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252 Corsidan Standard

33 years before the events of Star Frontier, a year after the outbreak of the Levarc War. The worlds of the Federation, the Frontier and the Harskan Sector have fallen under continual attacks from the hitherto unknown Kingdom of the Levarc.

Captain Arkei crossed the bridge of the Retribution to where Admiral Harlan Roth was standing. “Sir. The task force will be returning to sublight speed in thirty minutes. All ships report full battle readiness.”

Harlan smiled, hiding his anxiety. “All ships, Captain?”

The younger man breathed in, ready to reply with strength and confidence... and then faltered. “No, sir. Goshawk is still reporting power failures to the starboard battery systems and they still can’t run their shields at more than half capacity.”

Harlan nodded. “Well, I suppose Captain Mendes would consider his ship to be at battle readiness under those conditions and it’s certainly good to have such dedicated officers. But if he can’t run his shields at full strength, I’ll have to reconsider where I’ll position his ship.”

Arkei frowned. “What shall I tell him then?”

“For the moment, don’t tell him anything. We don’t know if any of Valaekei’s ships will be there. And given the Anharas Kuhr’s last known position, Valaekei can’t possibly be. ”

“Yes, sir.”

“That’ll be all for now, Captain.”

As Captain Arkei turned away, Harlan’s thoughts turned to that Levarc commander who was doing so much to add to the Federation’s already considerable woes. The Federation hadn’t been lax in its preparations to deal with the Levarc. When Prince Jeirenaul and Count Zaraekur had begun their series of lightning raids along the Frontier, he, Admiral Sharnost and the rest of the admiralty had been quick to mobilize, supplying aid to those systems that needed it and, finally, deciding on direct military intervention.

They had anticipated a joint campaign with the more powerful nations of the Frontier whereby they’d be able to match Jeirenaul and Zaraekur’s forces and drive them back but the swift victory they had counted on hadn’t eventuated. Before they had made any headway, a new royal—Prince Askaera—had entered the scene, waging a far more direct war against the Federation. A far more capable commander than his counterparts on the Frontier, he had in his initial attack annihilated an entire Federation task force with almost negligible losses on his own side and while that had been bad enough, it was discovered shortly afterwards that another royal, his younger brother Valaekei had simultaneously raided a nearby populated world, destroying the local defenses and killing many people in the process. Now, like Jeirenaul and Zaraekur in the Frontier systems, the two brothers were working in tandem, exhausting the navy as they forced ships back and forth to protect the Federation.

Prince Valaekei. Lord Valaekei as well, apparently, suggesting that in addition to his other duties, he also governed a particular region of the Levarc Kingdom directly. A royal and a royal pain. He and the Third Division of the Levarc Royal Navy tied down Federation forces at critical moments, preventing the Federation from meeting Askaera’s forces with its full strength.

However, this was only one of the reasons for Harlan Roth’s present unease. Since Valaekei’s attack on Fel Vaschal eight days earlier, Harlan had been attempting to track the Anharas Kuhr to prevent Valaekei from attacking any other systems in his retreat from Federation space. Then Admiral Sharnost had announced he was leaving for Corsida as he couldn’t raise Fleet Command and wanted to investigate. That was eight days ago as well and Harlan hadn’t heard anything back from him. Actually, he had been against Sharnost leaving the phalanx in the first place, as flying his flagship unescorted during a Levarc incursion was very risky. But if there was a problem in the communication signals, then it was imperative that someone investigated it. All in all, there were a lot of reasons for Harlan’s present unease.

He watched the bridge chronometer, observing each minute as they prepared to drop out of lightspeed. When there were twenty minutes remaining, he conveyed his new orders to Captain Mendes on where to position the Goshawk. Then he prepared for whatever they would discover when they returned to sublight speed.

The remaining minutes ticked over until they arrived at their destination and then a hailstorm of blasts and missiles crashed into the task force.

“Evasive action!” Harlan snapped. “Flag and all vessels to port, bank portside. All vessels to starboard, circle to engage and fire at will. Radar, give me a rundown of everything that’s out there. Bring visuals onscreen.”

“Sir!”

Harlan Roth shook his head. The Levarc’s tenacity was almost admirable. The bastards had wanted him to follow them and he had obliged because the idea that captains retreating from an engagement would immediately attempt to set up another one was too far outside his understanding of the conventions of warfare. He looked at the screen.

“The Anharas Kuhr’s not here,” one of the radar officers reported with notable relief in his voice. “And no carriers. That cocky bastard firing at us is one single heavy cruiser but there’s another coming in to flank it and two more are coming in from port at attack speed—two minutes tops. There’s another ship, maybe a frigate, possibly a cruiser, six minutes away to starboard. And there are...” The officer frowned. “Past that ship, which looks like a frigate now... Close to the planet but not in the gravity well.”

“Bring them up on screen,” Harlan told him.

“Sir.”

“Helm, bring us around and engage the nearest cruiser. Signals, Goshawk to cover our flank. Other units hold back and fire on its support. Shield status?”

“Running at full capacity.”

“Good,” Harlan said. “Forward batteries. On my mark. Three. Two.”

Ahead of them, the nearest Levarc cruiser lurched forward out of the range of their guns.

“Signal Behemoth and Guardian to pursue that cruiser. Starboard group, hold fire on the second cruiser, establish a defensive formation in line with the Retribution and Goshawk and launch two fighter squadrons to harass those other two on our port side until they’re in range.” Harlan glanced at the bridge viewscreen and the odd looking ships displayed on it. “They’re Levarc tankers.”

The tankers were among the more dangerous weapons in the enemy’s arsenal not because they were a threat in and of themselves but because they could readily supply fuel to mobile strike forces for up to several weeks, giving the Levarc incredible freedom of movement within the Federation. They were cumbersome things however and the Levarc didn’t deploy them lightly. They were not as fast as a cruiser and carrying as much fuel as they did made them obvious targets. And that told Harlan Roth that Valaekei’s forces had not intended to lead him here.

“Signals,” he said. “Send out an invasive signal. They’ve used them to mess up our communications at every opportunity. Let’s see if it’ll jam theirs.”

