming.” Sanchez called out again.

      “Launch counter measures. Open a secure channel to all Imperial ships.” I ordered.

      The comm officer announced a channel open.

      “This is Admiral Hawkins. All Imperial ships are ordered to hold their position until the shuttles enter hyperspace. Take whatever action deemed necessary to prevent Confederate forces from following the shuttles. Hawkins out.”

      I wasn’t surprised at the absence of any protests from the other ships in light of what was before us. However, the captain of the Aries did make a remark about my parentage. Any other time I would have laughed but not today. Lord Peter Hawkins, the captain of the Aries, was a friend and my first cousin as well as my rival for many years. Whenever we got into the thick of things Peter always made a comment about my parentage, but there was no one I would rather have at my six, even though he was brash, outspoken, and sometimes verbally abusive. Oh, make no mistake, he had the ability to be polite and tactful, he just rarely chose to use those abilities. He never saw the point in it. He always complained that all the pomp and ritual of diplomacy slowed the real work down. Get to the point was his battle cry in meetings, dinners and state functions. This explained why he was still only a captain, but it didn’t take away from the fact that he was the best officer I had ever worked with. Loyal and professional to the core, despite his personal attributes. One of Her Majesty’s best officers. The record of the Aries bore that out. The ship was aptly named after the Greek god of war because her captain was a true warrior.

      “Four fighters have slipped through the perimeter, two archers and two Ti’shati vipers.” Wilks said. Corso immediately dispatched fighters to deal with them.

      Sanchez’s scanner alarm went off. “Sir, I’m tracking six trident missiles from the fighters and three more orca torpedoes, all headed for us.”

      “Take 'em out.” I ordered him. The ship was alive with weapons fire, alarms, and the constant red alert indicators flashing around us.

      “Admiral, the last shuttle just entered hyperspace.” Wilks said with some audible measure of relief in her voice.

      “Patch me through to all Imperial ships.” Without any perceptible wait my comm officer had it done. “This is Admiral Hawkins to all Imperial craft. Fighters in the best condition will provide fleet protection. Starting with the most damaged craft first, enter the nearest Imperial ship. Do not even try to return to your own ship if she is too far or you are cut off. All Imperial frigates and cruisers and carrier Ulysses, once you have all you can aboard, get out of here and make for the rendezvous at Odessa. May the wind be at your backs. Hawkins out.” Just then there was a deafening explosion as the ship rocked violently.

      For a fraction of a second, I thought this was it, this was the one. For one incredibly vivid moment my every sense was aware. A part of me expected to see flame sweep through the ship a fraction of an instant before everything was sucked out into the vacuum and then nothing, but just as quickly that thought faded, and I knew where we were and that not everything had played out yet. If the D’Artagnon was going down, it wasn’t going to be like this. She was the bravest and proudest ship in the fleet, and she would fight, kick, claw, and spit, baring her teeth all the way, never giving an inch. That was the ship and the crew she had.

      “Sir, one of the orcas made it through.” Sanchez reported.

      “Damage report!” Corso shouted, picking himself up off the floor.

      “Plasma armor down to ten percent, sir, and impulse engines have been damaged.”

      For the first time, I heard something in Sanchez’s voice. An uneasiness that was not there before. In all the years of knowing and serving with him I can honestly say I have never heard fear in his voice, nor had I ever seen it on his face. I can count on two hands all the people I have ever known who fit that description. One was my cousin, the other was Sanchez, and the rest were Special Ops Guardsmen. For the first time my worries seemed to take on a form in this battle.

      I asked Wilks what condition the hyperdrive engines were in. “As near as I can tell, they're still functional, sir, but my indicators are in and out. I keep having to bypass. Pretty soon the only way we will know is by looking out a window.”

      “How many fighters are aboard?” I was becoming impatient.

      “Ten with seven more coming.”

      “What's the ETA of the last fighter?”

      She checked the panel in front of her. “Two minutes and twenty seconds, mark.”

