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Humanity has won a great victory, shattering the alien fleet that would have destroyed the Solar Union and exterminated the human race.  But the war is not yet over.  The Tokomak still have a huge fleet and an immense industrial base, large enough to crush the human race once and for all if they have time to bring it into action.  The war may still be lost.

There is only one way to win.  Admiral Hoshiko Stuart and her fleet must take the war deep into enemy territory, to the very heart of the Tokomak Empire.  But with the Tokomak gathering their forces and rallying their allies for one final battle, the outcome still hangs in the balance ...

... And whoever wins will dominate the galaxy for thousands of years to come.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Very Brief Recap


[image: ]


In the very near future, a handful of military veterans in the USA were abducted by an alien starship.  Unluckily for their would-be captors - the Horde, a race of interstellar scavengers - the humans rapidly managed to break free and gain control of the starship.  Steve Stuart, a rancher who had been growing more and more disillusioned with the government, saw opportunity - the starship could serve as the base for a new civilisation, the Solar Union.  

Despite some small problems with planet-bound governments, the Solarians - as they would eventually be called - started to both recruit settlers for the new state and distribute alien-grade technology on Earth.  After defeating a series of Horde ships that attempted to recapture their starship and attack Earth, the Solar Union was firmly in place.  

This was, of course, unknown to the rest of the galaxy.  To them, Earth wasn't even a microstate.  This suited the Solarians just fine.  Humans could and did travel beyond the solar system - as traders, mercenaries or even simple explorers - but no one wanted to attract the Galactics to Earth.  The Solarians were already making improvements to GalTech that could not fail to alarm the major alien powers, particularly the Tokomak, the undisputed masters of the known galaxy.  

Fifty years after Contact, the veil of secrecy fell.  Humanity’s involvement in a series of brushfire wars at the edge of known space could no longer be hidden, nor could elements of advanced technology.  In response, the Tokomak dispatched a massive fleet to Sol with the intention of blasting Earth to cinders.  Unknown to the Tokomak, the Solar Navy had just enough advanced technology to stand off the alien fleet and smash it.  The follow-up attacks shattered the Tokomak grip on the nearby sectors, freeing hundreds of planets from their influence.  Humanity had suddenly become a major regional power.  A number of naval bases were rapidly established, both to extend human influence and protect human trade.

This had unfortunate effects on Earth.  The expansion of the Solar Union - and its willingness to insist that anyone who wanted to emigrate, could - accidentally accelerated the social decline pervading civilisation.  Europe, America and many other countries fell into civil war, something that caused considerable concern in orbit.  One faction within the Solar Union wanted to intervene, others - feeling no loyalty to Earth - believed it was better to let Earthers handle their own affairs.  

Captain-Commodore Hoshiko Sashimi Stuart - the granddaughter of Steve Stuart - accidentally stepped into a political minefield when she insisted that Earth should be left alone.  Her family’s political enemies were quick to use it against them.  Accordingly, she was placed in command of a cruiser squadron and dispatched to the Martina Sector, where she would be well out of the public eye.  However, she quickly discovered that the Druavroks - a powerful alien race - were bent on a campaign of genocide against their neighbours, including a number of human settlers.  Allying herself with other threatened races, Hoshiko led a campaign that broke the Druavroks and laid the groundwork for a human-led federation - a Grand Alliance.

Unfortunately for humanity - and everyone else - the Tokomak had other ideas.  Neola, the Tokomak who had commanded the fleet that died at Earth, managed to take control of the Tokomak Empire and prepare her people for a far more serious war.  Her first step, after ensuring that the immense fleets were brought back online, was to attempt to lure a human starship - Odyssey - into a trap.  Although humanity fell for what was presented, to them, as an olive branch from one of the oldest known races, the crew of Odyssey were able to escape and find their way back to the nearest safe port.  In their wake, however, an ultimatum was sent.  Humanity could surrender, or be mercilessly hunted down and exterminated.

This could not be borne.  

Realising that the Tokomak would have to take their ships through a gravity point bottleneck at Apsidal, the Solar Union sent a massive fleet under Admiral Stuart to occupy the system and stand off the enemy forces.  Unfortunately, Empress Neola followed the same line of reasoning and deployed her own fleet to pin the human ships against the gravity point.  She was not, however, able to plan for the combination of advanced technology and sheer nerve, which allowed her human opponents to counter her and do immense damage to her fleet.  Cutting her losses, Neola fled home ... only to discover that she had been unseated, that half the known galaxy was on the verge of outright rebellion and, for the first time in a hundred thousand years, the Tokomak faced a devastating defeat...
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It would have made Empress Neola laugh, if it wasn’t so ... ironic.

She had rebelled, the first junior officer - by the standards of her people - to rebel in thousands of years.  She had led an almost effortless coup against the old ones, the ancients too doddering and old to realise that someone could overthrow them ... only to discover, after the twin disasters of Apsidal and N-Gann, that someone had overthrown her in turn.  They hadn’t stripped her of power, they hadn’t banished her to a retirement world nicely out of the way, but they had limited her power.  The omnipotence she’d claimed was gone.

Although I was never quite omnipotent, she reflected, sourly.  Sure, she’d been the absolute ruler of the Tokomak Empire, but ... there had been limits.  The humans and their pathetic Galactic Alliance hadn’t surrendered, when faced with the prospect of clashing with the greatest military machine in the known galaxy.  The universe didn’t bend to my will.