“They may be able to clear it, sir.”

“We don’t need to tie up their communications for long, Signals. Get on with it.” Harlan spoke gently to take any sting out of the words but he didn’t need the enemy calling in more ships to add to the group that was already there.

“And what shall we transmit, sir?” the signals officer asked.

“An earful of static. Now—”
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Twenty minutes later, it was over. They had failed to capture any of the tankers but only one had escaped the planetary gravity field and made it to lightspeed. They had also taken out the Levarc frigate and three of the four cruisers. Oddly, the remaining cruiser had headed off on a different vector to the tanker’s. For their own part, Harlan Roth’s task force had lost almost two squadrons’ worth of fighters and one of their support frigates. None of the cruisers, including the Goshawk, had been critically damaged but the losses were still heavy, particularly since the task force had not been anticipating an engagement.

“What was this, Admiral?” Captain Arkei asked.

“Whoever was on those cruisers made a mistake in choosing the vector out from Bestira that they did,” Harlan replied. “We weren’t supposed to know about those tankers.”

“It’s good to know the enemy’s capable of mistakes.”

“True,” Harlan said, although he still wondered what the tankers were doing there in the first place. However, he found out soon enough.

“Sir,” the head signals officer reported. “Report from the scout ships you sent out. Markings on the hull fragments match those of the Second Division vessels, not the Third.”

The admiral looked the signals officer in the eye. “Raise a priority one alert. Prince Askaera and the Second Division are in the vicinity. Relay to all local commands and try Corsida and Vice Admiral Himaeron again.”

Captain Arkei walked by Harlan’s side, glancing at the signals officers as they made their calls. “What could Askaera be attacking around here? Talea?”

Harlan shrugged, glancing over to the signals station as one of the officers turned their way. “We may find out shortly.” He frowned. The signals officer had shaken his head.

“We can’t raise Corsida at all now.”

“All right,” Harlan replied, nodding to him to continue with the rest of the calls. “But keep trying.” He turned back to the captain. “This breakdown couldn’t have come at a worse time. Send scouts to the naval signals station Core-12 to see if they can raise the Fourth Squadron.”

“And if they can, where are we headed?”

“We can only guess where that Third Division cruiser went but I think it’ll rejoin the Anharas Kuhr and the main group to do some more damage before Valaekei goes home. So we go back to Bestira, leave a rear guard and then continue onto Fel Vaschal to contain the damage and set up a secondary perimeter watch. If Valaekei’s still in this sector, we may still catch him in the net.”

“And Corsida?” Arkei asked

By now, Harlan Roth was not feeling particularly charitable to the Federation at large. “They can sort out this nonsense with the signals traffic and get back to us. If the scouts can raise the Fourth Squadron, then they’ll know where to find us.”
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The light courier ship JM112-436 was not a remarkable vessel in itself. It had only recently been manufactured in a shipyard on Dren Vaschal alongside a hundred other vessels just like it but it was about to play a pivotal role in the war and the history of the Federation.

“Portside roll!” the captain snapped to the helmsman. “Dive! They’re still tracking...”  

“They’re right on top of us!” someone called out.

The captain shook the sweat off his brow, unable to move his white-knuckled hands from the arms of his seat. “Right. Helm! Bank starboard! Navigation?”

“We’re out of the gravity well,” the navigation officer reported. “The course is set. No obstructions.”

“Then hit it!”

There was a lurch and JM112-436 shot away to the safety of lightspeed.
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The following morning, Admiral Roth woke early and took a minute to trim his beard. Just because they were at war, it didn’t mean they had to give up all of life’s little civilities; although the quick breakfast he had afterwards made him wonder whether that ship had already sailed. He shook his head as he put his tray away. It hadn’t been a very nice thing to think, even if he hadn’t voiced it aloud. The chefs were doing an incredible job with the shipboard supplies considering how long it’d been since they’d last stocked up. He gave them a smile as he left the officer’s mess, then he went to the bridge where Captain Arkei was waiting.

“What’s the hour, Captain?”

“Oh-five hundred,” Arkei dutifully replied.

“When do you sleep, Captain?” he asked, buttoning up the top of his tunic.

“When I can, Admiral.”

Harlan smiled. “Well, we’re still at lightspeed for another few hours. I suppose you were hoping for news from the scouts like I was, were you?”

“I was, sir,” Arkei replied. “But nothing’s come through yet.”

“Nothing? Core-12 gave the scouts strict orders to get back to us once they’d raised the Fourth Squadron.”

“Sir?”

“Damn it,” the admiral muttered. He shook his head. “No, it’s all right, Captain. How’s our fuel?”

“We’re not running out any time soon.”

Harlan nodded. “All right. Captain, I’m going to ask you to do something a little unorthodox. Are you familiar with a holding loop? It’s a navigational term. They used it in the Fifth Frontier war.”

“You want to change course and loop back onto our present position to keep our present range from Corsida a little longer so you can hold position without dropping out of lightspeed.”

“Very good, Captain. And then we don’t have to wake everyone in the task force for a full battle alert.”

“So how long do you want?”

“Five hours,” Harlan replied. “Inform the helmsman. Then tell Signals to relay the order to the rest of the group. Then they can send a looping signal to Core-12, encrypted of course, and tell them that Admiral Harlan Roth of the Second Squadron demands an immediate update on the status and the whereabouts of every ship in the First and Fourth Squadrons.”

They didn’t have to wait long for a reply. “Sir,” the head signals officer of the first watch called out, “Core-12 have nothing to report. They’re having just as much difficulty with the signals traffic out of Corsida as we are. They also wonder whether they should send the scouts back.”

“Our scouts can stay there for a while,” Harlan replied. “Tell Core-12 we’ll get back to them on that. Also tell them that we’re still waiting for news and we’ll be in range of their direct transmitters for the next nine hours.”

“Yes, sir.” The signals officer turned back to his communication equipment while Admiral Roth paced across the bridge like a caged animal. About a minute later, he stopped and turned back to the signals section. “Signals. Raise Commodore Tael’s group and put him on the bridge viewscreen.”