      “When they're aboard, signal our departure on all secured channels and get us out of here.”

      “The Ulysses has lost her impulse drive. Their hyperdrive is still functional but they can’t maneuver into position.” Corso informed me.

      My temper started to flare a bit, but I pushed it down and away from me. “Who are the two closest ships?”

      “We are... and the Sakharov. The Sakharov is two hundred kilometers, and we are approximately three hundred kilometers out from her.”

      I ordered the Sakharov to join in the intercept of the Ulysses, then lock on with grappler beams so that together we could tow her into position so she could make the jump into hyperspace.

      “Wilks, when that last fighter is aboard, I want...”

      She interrupted. “He was destroyed while covering for the others.”

      I contacted engineering and demanded Stanov give me more power to the plasma armor. He was a good man and the highest rated engineer in the service, which was why he served aboard the D’Artagnon, but he wasn’t really happy with what was being done to ‘his’ ship right now.

      “I'm sorry, sir, you've got all I have to give unless I take it from life support and tertiary systems.” Stanov reported back.

      “Take it, Mr. Stanov. Provide only minimum support but leave us power for the grapplers.” I shut off the comm. If we don’t get out of this, we aren’t going to need it anyway.

      Moments later, the lights went dim on the bridge and the ribbon on the circulating vent went from a flutter to a slight ripple.

      “Plasma armor is up fifty percent.” Wilks informed me. “We are arriving at the Ulysses’ position.”

      I ordered Corso to coordinate with the Sakharov to get the Ulysses into position to be able to make the jump.

      Corso acknowledged and leaned on the console over Wilks’ shoulder and issued orders to her and the Sakharov over his comm link.

      I asked Sanchez what fighters were still in our vicinity and found that only five ships from Beta squadron, two from Tango, six from Delta, and one from Romeo were all that was left of the D’Artagnon’s entire fighter compliment. “God Almighty, is that it?” So many dead. We were nearly depleted. I ordered them to provide cover fire, then once we were in position to board the nearest ship. Before my weapons officer could answer, the ship once again rocked violently. Inertial dampeners were unable to absorb the entire blow as the ship was shoved, moving it out from under people’s feet. People scrambled to get their footing and react. The damage controls teams were stretched to their maximum. There weren’t enough of them to go around. “Where were we hit?” I shouted out to whoever still had sensors and could tell me.

      “It wasn't us, sir!” Wilks responded. “It was the Ulysses, she's gone. She was hit by three orcas from a Confederate frigate and a volley of disrupter fire from a Hishani ship. Our plasma armor is down to five percent. It'll be down completely in moments.”

      “My Creator.” There were thousands on board her. “Order all fighters to board and all Imperial craft to make the jump to hyperspace, now!” As my order was acknowledged, ships one by one started to make the jump to hyperspace. First the Hyperion, then the Aladdin, then several assault dropships.

      “Sir, over fifteen of the Ulysses fighters are refusing to board.” Wilks reported.

      “What! Link me to the highest ranking pilot.”

      “You're linked, sir. His name is Lt. Lee of Beta squadron, call sign Buster.”

      “Lt. Lee, tell me what in the name of the Creator are you doing? Get aboard now!”

      “We can’t do that, sir.” He shouted back. I could hear the sound of his plasma cannons reverb from within his ship as he fired on enemy craft in the middle of a dogfight.

      “You mind telling me why you're disobeying my direct order?”

      “Admiral, half your port cannons are out, these sha'ka fighters are in too close for missiles, and there are more breach pods coming. You need someone to cover you until you get into position. There’s not going to be any time for us to board, sir. Athena, watch your six, you have a snake head on your tail!” I could hear the reverb of his weapons again. ‘Thanks, Buster. Two sahtes headed for the Sakharov, I got ‘em.’ There was a pause before Lee answered. “Sorry, sir. Now if you don’t mind, we’re a little busy at the moment.”