She studied the handful of faces around the table, knowing her position was weaker than before.  Once, she could have snapped her long fingers and everyone would have leapt to obey.  Now ... it was a popularity contest, where the soldiers and spacers decided for themselves who they’d follow, who they’d obey.  Neola shuddered.  She understood the importance of ensuring competence at the top - it was why she’d launched her coup - but soldiers and spacers shouldn’t decide for themselves which orders they’d follow.  At best, there would be long delays as they tried to argue out the pros and cons of each set of orders: at worst, there would be absolute anarchy.  It was no way to run a government, let alone a war.  And she knew they simply didn’t have time to iron out the kinks before the humans set Tokomak Prime itself on fire.

And they know I lost the last campaign, she thought.  They’re not inclined to listen to me.

A human would have gritted her teeth.  Neola was too practiced to reveal her emotions that openly, but anger and despair gnawed at her gut.  It wasn’t a complete disaster - she’d argued, time and time again - but hardly anyone believed her.  Cold logic was no substitute for the shock of hundreds of thousands of lives, important lives, being expended on a gravity point assault.  No one in the room cared one whit for the lesser races who served the Tokomak as sepoys, expendable cannon fodder, but the Tokomak spacers themselves?  They were important.  The Tokomak hadn’t suffered such losses in living memory.  And, given there were Tokomak who were literally thousands of years old, that was a very long time indeed.

“We expect you to behave yourself, Empress,” Coordinator Hakav said.  “And to listen to our advice.”

You could just have taken power for yourself, Neola thought, coldly.  It spoke of either rectitude or moral cowardice.  She didn’t care which.  Instead, you content yourself with giving advice.

She wanted to laugh.  Or cry.  The youngsters often affected the manner of the old ... but they didn’t need to, not any longer.  They were calling the shots.  Now.  And yet, they didn’t have the courage to overthrow her completely.  They had to know she was dangerous.  Neola had overthrown ancients who’d held their posts for longer than most of them had been alive, sheer longevity giving them a legitimacy the youngsters lacked.  She’d kill them all if she got a chance and they had to know it.  But they’d merely hampered her.  That was a mistake.

Unless they don’t want to risk another round of infighting, she reminded herself.  We could lose the war with the humans while scrabbling amongst ourselves.

She nodded, curtly, and directed their attention to the holographic display.  “There is no point in lying to ourselves,” she said.  Let them think of her as fettered, for the moment.  She’d regain what she’d lost in time.  “We are not our servants, who need reassurance.  We can accept that the situation is grim.  The humans have scored a major victory.”

“We have never lost a fleet base before,” Admiral Kyan said.

“No.”  Neola conceded the point without rancour.  “But we have many - many - fleet bases.”

She spoke calmly, hiding her irritation as much as she could.  “The humans have successfully prevented us from launching a major invasion of their sector.  Right now, our fleets would have to proceed through FTL, a journey that would take decades.  The human outposts blocking the gravity point chains have to be dislodged before we could mount an invasion in a reasonable space of time.  We will be required to launch a series of gravity point assaults before we could even think about bringing our muscle to bear on Earth.

“However, we have other problems.  The loss of a major fleet base” - she nodded to the admiral - “has ... unsettled ... our allies.  Many of them are rethinking their stance in the light of new developments.  Others are looking back to the days of their independence and wondering what, if anything, they can do while we’re distracted.  And while we are still strong enough to take out our allies if there is no other choice, they could produce a distraction at the worst possible time.  Right now, there is a human fleet within striking distance of the inner worlds.  It may only be a matter of time before that fleet starts an advance to the core.”

She allowed her words to hang in the air.  “To Tokomak Prime itself.”

There was a long, chilling pause.  She smiled inwardly, despite the seriousness of the situation.  They’d never really considered just how easily a strength could become a weakness, if the balance of power shifted even slightly.  The Tokomak had banned their servants from fortifying the gravity points, both to ensure free navigation and to make it difficult for anyone to stop their fleets from teaching any rebellious systems a lesson.  Now, with a major enemy fleet pressing against the inner worlds themselves, the gravity points were terrifyingly undefended.  Neola had started a fortification program, hastily repurposing planetary defence platforms and constructing floating fortresses from scratch, but she was uncomfortably aware the program would take time.  Time she didn’t have.  The humans moved so quickly that they’d often managed to surprise even her.

And they’ve also managed to improve upon the technology they stole, she mused, sourly.  The Tokomak had thought they’d taken technology as far as it could go.  The humans had proved them wrong.  In hindsight, it had been a convenient lie ... a lie that had been believed, eventually even by the people who’d propagated it in the first place.  Neola knew she’d pulled off some tactical innovations - she’d caught the humans by surprise, once or twice - but her people were ill-prepared to engage in a technological arms race.  Sooner or later, they’ll come up with something that renders our giant reserve fleet nothing more than scrap metal.

She shuddered again.  The Tokomak had built literally millions of warships over thousands of years.  They’d built so many ships they couldn’t hope to man them, even if they gave every last one of their race a uniform and assigned him to a ship.  The fleet had been held in reserve, the largest hammer in the known galaxy.  The cost of keeping it even marginally operable had been staggering, even to them.  But now, the fleet was only of limited value.  The programs to bring the ships out of mothballs, crew them and deploy them to the front might not be completed in time to keep the humans from developing a whole new weapons system.  And then the reserve fleet might become worse than useless.

“Time is not on our side,” she said, calmly.  She altered the display.  “This is what I intend to do.”