There was a momentary delay before a man in his forties appeared with a rather deep scar on his chin from his rock climbing days. It was amazing to Harlan that just a few years ago, people had time for things like that.

“Admiral.”

“Commodore, I require a brief update on the current status of your ships.”

“We lost two cruisers in that engagement and I had to send another to Dren Vaschal for urgent repairs,” Tael replied.

Harlan frowned. “Unescorted?”

“It had enough operable systems to make the journey unassisted and Valaekei hasn’t made any moves on the place.”

“But with the recent attacks on Fel Vaschal, the Levarc are still likely in the area. Why didn’t you send an escort?”

“Because frankly, Admiral, I think Valaekei’s boys may be regrouping for a second attempt at the Deimarc Yard.”

“And what do you base that on?”

“The fact that they retreated too readily. The Levarc don’t fight like that. It’s a feint.”

Harlan let out a breath. “All right. Noted. How many ships do you think you’d need to hold off a second attempt on the yard if they make one? Or how many ships do you think you could spare right now? Ignore the first question.”

The commodore frowned. “Do you want a cruiser in this group?”

“If you can spare one.”

“I can give you a cruiser and two fire support frigates. What should I tell the crews?”

“They can bolster the orbital defenses at Fel Vaschal proper until I can assign new ships to relieve them. Appoint a suitable captain to command the group and inform me if the enemy makes another attempt on Deimarc Yard.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Incidentally,” Harlan asked, “have you heard any news from the First or Fourth Squadrons?”

“I haven’t, Admiral, no.”
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The next three hours passed at the rate of an advancing glacier. The officers on the next watch began to emerge. There was a change-over at the signals station and Harlan asked the new officers for updates with a level of frequency that increased with his agitation.

Then at 0947 hours, a call came through, after which all the mysteries were clear.

“Admiral!” the head signals officer on the day watch called out across the bridge. “Urgent signal from Core-12!”

Harlan sat in his command chair, facing the bridge viewscreen. “Put it through.”

The screen lit up and a senior naval signals officer appeared. “Admiral Roth, Commodore Keigen of the First Squadron has raised a red alert.”

“Keigen? Where is he?”

“The commodore’s en route to Corsida. Admiral Sharnost is there already.”

“I know. What’s the situation?”

“Prince Askaera and the Second Division are there.”

“When did they enter the system?”

“Seven days ago.”

Two days after that first attack on Fel Vaschal, Harlan reflected. “And Admiral Sharnost and Vice Admiral Himaeron have been holding Askaera back since he arrived?”

“Over a hundred and sixty hours of continuous fighting,” the man replied before hesitating. “Um... but Vice Admiral Himaeron was killed on the first day of the engagement when the Inflexible sustained heavy damage.”

“Alert all the commands you can reach,” Harlan replied, doing his best to keep his emotions in check. “And tell them to do the same. And I want a message sent to Fel Vaschal and Commodore Tael. All units are to be placed on full alert. Inform them that I expect Valaekei to launch heavy diversionary attacks within the next forty-eight hours. And that I’m taking my task force in to assist the First and Fourth squadrons at Corsida.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Where’s the rest of the First Squadron now?”

“Commodore Keigen just passed deep space wayfare station 406 in the Stallion six minutes ago. Their ETA for Corsida is twenty-six hours.”

“We’ll be there in nineteen.”

“Shall we try to raise Commodore Keigen?”

“No need. We know where he is now. I’ll contact him directly within the hour.”

“Yes, sir.”

“However,” Harlan said, “you can raise Admiral Liatagrant and inform him of the situation as well.”

“Yes, sir.”

“That’ll be all.” Harlan turned around as the screen went dark. “Did you copy all that, Captain?”

“Yes, sir,” Arkei replied.

“Then relay to the rest of the task force. Set a direct course for Corsida.”

As the captain set about carrying out the directions, Harlan allowed himself a brief moment of anger. So while Prince Valaekei had been running him ragged, the Levarc had taken control of the system’s long range communication relays and launched a direct assault on the capital of the Federation, with all its governing bodies, military centers and the countless millions of civilians who resided there.
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Soon, heading for the battlefield, he contacted Keigen.

“Admiral,” Sharnost’s deputy greeted him.

“Commodore, I’ve received your alert and I’m en route to Corsida. We’ll be there in nineteen hours.”

“Then you’ll be of more use than us. We’ll be there in twenty-six.”

“So I’ve been told,” Harlan replied, “but you’ll still get a chance to be useful. I doubt Prince Askaera’s going to leave without putting up a fight. Now, I understand the Levarc have hampered efforts to contact anyone outside the system.”

“They have but what they’ve done isn’t exactly clear. Sharnost’s courier said they detected loops of pre-recorded signals being transmitted in and out, along with new signals with false information and they think the Levarc have captives producing them.”

“Noted. Now, what about the planetary shield? Is it holding?”

“It’s holding but frankly, it sounds as though the only reason it’s holding is that the First and Fourth squadrons are acting as a secondary shield and they’re being hammered for it.”

“How did Admiral Sharnost alert you?”

“He sent enough ships and one of them finally got through,” Commodore Keigen replied. “The courier said they had a slight reprieve in the fighting yesterday.”

About the time those new tankers would have arrived if he hadn’t destroyed most of them, Harlan thought to himself. That would have slowed Askaera down somewhat, although he could easily siphon the fuel he needed from his damaged ships or send a sortie to steal it from Federation stations.

“And the courier gave you the admiral’s logs and battle recordings?” he asked the commodore.

“Yes, sir.”

“Transmit everything to the Retribution. You have our frequency?”

“Yes, sir. Transferring now.” Keigen nodded to someone out of Harlan’s view.

“Good. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Commodore, I believe I have a long night ahead of me.”

“I believe we all have, Admiral. Good luck.”