      I knew he was right. I didn’t like it, but I knew it. Those fighters could buy the remaining ships the precious seconds needed to make the jump. “Keep ‘em off the porch, Lieutenant.”

      “Go! Get the sha'ka out of here!” His voice cracked from the distortion in the signal.

      “Wilks, make the jump.” I gave the order leaving the comm channel open for a moment longer to the sound of plasma fire in his cockpit as his cannons fired on the enemy fighters. The sounds and the vibrations made from the explosions reverberated through his hull.

      “Moving into position, sir.” Before the ship had come completely around, it rocked hard again knocking people off their feet. “We just lost the Sakharov!” Our ships were dropping like flies. We were barely holding together. It was as if our very skin was being stripped away layer by layer. I felt helpless to stop it all, anger swelled in me but rather than fuel me with adrenalin it drained me to almost nothing.

      The ship lurched once more throwing Corso and Wilks to the floor. They picked themselves up and hustled back to their stations.

      “We took a severe hit off the port bow, sir. Disrupter fire from the Confederate battle cruiser closing on our position.” Sanchez shouted over the screams and alarms.

      “Damage report!”

      “We lost six decks in section one and two decks in section two.”

      “Can we still jump?” I shouted over everything.

      “Yes sir, but only if we go right now!” Wilks yelled.

      “Get us out of here!” A low groan rose immediately to a high pitched whir as the dots of stars on the viewscreen became bright elongated streaks of white light then disappeared with the whir of the hyperdrive engines as the ship leapt into hyperspace.
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        “Two loves I have of comfort and despair, Which like two spirits do suggest me still; ... To win me soon to hell...” -William Shakespeare sonnet CXLIV

      

      

      
      Unknown Planet near the Harutep border:

      Colonel Matthew Navarre Commander Alpha Squad:

      The planet we crashed on was the only place within range that wasn’t totally inhospitable to life. Everything else in this sector was either gas giants, frozen rocks with temperatures so extreme it would freeze someone solid in seconds, or planets that had surface temps in the hundreds of degrees Celsius.

      The four of us were all that was left of Mon Pro’s Alpha squad, and we were stranded with our charges with no means of communication and surrounded by an enemy who wanted nothing more than to lay their hands on us. We had found shelter in an underground cavern where we made camp. I left the others and went out on patrol to see if there were any signs that our crash had been spotted. The temperature was high, and the winds sped up and slowed down with randomness.

      As I made my way around the alien landscape I looked up into a dark sky with red and green hues brightened with random flashes from static discharges in the atmosphere. I could hear some of the explosions in the distance long seconds after the flash of light. This planet had a strange peculiarity about it. Whole areas appeared to be terraced. At first glance it appeared to be natural, however when you looked closer, the terraces were too even and uniform to have been formed by the effect of many millennia of erosion. Worn, battered and half buried as they were by the high winds and frequent sandstorms of this dark, hot, dry place it was impossible to tell its original layout.

      The night sky glowed with stars that were hanging in the red and green sky between brief torrents of dust from the hot winds. It was like the deserts of Earth without all the light but with all the heat. I adjusted the temperature of my tactical environmental armor suit, EA suit for short. I had been conserving the power cell, but it was getting too hot.

      On the horizon I saw a bouncing bright light coming up over the ridge. I used the range finding function of my face shield and squatted down completely motionless. The top part of my face shield zoomed in on the area I was surveying. I could hear the roar of an engine now. A Hishani APC rode up the side of the dirt ridge on the horizon, baring its underbelly with a roar of strength, before dropping to the ground with a thud reverberating through the ground. Its nose ripped up chunks of dirt, rock, and sand throwing it all over, and the treads ground the planet's surface as it steadily groaned toward me.