She outlined her plan, grimly aware that it was really nothing more than a more urgent version of her previous plan.  She’d assumed she could secure Apsidal and open the way to Earth without much ado, forcing the humans to stand in defence of their homeworld rather than raiding the inner worlds themselves.  She’d assumed ... but those assumptions had died in fire, along with hundreds of thousands of Tokomak spacers.  She hadn’t bothered to calculate how many of their subjects had died - no one had cared enough to ask - but she knew their deaths were in the millions.  And yet, she needed to demand much more from their client races.  They’d all have to stand in defence of civilisation itself.

And yet, they’re starting to wonder if we can be beaten, Neola thought.  And that makes them unreliable.

She cursed the gerontocrats under her breath, savagely.  The humans had an expression - Old Farts - that fitted them perfectly.  They’d been so keen to make it clear that the Tokomak had never suffered even the slightest loss - not in recorded history, anyway - that losing even a single ship was a major disaster.  And she’d lost thousands of ships.  It was only a black eye - she had hundreds of thousands of ships coming online - but it looked bad.  The public perception was that the Tokomak were losing.  And the mere fact they had to consider public perception was itself a sign that things were going wrong ...

“This could be the end,” she warned.  “The humans are at our gates.  But we do have a preponderance of firepower and mobile units.  If we can find the time to bring the rest of the fleet online - if - we can end this threat once and for all.”

“If,” Coordinator Hakav repeated.

“If,” Neola agreed.  “The galaxy has changed beyond measure in the last few years.  We can no longer allow ourselves the delusion that we are unbeatable.  We cannot afford to keep believing our own lies.  We must adapt when change sweeps over us.  Or die.”

She let out a long breath.  She was young, although by human standards she would be on the verge of death.  And yet, even she had trouble grasping what might lie ahead.  She’d been so used to the limits of everything from technology to politics, and to the concept of those limits being inflexible, that she had trouble imagining what might happen if they changed.  The Tokomak saw themselves as the undisputed and unchallengeable masters of the known universe.  It rarely occurred to them - it had rarely occurred to them - that their dominance was not a natural law.  The universe didn’t guarantee them anything.

But it doesn’t guarantee the humans anything either, she reminded herself, firmly.  They’re strong, but they’re not unbeatable.  We can still reclaim the galaxy for ourselves.

Sure, her thoughts answered, as the discussion continued to rage.  And what sort of galaxy will we pass down to our children?
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Hameeda’s eyes snapped open.

For a moment, wrapped in the darkness, she was unsure of where she was or what she was doing.  She’d been dreaming ... she wasn’t sure what she’d been dreaming, but it had troubled her on a level she couldn’t express.  There’d been shadows in her dreams ... she shook her head as the cabin lights came on, illuminating a chamber that was surprisingly large and luxurious for such a small warship.  But then, she was trapped in the LinkShip until the day she died.  The designers had known they’d better make it comfortable.

She rubbed her forehead and sat up, trying to recover the dream.  It bugged her, more than she cared to admit.  She’d rarely dreamed since joining the navy ... but then, she supposed, she’d often been too tired to do anything more than throw herself on her bunk at the end of her shift and sleep until the next shift began.  Even now, with a small army of automatic helpers at her beck and call, she still got tired.  Her body was in the peak of health, and would remain that way until she died, but she could still get mentally tired.  And there was no one who could take her place.

Hameeda sighed, then reached out through her implants to touch the local processor.  The LinkShip was surrounded by the featureless darkness of FTL, effectively alone within the folded universe.  Her long-range sensors had picked up the occasional hint of other starships passing through FTL, but none of them had come close enough to exchange greetings.  They might have been hundreds of light years away, given how gravity waves propagated within FTL.  There was no way to be entirely certain of anything unless they came a great deal closer.  A status display appeared in front of her and she studied it.  She was definitely alone on the ship.

Perhaps I should have asked for a companion, she thought, ruefully.  Or a sexbot.

She snorted at the thought - she’d tried a sexbot when she’d reached her majority, only to discover that even the most humanoid robot wasn’t human - and swung her legs over the side of the bed.  The floor grew warm under her naked feet.  Hameeda didn’t bother to check her appearance in the mirror, let alone don her uniform, as she paced down the corridor and onto the bridge.  She felt a twinge of the old disappointment as she stepped through the airlock - the chamber was really nothing more than a single command chair, surrounded by holographic displays she rarely used - and then pushed it aside.  One day, all starships would be controlled by direct neural links and complex command bridges would be a thing of the past.  She rather suspected that would be a long time in the future.  A normal bridge might be less efficient, but it looked better.

Her lips quirked as she sat down, the neural links activating automatically.  Her awareness expanded, twinning itself time and time again with the starship’s processor nodes.  She took a long breath as a string of status reports fell into her head, each assessed by her intellectual-shadow and classed as non-urgent.  There was no reason to be concerned about anything, the network said.  She checked anyway, just to be sure.  The LinkShip was in perfect shape.  It was more than ready to carry out the mission.

Hameeda nodded to herself, then checked the FTL drive.  The LinkShip was rocketing towards Yunnan, a major Tokomak fleet base a few hundred light years from N-Gann.  If Solar Intelligence was correct - and Hameeda took everything the spooks said with a grain of salt - the Tokomak were massing ships there, preparing for ... something.  Hameeda’s tactical computers offered a number of possibilities, listed in order of probability.  They could launch a counterstroke at N-Gann, despite the presence of two-thirds of the Solar Navy; they could withdraw the ships to block a thrust towards Tokomak Prime; they might even be bracing themselves for a revolution, for a whole string of revolutions.  Hameeda had read the reports from the inner worlds.  There were literally hundreds of alien races that hated the Tokomak, but were too scared to rebel.  That might have changed, now the Tokomak had taken a black eye.  Their servants might be wondering if they could launch a successful revolt against their masters ...