“Thank you,” Harlan replied. “I may need it.”
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On the bridge of the Federation Dreadnought the Vigilant, Admiral Kaeil Sharnost drank the concoction the medical officer had handed him. It didn’t taste bad. In fact, it tasted fairly good for something that was artificial to an almost molecular level. However, along with the anti-fatigue patch on his arm, it was a reminder of how long this continuous fighting had been going on. In the concoction were certain chemicals designed to assist in the work of the patches in fighting fatigue, along with all the nutrients he needed for the day, but neither the drink nor the medical patch were a substitute for proper meals or an ounce of sleep.

“Thanks,” he grunted to the medic, turning back to the job at hand. Behind him, one of the gunnery officers slid from his seat and landed on the deck with a dull thud. The medic called two orderlies over to help the unconscious man to the sick bay.

Sharnost didn’t have any spare officers to replace that man now. He tried not to think about that, just as he tried not to think about the death of his captain who had suffered a stroke after the first eighty hours of continuous combat and how he tried not to think about the throbbing headache that had been his constant companion for the past five days.

Askaera had realized very early on in the fighting that he could use his numerical advantage to rotate attack forces while depriving the men and women in the defense grid around Corsida of the chance to rest. The Levarc prince was not foolish. He was not sporting or in the slightest way honorable. But he was not foolish.

However, as long as he had the capacity to move and think, Admiral Sharnost was not going to give in. If the defense grid failed, the Second Division of the Levarc Royal Navy would pummel Corsida’s shield and slaughter the planetside population. And with the capital of the Federation in ruins, the enemy would tear what remained of its scattered defense forces to pieces. If their vigil failed, if they lost Corsida, they could well lose the Federation.

Sharnost winced from the pain of his headache and turned to Lieutenant-Commander Peri Heschat, who had taken command of the Vigilant after Captain Auler’s death. “Commander.”

“Askaera’s sending more fighter squadrons into the gap,” the woman replied.

“Those heavy cruisers haven’t moved yet?”

Heschat shook her head. “No. I have no idea what they’re up to. It looks as though they’re simply throwing the fighters away for nothing.”

Sharnost frowned. “They don’t do anything without a reason. Those cruisers are drifting. They just have to roll to port, drop several degrees and then... Radar!”

“Yes, sir?”

“I want trajectory projections for those two heavy cruisers, arranged by probability. Run it through the system.”

“Yes, sir,” the same officer replied. “I’m transferring the data to the main viewscreen now.”

Sharnost looked at the screen and then turned around. “Signals, raise the Duke and the Industrious. I want them to break to port and circle back to rejoin the defense grid from behind. If those cruisers break through, they’re on intercept duty.”

He didn’t catch the reply as the deck buckled beneath his feet for a moment and the whole bridge shook. He scowled as he regained his balance. “They’re firing again?”

“Another wave incoming, sir!” someone shouted.

They were ferocious, Sharnost thought. And merciless. Their armadas seemed so large that their entire social structure must have been built around waging war and pounding their opponents into dust. He wondered how many worlds this vicious people had annihilated.

“Point defense, you’re up,” he said, bracing himself for the attack. “Signals, Benevolence is to position itself behind the wreck of the Magnanimous. Eminent is to cover the gap in the grid.” He turned to Heschat. “Get your poison brew while you can, Commander.”

“But...”

Sharnost gave her a warm smile. “I know, Commander. I can take things from here for a few moments.”

As Heschat staggered off in the direction of the medic, Sharnost assessed the situation and issued more orders.

Despite the difficulties in penetrating the heavy armor of the larger Levarc ships, the gunners in the defense grid—along with the fighter screens that were currently in place—managed to critically damage one of Askaera’s cruisers and destroy what appeared to be a support frigate. Then, on the Vigilant, there was a cry of elation. “Admiral! We have reinforcements en route.”

Sharnost exhaled in relief. “First good news all week. Bring Commodore Keigen onscreen.”

“It’s not Commodore Keigen, sir,” the communications officer replied. “It’s Admiral Roth.”
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“Several Levarc cruisers are turning to engage.”

Admiral Harlan Roth nodded. “All ships, prepare for missile bombardment. On my signal, split formation and prepare to strafe the enemy lines. We’ll then circle back behind the defensive grid and take point. The First and Fourth Squadrons have been holding back these ships for days. It’s time for us to shoulder the load.”

There was a chorus of assent and Harlan felt the anticipation of the coming battle flow through him.

Someone called out from the signals station. “Sir! We’ve got signals interference! We can’t clear it.”

“Invasive signal from the enemy,” Harlan said with a sigh. “Put it through to the main viewscreen and let them have their pre-fight gloat. The sooner Askaera makes his stupid threats, the sooner we can regain communications.”

“Um... yes, sir. Coming through now.”

The bridge viewscreen lit up with a frightening image. A human woman sitting cross legged on a deck with an enormous beast seated behind her, a reptile of giant proportions with bands of fiery red and orange around his limbs and deep ruby coloring across his broad chest, all set against a hue of magnificent gold. A monster, but a spectacular one.

The woman at his feet, plain by comparison with drab clothing and close cropped hair spoke in a leaden voice. “Incoming vessels. Prince Askaera, commander of the Second Division of the Levarc and first grandson to King Thulevai has laid claim over the world of Corsida. The Federation’s time is at hand and the Levarc shall rule over all as your rightful lords and masters. The prince bids me to tell you that if you seek your destruction, then proceed. If not, then surrender and take your rightful place beneath him or flee. But flee far. This is Prince Askaera’s bargain to you.”

The screen went blank.

Harlan put on a smile. “That’s nice.” This got a few more smiles around him and the tension on the bridge lessened slightly. “Are we clear, Signals?”

“We’re clear.”

“All right then, everyone,” the admiral said, “as you were. Prepare for the missile bombardment. All ships, I want every second fighter squadron and assault shuttle standing by for deployment.”

As his orders were carried out, Harlan tried not to let his private fears get the better of him. As he saw the armada that had been, and was even now, pounding the Corsidan defense grid, he wondered whether his task force and the ships already in the defense grid would be enough to turn it back.

“Sir!” the head signals officer called out. “Signal from the Vigilant.”