      Most technology for the past several hundred years had used gravitational plates that controlled their attraction to the planet’s gravitational field. Vehicles could coast along light as a feather or come to an immediate halt by increasing the gravitational attraction dramatically. They were adjustable for planets with heavier or lighter gravity, but the Hishani were not exclusive in their use of technology. They believed in quantity over quality. They had their fair share of the latest technology, they just didn't believe in throwing anything away if it was still functional. They still had whole inventories of antiquated equipment they kept for sale or for their own use if the need arose. The Hishani were the biggest arms dealers in the galaxy if you wanted cheap equipment fast.

      How could the Confederates get in bed with the snakes anyway? Whatever the Confeds promised them it would never be enough, the snakes will turn on them sure as Saturn has rings. They believed they were doing the universe a favor by eliminating humanity wherever they found them. The Hishani hated all mammalian life, beyond their own food sources. They especially hated humanity with a religious zeal. This had to be an uneasy alliance between the Confederates and the snakes. Humanoids had evolved much more quickly than the reptilian Hishani, since man’s innovation greatly outpaced those drooling reptiles. The end result was the galaxy's population being majority Humanoid, and they had already begun to colonize two neighboring galaxies. To the Hishani this was a slap in the face as they saw themselves as the race created to dominate and rule. In fact, their entire religion was built around domination. Any who were dissimilar were to submit to their belief system and be ruled by them or they would be eliminated as impure and inferior. They believed special rewards awaited them in the afterlife for every mammalian death they caused directly or indirectly. This war was perfect for them. They got to help Humanoids kill Humanoids thereby eliminating half of their opponents. They must have expected a bonanza in lizard heaven for their part in the war. You fight for your family, for your people, your world, even your government, but how useless and wasteful to fight for a nothingness like religion. Heaven, hell, ancestors, or old men with white hair snorting clouds, space is indeed infinite, but stupidity gives it a run for its money.

      As I watched the APC, I was distracted by several bright flashes of light reflecting off my face shield from above. Just as I looked up, debris from a starfighter fell to the planet's surface. It looked to be from a Hishani viper. Through the midst of the explosion swooped a dropship. I recognized it instantly. It wasn’t First Guard, but it bore the insignia of the Imperial Navy. It swooped low directly over my head, just then I noticed the dropship was not alone, he had two vipers on his tail. I hit the dirt and scrambled under a rock overhang hoping the snakes hadn’t picked me up on their scanners, or at least that they were too busy with the dropship to pay me any mind.

      When they had passed over, I eased out from under the overhang and saw the last one of the ships disappear over a ridge. Seconds later the same dropship appeared over the peaks. It was hit by blue green tracer fire from one of the vipers causing the rear of the ship to explode in a bright ball of light and showering debris. The dropship seemingly hung in midair moments before it rocked forward and dived into the planet’s surface. Just before it impacted, there was another explosion on the surface and several flashes of light. Probably some of the ordinance the ship carried went off in the crash. Too bad, it had really put up a fight. With the level of the explosion I witnessed, I was sure there weren’t any survivors, but it would be a while before I could recon the crash because of all the overhead traffic.

      The Hishani ships swooped up over the ridge then down over the wreckage, checking on their kill. They hovered for a moment then sped off. After I was sure they were gone I crawled out from under the cleft and began to make my way back to camp.

      When I reached the base of the tunnel we had taken refuge in, I checked the atmospheric indicator on a small readout reflected off the inside of my face plate. The temperature was safe, and the air was breathable, albeit very musty and dry.

      I hit my helmet’s release switch, and with a misty hiss as the pressure released then an audible snick it retracted into the collar of my armor.

      Sweat rolled down my face as if someone were trickling water over my head. I could feel my hair all matted down. I wiped the sweat from my brow then twisted the connector ring of my gloves and they retracted into the sleeves of my armor. The cave was about a dozen or more meters below the surface. This accounted for its cooler temperature, which was one thing I was grateful for. Reaching inside the breast pocket of my EA suit I removed my flask and took a drink of two hundred year old Japanese whiskey. It had been a gift from General Tanaka, and all that I had with me since the bottle he gave me was back on the D’Artagnon.