And they’d better pray they could get away with it, if they did, Hameeda told herself.  The Tokomak won’t hesitate to burn entire planets to ash if that’s what they have to do to stop the rebels.

She shuddered.  She’d grown up in the Solar Union - she’d never set foot on Earth - but she’d heard the tales.  Her grandmother had been born in the most barbaric region of the planet, a place that was up against some pretty stiff competition.  She’d been aware, from birth until she’d escaped to space, that the strong did what they liked and the weak suffered what they must.  Hameeda had found it hard to believe, when she’d listened to her grandmother’s stories of near-permanent starvation, warlords, religious fanatics and raving misogynists who hated and feared women.  She believed it now.  The Tokomak would do whatever it took to keep themselves in power, fearful of what would happen if - when - they lost it.  They and their human enemies weren’t that different.

A timer appeared in her vision, counting down the final seconds.  Hameeda checked her weapons and shields again, bracing herself for the worst.  The FTL baffles were supposed to keep the enemy from detecting a ship in FTL, but the Tokomak might be wise to that trick by now.  They were unimaginative, not stupid.  And they were the ones who’d developed FTL travel.  The Solar Navy’s officers had spent years wondering just what, if anything, the Tokomak might have kept back for themselves.  They didn’t have to share everything with their allies.  Why should they?

There might be an ambush lying in wait for me, she mused.  Or they might be preparing to yank me out of FTL early and pound the hell out of me.

The timer reached zero.  The LinkShip hummed out of FTL.  Hameeda allowed herself a sigh of relief as the near-space sensors drew a blank, then started to deploy a handful of passive sensor platforms.  A torrent of information rushed into her sensor processors as the LinkShip coasted towards the planet, daring the local sensors to detect her.  Hameeda snorted to herself, half-wishing she could kick whoever had issued her orders.  She could have gotten a lot closer without any real risk of detection if she’d remained hidden under cloak, but the analysts wanted to know when - if - the locals spotted her when she wasn’t trying to hide.  It wouldn’t be long.  They might not have seen her coming - the lack of a welcoming committee suggested the locals hadn’t worked out how to track her yet - but they’d detect her drive emissions soon enough.  She rather suspected it was too much to hope that some automated sensor would decide she couldn’t be there and dismiss her as nothing more than a sensor glitch.  There was a war on.  The Tokomak would probably investigate any sensor contacts that appeared on their screens.

We could use that against them, she thought, wryly.  A few hundred fake contacts and they’d be ready to ignore an entire battle fleet bearing down on them.

She put the thought to one side as more and more data flowed into the sensors.  Yunnan had been populated by spacefaring races for thousands of years and it showed.  Four rocky worlds, three of them heavily developed; two gas giants, both surrounded by cloudscoops and hundreds of industrial nodes.  Her eyes narrowed as she recalled the history datafiles, the ones that stated the Tokomak had raised the natives from the mud and given them the keys to the stars.  Reading between the lines of flattery so cloying that even the most narcissistic human in existence would vomit in disgust, it was clear the Tokomak had enslaved the natives after discovering their world and its three gravity points.  They might have the stars, but only as passengers on someone else’s ships.  Their worlds were no longer theirs.  And they might - just - want to rebel.

Her lips tightened as her sensors picked out the signs of new construction around the gravity points.  The Tokomak were hastily fortifying them, although she wasn’t sure who they thought they were fortifying them against.  Admiral Stuart could take her fleet from N-Gann to Yunnan if she wished, but she’d prefer to take the long way through FTL rather than exhaust her fleet in punching through the gravity points.  The fortresses would be expensive white elephants if Yunnan itself was attacked.  They’d be unable to cover the planet and the gravity points.  She shook her head, mentally.  There might be other problems.  The Harmonies were only three jumps away and they had a powerful fleet.  They might be allies, as far as the Tokomak were concerned, but ... given a chance, who knew what they’d do?

The Tokomak probably don’t know, she thought.  And that might be why they’re building the fortresses.

A flash of red light flared across her vision.  The enemy had pinged her, active sensors sweeping her hull.  She watched, feeling a twinge of amusement, as their entire defence network flash-woke.  Her sensors drank it all in, noting the position of everything from active sensor platforms to orbital fortresses guarding the planets and their industrial nodes from enemy attack.  The Tokomak hadn’t skimped on the defences, as a handful of enemy cruisers left orbit and barrelled straight for her.  They’d clearly had some reason to fear attack.

And they might have been right, she thought.  They just didn’t expect it to come from us.

She watched the cruisers draw near, then kicked her drives into high gear.  The cruisers swept their sensors across her time and time again, the universal signal ordering the unlucky recipient to stop or be fired upon.  Hameeda wondered if they actually expected her to stop or if they were mindlessly following orders that had been written thousands of years before humans had discovered fire.  She swept closer, bracing herself for the moment they took the gloves off and opened fire.  They’d have a solid lock on her hull, with or without active sensors.  They might not give her any warning before they opened fire ...