“The viewscreen if you would,” Harlan said. He looked back to the screen as Admiral Sharnost appeared, noticeably thinner and more haggard than he had last seen him. His cheeks were sunken and there was an almost hollow gaze in his eyes. This was the man commanding the Federation’s naval forces, the man who had given him his own admiral bars, and he appeared on the verge of collapse.

Harlan swallowed. “Kaeil.”

Battered past the limits of exhaustion, pinned down defending the Federation’s capital world, Admiral Kaeil Sharnost still managed a smile for his fellow admiral and close friend. “Harlan. What’s the plan?”

“We’re going to take some of the strain off, Kaeil,” Harlan told him. “We’re about to commence a bombardment of the enemy and we’ll loop behind your people and take point.”

“Did the rest of my squadron get the alert?”

“They’re en route now but they’re seven hours away. We’re just going to have to make do with what we’ve got.”

“What we’ve got might even the odds more than you think,” Sharnost said, a thoughtful look in his eyes. “It may be riskier than merging your ships with the rest of the grid but if you’re out there, we should hit Askaera from all sides.”

“It’ll be very risky, Kaeil.”

Admiral Sharnost smiled. “Compared to?”

Harlan considered this. Taking on the Second Division of the Levarc Royal Navy at almost its full strength was risky no matter how you did it.

“Good point.”
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For Admiral Kaeil Sharnost, the next three hours of the battle over Corsida were a blur and he realized that the reinforcements from the Second Squadron had arrived at the last moment where their assistance could do any good. He was physically at the end of his capacity to observe, to speak, to think and to even give a damn.

Vice Admiral Himaeron was dead, killed before Kaeil had even arrived in the system. More than half the Fourth Squadron ships had been destroyed, along with a third of his own task force. The captain of his ship had suffered a stroke over a hundred and twenty hours earlier and many more of the Vigilant’s crew had since died or had been relegated to the now overcrowded medical wings. One way or the other, the siege was at its end, and it would certainly be over by the time Commodore Keigen arrived. However, he now held onto a faint hope that he hadn’t had before. Whatever it was that Admiral Roth was doing from his end, it was working and the defense grid was still holding.

Then at some stage during the fighting, he saw the sight he had dreaded from the moment of his arrival. Prince Askaera’s Royal Dreadnought, the Sheverhai, had locked its numerous guns and torpedo bays on the Vigilant. For the very first time, one of the Federation’s V-Class Dreadnoughts—the pride of its naval forces—was going to directly engage one of the largest ships in the Levarc Royal Navy. The flagship of the most dangerous Levarc commander they knew of, no less. Of course, Sharnost knew enough about Levarc pride to know that Askaera would personally target his ship sooner or later but he’d assumed he’d be dead from exhaustion by the time it happened.

“Swift, Hurricane and Adjudicator,” he ordered, “we’re engaging the Sheverhai. Take flank positions. Concentrate fire on the weapons clusters. When we’re in range, break off and engage it broadside.” He raised the Retribution. “Harlan?”

“I read you, Kaeil. We’re still trying to reach you.”

“The Vigilant’s under direct attack from the Sheverhai. If we don’t make it out, I’m transferring command of my squadrons over to you.”

“Kaeil, keep your distance. We can reach you. We’re already splitting the division. If we can pin his defenses from behind, we might be able to scare him off.”

“Askaera doesn’t scare.”

“He will if he wants to keep his precious ship intact,” Harlan countered. “Stay—”

The bridge rocked with the impact of the Sheverhai’s weaponry.

“Forward batteries, target torpedo bays,” Admiral Sharnost shouted. “Fire!” He had the satisfaction of seeing several explosions across the massive blades of weapons emplacements around the Dreadnought’s cylindrical hull.

Then, off the Vigilant’s prow, the heavy cruiser Hurricane—while letting loose a massive onslaught of fire on the Sheverhai—was ripped apart in a fiery inferno that appeared apropos of nothing until a hailstorm of torpedoes shot through the space where it had been just a moment before.

“Swift—” Admiral Sharnost started then keeled over as the bridge rocked with the impacts of another succession of powerful blasts from Askaera’s Dreadnought. He staggered forward and fell to the deck. For a moment, he couldn’t breathe and excruciating pain pierced his ear drums. He let out a cry then the pain in his head subsided and he was vaguely aware of blurry shapes moving around him. Then everything was dark.
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An hour and forty-seven minutes later, it was over.

“Sir!” the radar officer of the Retribution announced. “The Sheverhai is retreating from the battle. The heavy cruisers as well.”

“Hound them,” Harlan ordered. “And well done. Everyone.” Leaning forward, he let out a sigh of relief and rubbed his eyes. “Signals, raise the Vigilant.”

There was a slight delay and then a youngish man appeared on the bridge viewscreen.

“Admiral Roth,” he said. “Lieutenant Ardenhal.”

“At ease, Lieutenant,” Harlan replied. “I just want an update on the status of the ship.”

“The Vigilant is crippled, Admiral. We’ve secured the hull breach but we’ve lost power to numerous systems. Life support has failed in several of our port side sections, along with the forward decks on the starboard. Engines and steering are presently unresponsive. We still don’t know the full extent of our casualties.”

“I see.” Harlan hesitated. “And Admiral Sharnost?”

The lieutenant shook his head. “I don’t know, Admiral. He’s alive but he was on the bridge when it was depressurized. He’s down in medical now but he’s still in critical condition.”

“We must get Admiral Sharnost and anyone else who was there to a better equipped facility right away,” Harlan told him. “I’ll send over a shuttle for an immediate planetside transfer, along with an escort. Inform the medics and have the admiral and the others ready. Then see to the rest of your crew. I’ll establish a perimeter and begin the clean up.”

He terminated the transmission and turned to the commanding officer of the Retribution. “Captain Arkei. Send out the scout ships. I want to make sure Askaera’s not coming back.”

“Well, if he does, Commodore Keigen will be here with fresh crews in two hours,” Arkei said.