      Anyone inducted into First Guard Mon Pro underwent ‘enhancement’, a genetic alteration that increased everything like strength, reflexes and agility as well as smell, hearing, eyesight and touch. More importantly the immune system was 'supercharged', enhancing the healing processes so that if someone were lightly wounded, they could literally heal during the battle. If more seriously wounded, they recovered in a fraction of the time it would normally take, but that didn’t mean that a Guardsman couldn’t be seriously wounded or killed.

      The enhancement of the immune system also had the added effect of slowing the aging process, thereby increasing the longevity of the individual. Because of this, it became rumored that those of the First Guard were immortal. Over the past few centuries this evolved into a private joke among the Guard, as they started referring to others as mortals and themselves as immortal.

      By an act of parliament, only the Guard could undergo enhancement, not even the monarchy could receive the treatment. This was a crucial act to prevent any would be despot from ruling for generations beyond their normal life span, not that there hadn’t been a few that had tried.

      Drinking was one of the only vices I allowed myself, ever, and only in complete moderation. To support it I carried a very special item. A very, very, very old flask which was a gift from my grandfather, an old soldier from Mars. I loved the sound of the hollow metal clink and ring of the lid opening. Family legend has it that it had been passed down for a few hundred years.

      The flask was all I had left of my grandfather besides some beat up old photos. A salty old Monarchist, my grandfather. He fought in the Great War against the Hishani when Angus Nightstar advanced the borders of the Empire. After lying about his age and enlisting when he was sixteen, he worked his way up the ranks from a private to a staff sergeant. When he was inducted into the Guard he worked harder still until he became a full bird colonel of Alpha squad in Mon Pro. I grew up in an army barracks when I went to live with my grandfather after my parents died, but that old Monarchist was the wisest man I have ever known. He was as tough as a Darqarean razorback, but he was patient and had the wisdom of the ages. It only seemed natural that I should follow in his footsteps, but I went about it a little differently. I went to the Imperial Academy and when I graduated, I took a commission and went into the army. After seeing combat in the Royal Commandos, I attracted the attention of General Tanaka and was offered a position in First Guard. Eventually I ended up here, colonel of Alpha squad, personal bodyguard of the Monarch and the royal family. Right where my grandfather had been.

      “What's the situation up there?” Asked my second, Simone Ti'er Noc. He spoke with an accent that seemed to be a combination of the fluid soft caress of French with the guttural strength of Russian. Among Humans and others, he went by Simon. His slightly olive and bronze hued skin and cat like vertical slit eyes stood out against his straight raven black hair. His facial appearance was a contrast of occidental and oriental.

      “There’s a lot of activity up top. I saw a navy dropship take on three vipers and take at least two out before being shot down. Spotted a snake APC too. They’re combing this rock carefully.”

      “We’ll have to wait it out here.” He said casually.

      “Your finely honed Darqarean senses come up with that?” I said with a slight hint of sarcasm.

      Simon only smirked “No, it was my vast military experience.”

      I smiled and shook my head. I consider myself a cynic atheist although if you asked Simon, he would’ve said I was a pessimistic cynic, only he would do it in some gentle theological way so you would think he was quoting some ancient wisdom from his imaginary god.

      During enhancement, those who were found to have psychic ability underwent psycho surgery to have that gift enhanced as well. All Darqareans had a predisposition to psychic ability, so enhancement moved them considerably more up the scale. It did not make all of them full fledged telepaths, but it gave most of them anywhere from minimal to moderate empathic abilities. That meant Simon could feel if what I was telling him was the truth or not and how it affected me.

      “I didn't dare use the scanners. It would have lit me up like a distress beacon and we'd be dead. The nice thing is that when we stumbled on this cave our scanners didn't pick up on it so hopefully theirs won't either. We'll just have to sit tight until they leave.”