There!  She sensed the flicker and threw the LinkShip into an evasive pattern, sweeping through a set of manoeuvres that would have been impossible for anything larger than a gunboat ten years ago.  A handful of shots rocketed through where she’d been, missing her cleanly.  She smirked as she darted near a cruiser, trying to dare the ship to fire ... knowing that if she missed, she might just hit one of her fellows.  The Tokomak ships could take a few hits, but would they take the chance?  She snorted as the enemy held their fire, then she altered course and headed directly towards Yunnan itself.  The enemy ships were left eating her dust.  They changed their course, following her, but it was too late.  The only way they’d ever get back into weapons range was if she let them.

The planet grew larger as she zoomed towards it.  The enemy panicked, hundreds of freighters leaving orbit and dropping into FTL without even bothering to boost themselves into high orbit first.  There’d be some trouble over that when the unlucky crews returned, she was sure.  Human bureaucrats were mindless fools - she’d met too many, even in the Solar Union - but Tokomak bureaucrats were worse.  The freighter crews would probably be stripped of their licences when the dust settled, if they were lucky.  Who knew?  Perhaps they’d make their way to N-Gann and join the Galactic Alliance instead.  They would be welcome.

She watched, grimly, as the planetary defences brought more and more weapons on line.  The orbital battlestations would be a major threat if she got too close, while - oddly - the giant ring surrounding the planet was studded with tactical sensors too.  She frowned, wondering if the ring had weapons mounted too.  That was odd - the Galactics were normally careful not to do anything that might make the rings targets - but there was a war on.  Perhaps they’d decided to gamble their human opponents wouldn’t risk an accidental genocide by destroying the ring and bombarding the planet with debris.  Or maybe they simply didn’t care.

They have to care, Hameeda thought.  The alternative was unthinkable.  The population below isn’t expendable.

She accessed her communications array and uploaded a handful of commands into the system as she swept into firing range.  The enemy CO was an idiot, as he opened fire the moment she flew into range ... extreme range.  A full-sized battleship could have evaded his missiles, let alone the nimble LinkShip.  Hameeda was tempted to hold her position and let him empty his magazines, if he was stupid enough to oblige her.  But the risks were too great.  A lucky hit - or an antimatter warhead - might do real damage.  She had no illusions.  The LinkShip was too small to soak up damage and keep going.  If she lost her shields, she was doomed.

The barrage of missiles grew stronger as she darted closer to the planet, evading them with almost effortless ease.  She wondered, idly, if someone was screaming at the CO to stop wasting missiles, to stop throwing warheads around too close to the ring for comfort.  A single nuclear warhead might not do much damage to a structure that literally surrounded an entire planet, but why take chances?  She evaded another spread of missiles, then dropped below the ring.  Thankfully, if there were any weapons on the ring, they held their fire.  Either they didn’t exist, or whoever was in charge was smarter ...

They could hardly be stupider, she thought.  She opened the communications array, searching for enemy nodes.  Here, so close to the planet, they couldn’t keep her from hacking the system without shutting down the entire network.  The Tokomak system wasn’t badly designed, but it had its flaws.  And humanity had had plenty of time to learn to take advantage of each and every one of them.  And now ...

She uploaded the hacking package, sending it into every communications node within reach.  The message would spread rapidly, using codes they’d hacked from other Tokomak systems to stay ahead of any mass-wiping programs.  It wouldn’t last forever, she’d been warned, but it would take them weeks to get rid of it ... weeks while the message, the call to war and revolution, would be seen by millions.  If only a tiny percentage of them rose against their masters, the Tokomak would have a real fight on their hands.  Who knew how much of their productive capability would be lost if they had to suppress a hundred revolts?

And how many of their servants and slaves will be butchered to keep the revolt from spreading, she thought, sourly.  The Tokomak had always reacted badly to any challenge, particularly from the younger races.  We could be doing the wrong thing here.

She put the thought away as new alerts flashed up in front of her.  The enemy were launching gunboats, hoping they could chase her out of low orbit and back into missile range.  She smiled, resisting the temptation to force them to play cat and mouse for the next few hours.  It would be entertaining, but she couldn’t risk being hit.  Not here.  She’d completed her mission and now it was time to run.  She altered course and dove towards the ring, flying into a giant starship repair yard.  A transport ship, large enough to carry a hundred LinkShips within its hull, was drifting within the yard, open to space. Hameeda flew right through it, resisting the urge to fire off a handful of missiles at the repair facilities.  It would hamper them - slightly - if they lost the yard, but the risk was unthinkable.  She wasn’t prepared to risk genocide.  Not now.  Not ever.

The enemy commander opened fire as she climbed into high orbit, his missiles sprinting towards her.  She cancelled her drives, coming to an abrupt stop, then dropped a handful of decoys before vanishing into FTL.  The combination of sensor static and gravity baffles should keep them from realising what she’d done ... she shook her head as she rocketed away from the system, all too aware that she’d never know.  They might think they’d destroyed her.  They might tell everyone they’d destroyed her.  They might not even know they were lying.  They might genuinely believe they’d destroyed her.

But no one will believe them, she thought.  They’ve lied so often that they won’t be believed even if they honestly think they’re telling the truth.

She put the thought aside as she waited long enough to be sure she was clear, then slipped her mind out of the network and fell back into her own body.  The experience wasn’t so disorienting now, thankfully ... she wiped sweat from her brow, her stomach grumbling angrily as it reminded her she hadn’t eaten anything for hours.  She disconnected herself from the chair and stood, feeling her legs wobble threateningly.  She’d have to force herself to exercise, during the flight to her next target.  There were limits to what a combination of genetic modification and nanotech helpers could do.