Harlan sighed. “Just send out the ships, Captain.”
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Admiral Locaun, retired from active duty and now Admiral of the Staff on Corsida, sat across from the younger man and passed him a drink. “Here. I’d say you’ve earned this, Harlan.”

Admiral Harlan Roth took a sip and put the glass down as Locaun pulled out a pad. “I don’t deserve any special accolades for helping out. Anyone else would have done the same thing.”

“Some would say you’d do it better than most.”

“Well, that’s very kind of them,” Harlan replied. He frowned. “So what happened?”

“The Levarc replaced deep-space communications array Corsida-08B with a control frigate of theirs. They then recorded our regular signals traffic for a while before replicating it and producing new signals of their own. After a few days of that, Askaera launched his attack and the rest you know. It was lucky that Admiral Sharnost arrived with his own reinforcements when he did. Otherwise, Corsida would have been under Levarc control days before you got here. Or leveled. Take your pick.”

“You’re right,” Harlan said. “Admiral Sharnost and the men and women under his command deserve the utmost admiration and gratitude for holding out as long as they did.”

Locaun nodded. “We’re making sure that people know. We’re making sure everyone knows. What the Federation owes Admiral Sharnost and his people is immeasurable.” He shook his head. “It’s hard to believe we came that close to losing everything.”

“We still might,” Harlan reminded him. “The Levarc are something else. We were never prepared to deal with anything like this.”

For a few moments, neither man spoke.

“How much damage do you think you inflicted on the Sheverhai?” Locaun asked eventually.

Harlan shrugged. “Enough to scare Askaera off but I doubt it was anything more than that. Although we’ve seen now that the Levarc are very protective of their Dreadnoughts. They’ll use their larger capital ships as cannon fodder if it’ll help them win an engagement but Askaera seemed reluctant to risk even neglible damage to his precious Sheverhai. That said though, I don’t think we will have scared him off for long.”

“But it was enough for now, at any rate. Corsida’s secure for the moment and all the long-range communication relays should be back online within the next twenty-four hours. The siege is over. Or the Long Vigil as it’s being called in the news.”

Harlan considered the name. “The Long Vigil? I think that’s quite appropriate.”

“Yes.” Admiral Locaun agreed. “Anyway, I imagine we’ll be seeing a lot more of Prince Askaera.”

“I’d say so,” Harlan said. “And his brother too. Which reminds me. I think Prince Valaekei may have launched more attacks since I brought my task force here and I haven’t had the chance to check. Have you—”

Locaun nodded. “The Levarc made another attack on Fel Vaschal. It was a smaller task force this time but it completed the destruction of Deimarc Yard and badly damaged the Dauntless and Sable Standard. Following the evacuation of his ship, Commodore Tael was unaccounted for and has been presumed killed in action.”

Harlan knew the ships the commodore had sent to Fel Vaschal may have made the necessary difference if they had remained where they were.

“I know what you’re thinking, Harlan,” Admiral Locaun said, intruding on his thoughts. “Don’t. You made a tough decision under the circumstances and if you hadn’t drawn ships away from the commodore, we might have lost Fel Vaschal instead. In fact, we might have lost Fel Vaschal and Deimarc.”

Harlan nodded. “I’m sorry. It’s been a long day.”

“Well, spare a thought for Admiral Sharnost then.”

“You’re right.”

Again, both men were quiet.

“Will he make it?” Harlan eventually asked.

A faint smile creased Admiral Locaun’s lips but there was a bittersweet edge to it. “He’s in a stable condition now.” Then the smile faded entirely. “But he’s suffered spinal damage, hearing damage and severe heart strain. He’s recovering in a microgravity hospital but he’ll never recover fully enough to return to active duty.”

That was a tremendous loss, Harlan knew. And it would be a massive blow to the morale of the Federation’s civilian population. Admiral Sharnost was not only the commander of the naval forces but he was much loved as well.

“So who’s going to command the fleet in the interim?” he asked. “Until a new commander can be appointed?”

“Admiral Tereint and I aren’t considering an interim period,” Locaun replied. “We can’t afford that kind of luxury.”

Harlan waited.

“There’s a war going on out there, Admiral,” Locaun continued, “against a more ruthless group of people than any I’ve read about in the annals. We’re going to need a supreme commander with direct authority over all the divisions of the Federation navy for the duration of the war. And Admiral Tereint and I have chosen you.”
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253 Corsidan Standard

32 years before the events of Star Frontier. 

A thunderous blast jarred Gilham out of his private musings. He looked at the other men in their cramped quarters, observing their haggard features beneath a coat of dust and grime. No doubt they wanted to get out as much as he did and although some looked as though they had almost lost the will to fight, none of them had lost it completely.

He smiled. “Well, that’s the next seam. On the twentieth, just as I said.”

“We’ll take your word for it,” one of the longer serving prisoners said before turning away to look at the dust cloud that now spread outside, flickering with the orange glow of heated particles from the explosion. The men didn’t have a great view, the window being too small, but it was better than nothing.

Gilham looked too, wincing as he turned. His side still throbbed, although the bruises he had sustained were now fading. He grinned tightly, remembering that all too recent incident. The Levarc hadn’t asked him or his comrades any questions. It had been an act of frustration and retaliation... and it hadn’t done their captors a scrap of good.

He and his men had now largely recovered from their injuries but the Levarc would never win back the sector they had lost after his squad demolished their shipyards there. At least, not if his father had anything to say about it.

And that was another small victory over his captors in a way. Here he was in a Levarc mining camp, the son of the man who was currently leading the Federation’s forces against the aggressors and they had no idea. Despite everything, he had kept his full identity secret—from the Levarc, from the other members of his team and from the member who had turned them over to the enemy. His smile faded. If his plan worked and he and his squad got away, he was going to put that man out of business permanently.

One of the other prisoners gave Gilham a look of grudging respect. “Well, you certainly seem to know everything that’s going on around here, I’ll give you that.”

Gilham shrugged. “I’ve learned enough of the Levarc language to catch what most of the guards and the supervisors talk about.”

The man lowered his voice. “You’d better not let them find that out.”