      “What if they don't, sir?” Sergeant Connor asked. He was the only surviving NCO of my team. “Leave, that is.” The unit's unofficial computer and electronics expert, he had just been transferred to the Guard six months ago at my request. The young redhead was a Royal Commando when I had seen him in action at the battle of what would later be called Actium. I knew then that he was Guard material. Unfortunately, he never had a chance to go through training and enhancement before the facility was shut down because of the war. He’s as mortal as anyone else.

      After Actium, I read Connor’s file and his account of the battle. He had always aspired to be a member of the Imperial Computer Extrapolations Specialists known throughout the core as the Hacker Squad, but the end came before he could get into the Imperial Academy. So, he enlisted in the infantry, bound and determined he was going to serve anyway he could. It turned out that the most horrifying day of his life would launch him forward to the top. He was part of a detachment escorting Lord Rytees with his family to Kemar where they would stay until the evacuation. The convoy was ambushed by the Confederates. Their First Guard detachment was wiped out right away. Almost all of the troops were killed.

      Connor had been stationed in the rear. When everything happened, his ship took a significant amount of damage. When the firing stopped, they were listing in space. Everyone was dead except for a severely injured copilot, a green private and himself. Connor dressed the copilot’s wounds as best he could then he had the copilot move their dropship closer to the transport by gently using the maneuvering thrusters. Once the three Confederate dropships were in front of them, Connor had the copilot detach almost all of the missiles they had, letting them drift forward in space with their momentum. Then they backed off slowly. Once the missiles had floated amidst the gunships, they very quickly activated their systems and detonated the missiles. During the explosions, they turned and limped as fast as they could over to the Imperial transport. They swung around and docked.

      Connor led the private into the transport and rushed headlong into Confederate fire. He took out every Confed along the way. When his NRG mag was dry, he didn’t even stop to reload. He used his rifle as a club and began killing anyone near him. Somewhere along the way he lost his rifle and had only his combat knife. Soon he found himself outside the compartment where Lord Rytees and his family were holed up. He took up a plasma rifle from a fallen Confederate and fired on the only two left there. He stood in front of the surveillance cam and announced himself to Lord Rytees. The door opened and Connor rushed inside with the private right behind him. The lord and his family recoiled in fear. It was then Connor had noticed his arms and the front of his environmental armor was soaked in red and green blood.

      Before long, the Confeds had transported over more troops, so at least one of their dropships had survived the missiles, or maybe more of them had arrived. When they blew the door to the compartment, Connor had the family huddle together, as he and the private shielded them with their bodies.

      As soon as the first Confederate entered the room, Connor shot him, along with the next and the next. Three Confeds got in close and rushed him. He ordered the private to remain in front of the family. He fired, dropping the first one then he aimed and fired at the second. Nothing happened. He checked the mag readout, and the counter registered a charge for fifty more shots. More than likely the contacts had melted or carboned over which occasionally happens. He swung the rifle into the helmet of the Confed and kicked high, hitting him in the chest and knocking him back. Unable to pull the rifle free from the fallen Confed’s helmet, he let go of it and took his combat knife and charged the third Confed. He kicked him, then grabbed him and with a hard twist, he threw the Confed over his shoulder and plunged the knife into a seam in the suit’s armpit where he was unprotected by the body armor.

      He saw a couple of additional green plasma bursts fly past his head as he scrambled to a plasma rifle of one of the fallen soldiers. Picking it up he began firing back and kept firing until the mag ran dry. He stood in front of the door putting himself between it and the royals with only his combat knife. Several Confederates advanced on him.

      Several blue plasma bursts came from behind the enemy troops causing them to fall quickly. Before the kid knew it, he was face to face with three members of First Guard. “Who… Who are you?” He was still tensed and ready to fight.

      “Colonel Matthew Navarre. This is Major Simon Ti'er Noc and Sergeant Voscov. Who are you, son?” I asked him.

      “S… S… Sergeant… Michael Connor.” Conner relaxed breathing hard, sheathed his blade, and braced himself on his knees.