Not that it matters, she thought, as she headed to the galley.  She couldn’t be bothered to cook, but there were plenty of food patterns stored within the processor.  If we lose this war, there won’t be anything of us left.  And our opponents won’t hesitate to commit genocide.  
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Chapter Two
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There was an unfortunate truth of growing up a Stuart, Hoshiko had discovered a long time ago, that it was very hard to convince anyone, let alone everyone, that you’d earned something on your own merits.  The Solar Union had no formal aristocracy, but anyone who could claim descent from the original Founders had to deal with both the advantages and disadvantages of having such illustrious relatives.  And the simple fact that most of them were still alive and politically powerful made it even harder to defeat the charges of nepotism that were hurled about when one of their descendants reached a position of power.

It was an ironic point, Hoshiko had always considered.  She was hardly the black sheep of the family, not in any real sense, but she had openly disagreed with some of her illustrious relatives.  She wouldn’t have been reassigned to Antarctica - in reality, the Martina Sector - if she hadn’t pissed off a bunch of powerful people.  Openly disagreeing with the family was a capital crime, in the eyes of some of the oldsters.  It never seemed to occur to them that the younger generation didn’t share their emotional attachments and saw no reason to shed blood and treasure for the sake of a world that had been driven into the dirt by its inhabitants.  She didn’t regret what she’d done, but there were times when she wished the family wasn’t so rigid.  The younger generation was growing larger all the time.

She held herself at parade rest as the teleporter pad lit up, a beam of light materialising in front of her and condensing into the form of a man.  Steve Stuart - Grandpa Steve, to her - looked utterly unchanged, his age frozen at roughly thirty years old.  The oldsters didn’t care for the fads of the younger generation - they didn’t swap sexes or colour themselves like rainbows - but they had hang-ups of their own.  Steve looked old enough to be mature and yet young enough to be handsome.  It was hard for some of his peers to believe he was really in his second century.  He looked no older than Hoshiko herself.

“Grandpa.”  Hoshiko saluted, even though - technically - her grandfather was neither in the military nor a government official.  “Welcome to N-Gann.”

“Hoshiko,” Steve said.  He stepped off the pad and embraced her.  “It’s good to see you again.”

Hoshiko nodded as she hugged him back.  He’d always been there for her, a friendly ear when she’d started to rebel against her parents and - later - when she’d openly quarrelled with the rest of her family.  He hadn’t agreed with her - he’d made that clear - but he’d respected her right to have an opinion.  Hoshiko supposed that came with maturity.  It was just a shame her parents weren’t old enough to be trusted.  She snorted at the thought.  They were in their seventies and she was in her forties.  The Solar Navy wasn’t in the habit of giving fleet commands to children.

She let go of him and stepped back.  They were very different.  Steve was tall, muscular and blond, wearing a simple starship tunic that dated all the way back to the early days.  She was tall, with long black hair, almond eyes and tinted skin.  The older generation commented, sometimes, that Steve had married a woman from the other side of the world.  The younger generation didn’t care.  Hoshiko and most of her family were boring, to them.  They didn’t even change their skin colour to ensure they stayed fashionable, let alone anything else.  But then, being a Stuart brought responsibilities.  Hoshiko would probably have been disowned if she’d refused to serve at least one term in the military.

“This is a remarkable ship,” Steve said.  “And human-built.”

“From scratch,” Hoshiko agreed.  “And they’ve held up very well.”

She indicated the hatch.  “Would you care to accompany me?”

“It would be my pleasure,” Steve said.  “And thank you for not laying on any formal receptions.”

“I’m afraid there will be a formal dinner later,” Hoshiko told him.  “My staff wanted a chance to meet you, of course.  And I’m sure you wanted to meet them.”

She smiled as she heard her grandfather snort.  He’d always dreaded pressing the flesh.  And yet, he was easily the most famous person in the entire solar system.  His fame reached well beyond Earth and the Solar Union itself, the man who had turned an entire world on its head and given the human race the stars.  And brought the hope of freedom to countless billions of aliens.  He could do nothing else - he could die tomorrow - and he’d still be remembered as long as the human race endured.

This too is fleeting, Hoshiko reminded herself.  Sooner or later, everyone is forgotten.

She felt cold as she led him down the corridor and into her cabin.  The Tokomak Empire had endured for thousands of years - the Tokomak themselves had been spacefaring for far longer - and yet their entire existence was a mere eyeblink, on the scale of the entire universe.  A million races could rise, flourish and fall in the time it took for the galaxy to complete one grand cycle.  There were people who wondered why there weren’t hundreds of ancient races around, each one a million years older than any known race.  Some of their speculations were truly disturbing.  If there was something out there that ate advanced races ...

Or maybe they just travelled beyond the edge of the galaxy and vanished, Hoshiko thought, dryly.  We may never know.

She opened the hatch, motioned for him to take a seat and headed to the drinks cabinet.  “Can I get you anything?”

“Anything,” Steve said.  “I never had the time to develop expensive tastes.”

Hoshiko smiled as she poured them both a generous glass of Scotch.  It was surprisingly good, she’d been told, for Scotch that had never been anywhere near Scotland.  The oldsters might place value on alcoholic drinks that had matured for years, but the youngsters thought they were silly.  It was simplicity itself to program a food processor to turn out something that was effectively indistinguishable from the original.  But then, she supposed rarity alone gave the drink value.  There was a certain pleasure to be had in owning something expensive and showing off a little.