“I don’t plan to,” Gilham told him. Being assigned to be the personal translator for a Levarc officer wasn’t anybody’s idea of fun.

“So are you going to tell us all your grand plan for getting out of this place?”

Gilham regarded his fellow prisoner. “Well, if you’re still interested.” He eyed the other men in the room. “And I remind you all that being privy to this plan does not oblige you to take part in it. I know all too well that it’s a gamble. If we keep our heads down and don’t cause any trouble, maybe we’ll see the end of the war and the Levarc will release us. But if we should try to escape and get caught...”

“I’ve heard better sales pitches,” someone grunted.

“I don’t lie to the men I work with,” Gilham said, identifying the wit in the middle of the group. He gestured to the five other commandos from his small squad. “As my men can tell you. I’m not going to tell you this’ll be as simple as replacing a glow lamp in the shafts because it won’t be. And I’m not going to tell you it’s a risk free venture because it isn’t. But if we pull this off, and I believe we can, then not only can we escape... but we can put a nice big dent in the Levarc war machine while we’re at it. For the moment though, all I’m asking is a chance to run this by you.”

When he had finished explaining his plan, there was, as he expected, a fair amount of skepticism.

“So you and your men are going to play dead?” someone asked.

Gilham smiled. “I suppose that’s one way of putting it. However, as crazy as it sounds, remember that they’re going to evacuate that shaft as quickly as they can to preserve their own skins.”

“How can you be so sure?” another prisoner asked.

“Because that’s what anyone in their right minds would do,” Gilham replied. “And the Levarc are not stupid. But by the time the guards get suited up with gas masks and oxygen tanks and come back, they’re going to find that shaft collapsed with us presumably dead under the rubble.”

“They’re going to be suspicious about that,” the man warned him. “And when they find out that you’ve pilfered that blasting paste, they’re going to come down hard on the rest of us.”

“Only if they can link the missing explosives to the rest of you,” Gilham said. “And once my men and I are out of the picture, they won’t. I’m only carrying a small amount of the blasting paste and a tiny remote. The rest of it’s been placed where it’s needed. I’m quite certain our friends will work out that my men and I have pulled a trick on them. In fact, I’d be a little disappointed in them if they didn’t. But the important point to remember is that it’s my men and I they’ll be after. So if the rest of you want to sit this out, you’ll have nothing to worry about.”
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Late the next afternoon, everything was ready. It was dark as it always was on this strange world and the wind whipped across its gray surface, stirring up clouds of dust that glowed with the distorted light of electrical storms that were always happening somewhere close by.

As Gilham and a team of fellow prisoners dragged a heavy drill into the shaft they’d been carving out for the past week, he glanced back to get his bearings one last time.

There was the air tower up on the rise behind him with its roving lights to guide down incoming vessels. Beside it, several large cargo freighters waited empty for the next load of itherian ore. The loading mechanisms and the storage containers weren’t visible from his vantage point but he knew they weren’t far away. A little further to his right was the main bunker where the guards were stationed and the mine supervisors were to be found... and the storage sheds where the heavy mining equipment was kept. That was where he had pilfered the blasting explosives when the guards weren’t looking. He had learned from listening in on the guards that their next inventory of the items there would be taken on the twenty-second so it had been safe enough to take them. Of course, after he and his fellow conspirators collapsed this mineshaft, they would check the contents of the sheds a little sooner. And of course, one of those sheds was also where the guards’ spare weapons and power packs were kept.

Behind Gilham’s left at the opposite side of the compound were the barracks where he and the other prisoners were confined when they were not working and all around him, the Levarc guards oversaw everything. They paced along the line of the prisoners, hunched forward in their predatory stance, their large gold flecked eyes of fiery red swiveling forwards and back, their talons never far from the triggers of their weapons.

The guns were larger than what he was accustomed to and there was no doubt they’d be heavy, being designed with massive Levarc soldiers in mind. The trigger array also appeared to be different and the action would be more akin to priming a pump than the squeezing action preferred by most humanoid races.

When they finally blew the lock on the weapons stash, he doubted he and the others were going to have any time to get used to the guns so he had to work out what he could about them now. He committed every detail to memory. Where the Levarc soldiers placed their talons, how they supported the weight of the weapons, where the safety catches appeared to be... everything.

Just then, one of the guards grabbed him and shoved him towards the entrance of the shaft they were heading into. He didn’t protest as there wasn’t any point.

“This low!” the guard complained, gesturing at the ceiling of the shaft. They complained about the heights of the shaft ceilings a lot, Gilham had found. Not that there was much he and the other prisoners could do about the matter. They didn’t have the reach of the Levarc and they weren’t the ones supplying the drilling equipment.

However, this shaft was a little lower than the others they’d dug out and shored up. It had required rather careful manipulation when he’d been operating the drill but it had worked. The Levarc were not going to have an easy time moving through this one.

Gilham nodded in agreement with the guard, slumping his shoulders in the meek posture he used with his captors. The worse thing he could do would be to look strong or proud. They invariably took that as some kind of personal affront.

However, the performance didn’t do him much good as the guard still sent him reeling into the side of the shaft.

“This will be... done properly,” the guard said, searching for the right words. He looked towards the overseer of this particular shift, whose Corsidan was better than his own.

“Hark-kraeil mem?” the older Levarc asked, glaring at the prisoners as he made his way over.

“Desal mem arl-komisard led faiem,” the guard complained, gesturing to the shaft. “Vos led gret.”

The overseer ducked his head into the entrance and looked around. “I agree,” he said, standing at his full height and turning back to the prisoners. “This shaft is too low for us.” He gestured to Gilham. “No rations for the next two days. And tonight, you shall make a sufficient clearing in that shaft. We’ve got a nice new shipment of beams by the loading bays so you can shore them up nicely. And not a man will sleep until it is done.” He gave them all a cold stare. “And if you think I’m afraid of working any of you to death, think again. There are plenty more workers where you came from who are waiting to join you. They just don’t know it yet.”

He then made his way across the compound, no doubt to inform the senior officers in the camp about the situation. As he left, the guard by Gilham gave him a swift kick and hauled him to his feet. “Now get back to work!” He’d mastered that phrase at least.