      Voscov looked around. “You did all this?”

      He only nodded, panting, trying to catch his breath.

      “We monitored the whole thing on our approach. You’re something else, Sergeant. Clever idea detaching the missiles like that.” I told him.

      Connor looked up at me then away. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Come on, Sergeant. Let’s get these people the rest of the way to Kemar. When we get there, you’re getting new orders.”

      “Orders, sir?” He asked.
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      Connor was sitting on a metal box working on circuit boards with the parts of a hand scanner strewn on the ground around him.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it, they will. When they don't find any bodies or the Imperial family, they'll assume the transport was another decoy and they'll leave. They won't want to waste valuable time in their search for the ship with the royal family.”

      The Confederates and the snakes had already won the war. Now they only wanted to capture and eliminate any of the remaining aristocracy before they made it safely to the Harutep Federation. They needed bodies for their mock trials. When the conflict began, the Empire and the Confederacy were pretty evenly matched, but as the fighting wore on much of the Confederate force was used to maintain their hold on what Imperial real estate they had acquired and in mop up operations. To make up for their diminished numbers in the fight with Imperial forces, they made a treaty with the Hishani to augment their own forces. The reptilian race presented a large supply of already trained brood warriors and an existing equipment inventory ready to be used, whereas the Empire did not have such a source to draw on to replenish its own supply. It became a war of attrition. Quite simply, they had more. What made it worse was the Confederate willingness to use weapons and means banned by virtually every interstellar treaty and civilized world. Methods the Empire disdained to use like atmosphere scorching, planetary bombardment with fusion or anti matter weapons, and tectonic obliteration. Such horrific methods caused support from Imperial worlds to fall away from the Empire, especially when the Empire could do little to stop their usage. All that was needed in some cases was an individual act of terrorism utilizing a small fast ship with a hyperdrive. The ship would come out of hyperspace near a planet, regardless of any proximity alert or patrol ships, and dive in toward the planet and detonate. They could scorch or poison an atmosphere, irradiate the planet, or take out an entire continent with an explosive device. There was no way to put enough ships around a planet to provide a protective net. Whole systems surrendered and handed over their fleets when faced with that kind of devastation. The Empire had developed a subspace missile that utilized a far faster and more precise targeting mechanism. If satellite or planetary defenses detected a ship exiting hyperspace close to the planet then making a course change that would bring it into an impact trajectory, a ship or missile platform anywhere in orbit, even on the far side of the planet could launch a missile. The missile would get its coordinates from the tracking system directly and would target the ship and enter subspace. It could impact the ship literally anywhere in seconds. This proved highly effective against Confederate terrorist suicide missions and took the war into more of a conventional phase. These missiles were also adapted to use in battle to take out enemy ships before they could respond or raise armor. However, the missiles were expensive and due to the difficulty involved in their manufacture, their turn out was very slow and so they were used mostly for the protection of systems, planets, and bases. However, by this time enough systems had defected out of fear or hunger for a power all their own that the scale had already tipped in the Confederates favor and add to that their new treaty with the ruling cast of the Hishani, the Shahk brood, and it was only a matter of time.

      “I hope you’re right, sir.”

      “What are you doing? We need those scanners working and you’re taking them apart?” This kid took apart everything he could get his hands on. He had to know how everything worked. He wouldn’t quit until every question was answered. In the time he was with First Guard, he had taken apart EA suits, various scanning devices, plasma armor emitters, everything. He was worse than a little kid in a toy store. More than once, I had to scold him and make him put everything back together, so he didn’t hold up one mission or another, but the flip side was we had our own personal Hacker Squad and electronics expert.

      “Hold on, Colonel, I know what this looks like…”

      “It looks like a couple of our hand scanners are in pieces all over the ground.”

      “Yes sir, but I can explain.”

      “I hope it’s at least original this time.”

      “Yes sir, I’m trying to figure out why we can’t scan this tunnel or anything in it.”

      “So naturally you
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-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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