“I was hoping the government would send someone out here,” she said, as she passed him a glass.  “I wasn’t expecting it to be you.”

Steve laughed.  “You couldn’t lie to me when you were a little girl with a bow in her hair,” he said.  “What makes you think you can lie to me now?”

“The optimism of youth?”  Hoshiko grinned.  “What makes you think I’m lying to you?”

“I was a serving officer too,” Steve said.  “Back then, we had a real problem with micromanagement.  The oafs in the Oval Office thought they could issue orders in real time and get away with it.  Which they did.  It was us who paid the price.  Here ... you’d be foolish to expect the government to either hold your hand or issue orders you could actually follow.  By the time you got them ...”

“The situation would have moved on,” Hoshiko finished.  It took six months for someone to travel from Earth to Apsidal, let alone N-Gann.  It would take a year for her to request orders and receive them.  By then, things really would have moved on.  “And things are moving already.”

She sat down, resting her drink on her lap.  Command was a lonely place.  She didn’t have anyone she could confide in, let alone share her doubts and fears.  Her subordinates had problems of their own.  They didn’t need to know hers.  And ... she shook her head.  If she confessed her weaknesses, some of her subordinates would start to lose confidence in her and start second-guessing her at the worst possible time.  Steve Stuart, the man who had given Earth the stars, was perhaps the only person who understood the weight resting on her shoulders.  She could lose the war - and ensure the destruction of the entire human race - in an afternoon.

“We beat them,” she said.  She was sure Steve would have read the summary when he passed through Apsidal.  She was pretty sure he’d have read the entire report, from the cold-blooded analysis of the engagements to the formal assessments and suggestions for future operations.  He’d certainly had more than enough time.  “But we haven’t won the war.  Not yet.”

She keyed her terminal, projecting a holographic starchart.  N-Gann, Apsidal and the stars between them glowed green, although she knew that could change at any moment.  The Tokomak hadn’t started raiding her supply lines yet, but it was just a matter of time before that changed. They were probably reading their own history books, assessing how their ancestors had forged the greatest empire the galaxy had ever known.  Hoshiko had studied their texts, when she’d been preparing for her first deployment.  The alien authors had been long-winded bores - they never used one word when a thousand would do - but they’d generally made good points.  Their early campaigns provided insight into how they should run a war against the human race.

“We’re on the edge of the inner worlds now,” she said.  A tingle ran down her spine.  No invading fleet had so much as dared to slip so close to Tokomak Prime, even though there were still thousands of light years between N-Gann and the enemy homeworld.  “But that weakens our ties to Sol even as it brings us into contact with more and more of their mobile units.  They’re probably reactivating even more of them as we speak.”

She gritted her teeth.  It didn’t seem fair, somehow.  On the face of it, the numbers were so badly against the human race that it wasn’t even a contest. The Tokomak could afford to trade a hundred ships for each and every one of hers, including the gunboats, and come out ahead.  Their fleets could march towards Earth, blowing hell out of every blocking force they encountered until time eventually ran out.  She knew the situation wasn’t that bad - the Tokomak couldn’t even begin to man their entire fleet - but it was pretty damn bad.  And she was alone, right on the end of a branch.  She had no doubt the enemy was already plotting how best to saw it off behind her.

“We’ve heard reports of mass conscriptions,” she continued.  “We know their allies are sending spacers ... some more reluctantly than others.  We know time is not on our side.  We have the edge now, but that won’t last.”

“We’re in the same position as Imperial Japan,” Steve commented.  “We have to win quickly or not at all.”

Hoshiko nodded.  She’d studied her ancestors.  She still found it hard to believe that they’d risked war when the odds were so badly against them, although - as she’d dug into the geopolitical background, she’d started to realise that they’d faced the choice between fighting now or fighting later, perhaps under far worse conditions.  She had no sympathy for Imperial Japan - it had been as fascistic as Nazi Germany - but she understood the problem facing its leaders.  And Earth now faced a worse one.  The Tokomak would happily spend centuries hunting down every last human, just to make sure the threat was crushed beyond all hope of recovery.

“And that means taking the war into enemy space,” she said, calmly.  “And that means we cannot wait for orders from Earth.”

Steve lifted his eyebrows.  “Explain?”

Hoshiko met his eyes evenly.  She was sure he understood - he’d done the same when she really had been a little girl - but she knew he wanted to understand her reasoning.  It was quite possible, as she’d been taught in school, for two people to reach the same conclusions from widely different starting points and radically different logic.  And besides, Steve hadn’t commanded anything larger than a small squadron.  It was odd to realise that, in some ways, she had more experience than her grandfather.  The thought gave her an odd sense of reassurance.  She really wasn’t a child any longer.  She could stand up for herself.

“They’re already working on their defences.”  Hoshiko indicated the display, showing worlds and gravity points that were being hastily fortified.  “The longer we wait, the longer they’ll have to block our advance and bring more and more ships of their own online.  If we don’t move soon, we may have to resign ourselves to eventual defeat.  It may take decades for them to crush us, unless we come up with a real silver bullet, but crush us they will.  And that will be the end.”

She took a breath.  “Is there a silver bullet?”

“Not yet.”  Steve didn’t bother to dissemble.  “Admirals Webster and White have come up with a number of improvements, some of which have been added to our weapons already, but nothing that really changes the game.  They keep promising a war-winner ... unfortunately for them, everyone’s already read Superiority.  We do think there are some promising lines of research that will turn the enemy fleet into nothing more than scrap metal, but ...”