As he got back into line, Gilham ignored the glares of some of his fellow prisoners. Then with a massive heave, they started pushing the drill into the shaft. Soon, it would be time for his performance. The other five members of his squad were with him near the front of the drill. He knew they’d play their part perfectly. There were also two other prisoners who were going to collapse, while the rest were going to retreat out of the shaft with the guards because if everyone went down, the charade wouldn’t work.

Gilham hoped the two prisoners who would be collapsing beside his men would be good enough to make it look real.

He then concentrated on the job at hand, trying to haul the heavy mining drill to the end of the tunnel they had made. The rock underneath their feet was brittle and broke apart easily which made it very easy to carve out but made their current task very difficult. It seemed that every time they needed to put their back into a heave, digging into the rock with their boots, it would give way and they would slip and stumble.

However, as tiring and frustrating as this was, Gilham took some consolation in the fact that the guards were wincing noticeably every time they scraped their backs under an overhead support beam. It required a little effort on his part but he managed not to show any satisfaction at their discomfort.

Then the moment arrived. They had reached the end of the tunnel and it was time to activate the drill. The prisoners all knew the routine now. They stepped back behind the machine and put their shoulders to it, while the longest serving prisoner pulled down on a lever. With a roar, it came to life with loud whirring components spinning the drilling head around at impossible speed. It tore into the rock, showering the prisoners with debris while the guards stood a more or less comfortable distance back. There was after all, only so much comfort that could be had when their backs were scraping against the ceiling of the shaft.

Discreetly, Gilham pulled out some fine rock sediment from a fold in his vest. He had found it in the last shaft they had worked and it was the key to the whole plan. Imalithen-magrate mixed with the blasting paste he had requisitioned and a drill that turned rock into powder. It wasn’t dangerous but that wasn’t the point. Leaning forward and wrapping his arm around a support on the drill, keeping both hands out of sight, he packed the sediment into the paste. Then for his coup de grace, he stumbled forward, slinging the mixture along the floor of the shaft under the drilling head.

A strange gaseous cloud formed in the shaft, sickly green in color. Gilham swooned, feigning an attack of light-headedness, then he swayed a bit and collapsed.

It wasn’t easy. He had to ignore the urge to put his arms out to break his fall and took the brunt of it face first. The pain in his side flared again but he forced it away, focusing instead on the sounds around him. The other prisoners were moving back and the guards were yelling at everyone to get out. The sounds were important. He could not turn around to see when the guards had gone or the whole thing would be finished right then and there.

Once they had retreated far enough up the shaft that he knew they would be unable to see him, he fumbled around the side of his boot and pulled out the remote for the blasting paste he had set up already, the paste he had used to line the base of the support struts further back up the shaft. The blasting paste on the weapons storage shed meanwhile, though in place, was not wired yet as he didn’t want to give away the end game. But that part of the plan would be carried out soon enough.

He activated the remote and flicked the switch. The blasts were short and not particularly loud but the sound of the shaft collapsing behind them more than made up for it.

He flattened himself on the ground ahead of the wave of dust and debris that swept through the tunnel and then he was up on his feet, along with the others. “Let’s move,” he said, scrambling up the scree where the ceiling had been. It wasn’t easy but the others needed little encouragement. There was a rise in landscape behind the point where the shaft had collapsed so they would not be visible yet, but it wouldn’t take long before the guards came scrambling over it to investigate what had happened or they got a ship up to survey the area from above. Either way, Gilham and the others weren’t waiting around.

“Well, it looks like luck’s on our side,” one of the prisoners said once they were a safe distance away.

One of Gilham’s comrades gave him a hard look. “What do you mean, ‘luck’?”

“I mean we weren’t buried under a pile of rubble back there,” the man explained. “How only one section of the shaft collapsed. You don’t think that’s lucky?”

“Gilham set that up,” the man replied. “Luck had nothing to do with it.”

The prisoner looked at Gilham, who in turn just shrugged. “I’ve been trained to do that. But anyway, we need to keep moving. We’ll circle around behind the main bunker and break into the weapons shed while they’re still searching the perimeter.”

“I’m still a bit worried,” the prisoner said. “Now that that blast has gone off, they’re bound to check the storage sheds and find how much explosive paste is missing.”

“Sure,” Gilham said, “but that won’t tell them how much we used blowing open the mine shaft. They may assume we used everything we pilfered.”

“But won’t they wonder how we’re planning to get off the planet?”

“Let them.”
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By the time they reached the sheds adjoining the main bunker, the camp was alive with the noise of sirens and up above, searchlights swept back and forth through the heavy clouds and dust. Gilham hadn’t had any way of predicting that the atmospheric conditions would be so favorable but he was glad they were.

Around the edges of the encampment, the Levarc soldiers were scrambling up the rocky embankments to get better vantage points and there were two small shuttles hovering in the air. Meanwhile, the rest of the prisoners were being herded back into the barracks but at least they were okay.

After taking one last look at the encampment to get the relative positions of all the Levarc who were on the ground, Gilham led the others between the storage sheds... where two Levarc guards were waiting, guns already training on them.

“Down!” he shouted to his companions and leapt towards the guards, stretching his legs out and sliding along the gravel. He managed to get a grip on the nearest guard’s weapon but he had to act fast. The Levarc were much stronger than he was and it would only be a matter of heartbeats before the guard ripped the weapon out of his grip and finished him off.

With one free hand, he scooped up some gravel and threw it at the guards’ eyes. The other members of his squad were at his side a moment later, two of them grappling with his guard and the other three taking on the remaining one.

Gilham hauled himself up, using the guard’s shoulder as a lever, and drove his fist into a pressure point at the base of his neck. Then he held it there, pushing down with all his strength and waiting four seconds. Any working techniques for taking down Levarc were spread quickly to all active Federation soldiers but this was the first time he’d tried this one himself. However, on the fourth second, the Levarc fell forward with a gasp. And beside him, the remaining guard was down as well.

“The other guards will be
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