He shrugged.  Hoshiko understood.  “Don’t hold your breath, then.”

“Yes.”  Steve nodded.  “Right now, we don’t have much hope of really shifting the balance of power through new technology.  Give us a century, and ...”

Hoshiko nodded.  She’d heard rumours, so highly-classified that even a fleet admiral only heard whispers, of a handful of colony ships being launched into unexplored regions of space well beyond enemy control.  A human colony, so far from the Tokomak that they might never stumble across it, would make all kinds of advances as it fortified its position and built a whole new war fleet.  She understood the potential of GalTech better than most.  Given time, and unrestricted fabricators, a fleet could be built up in short order.  And if they lost the war, the colony would - one day - return to the sector and extract revenge.  Who knew?  Maybe their tech would advance so far it would be a very short war.

Or maybe not, she thought.  She hated the enemy, but she had to admit they’d been ingenious.  The war had killed off much of the deadwood infesting the enemy high command, giving them a chance to promote younger and more capable commanders in their place.  And, perhaps, galvanised their long-moribund research and development programs.  Given time, who knew what they’d do.  They might advance too, after the war.  We certainly showed them that technological advancement was still possible.

“Then we have to take the offensive.”  Hoshiko studied the starchart thoughtfully.  “Do you see any objections?”

Steve gave her a sharp look.  “Are you asking for my support, or for my opposition?”

“Your insight.”  Hoshiko wished, just for a moment, that they weren’t related.  It would be easier for them to disagree if they weren’t grandfather and grandchild.  “And your advice.”

“I would be far happier if we hadn’t drawn their attention when we did,” Steve said.  “I always knew it was inevitable, after we started expanding outside our own system, but I’d hoped we’d have a few more decades.  Their power was always hard to grasp.  At some point, the numbers become just ... statistics.”

He smiled, rather dryly.  “But that’s no help, is it?”

“No.”  Hoshiko indicated the starchart.  “Do you have any objections?”

“I have a lot of objections,” Steve said, bluntly.  “I dare say there will be hundreds of critics who will blast you for risking everything on one throw of the dice, if you lose.  Such people are like cockroaches.  You just can’t squash them.  And ... yes, I can see a great many things that could go wrong.  You can have those insights and welcome, in the hope that you can minimise the risks as much as possible.  But Hoshiko ...”

He took a breath.  “None of those objections outweigh the risk of sitting on our bums and doing nothing.  You said it yourself.  Time is not on our side.  We either take the offensive, and force them to react to us, or we concede eventual - certain - defeat.  There’s no prospect of being able to force them to stop, unless we really do come up with a silver bullet, and little prospect of blowing up their worlds and calling it a draw.  And ... I like to think we’re better than that.”

“Survival comes first,” Hoshiko said.  She hated the idea of mass planetary bombardment, but she wouldn’t hesitate to retaliate if the enemy started it.  Retaliation - or the creditable threat of retaliation - was the only thing that might deter the Tokomak from hitting Earth with antimatter bombs.  “If it’s them or us ...”

“Then you have to do whatever you can to ensure it really isn’t them or us,” Steve said.  He kept his voice very cold.  “Are those the sort of insights you wanted?”

“Yeah.”  Hoshiko had to smile.  Steve had been a good grandfather, looking after the grandkids without ever really spoiling them.  “I trust you’ll be joining the conference?”

“If I must.”  Steve looked amused.  “But won’t that undermine your authority?”

“I have a bunch of very keen subordinates,” Hoshiko said.  “Half of them will take your presence as a sign to start an argument.”

“Which is better than the alternative,” Steve told her.  “Believe me, insincere flattery isn’t worth having.  Someone has to play devil’s advocate and point out that the emperor has no clothes.  Not a safe place to be, not when I was your age, but important.”

He smiled in memory.  “Just as long as they remember they’re the ones on the sharp end.”

“Right now, we’re all on the sharp end,” Hoshiko said.  She drained her glass and stood.  “Coming?”
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Hoshiko forced herself to ignore Steve’s quiet gasp as she led him into the conference chamber.  It was striking, particularly to a groundpounder, but he’d been in space for longer than she’d been alive.  He should be used to immersive holographic environments by now, even ones that gave the impression they’d walked right through an airlock and into airless space.  Her lips quirked at the thought.  If they’d somehow jumped into space, they’d be dying by now.  Their implants and genetic enhancements had their limits.

Although people have survived long periods of exposure to vacuum with the right equipment, she thought, as she took her place in the centre of the chamber.  Some of them weren’t even permanently harmed by the experience.

She pushed the thought aside as she studied the god’s eye view in front of her.  The fleet itself, positioned close enough to the gravity point to reinforce the defences without sacrificing the ability to move rapidly to the defence of N-Gann itself; the planet, with its cluster of improvised defences and industrial nodes that had been reconfigured to support her fleet; the hundreds of freighters moving in and out of the system, carrying word of the war and enemy defeats back to their homeworld.  She knew some of them might not be friendly - their sensor records would give the enemy insight into her defences - but there was nothing she could do about it.  They didn’t have time to search every ship that wanted to visit N-Gann.  Some of her officers had suggested closing the system, banning everything that wasn’t human, but she’d overruled them.  The Galactic economy was already a mess.  They didn’t need more reasons to hate humanity.

“It never fails to awe me,” Steve said, quietly.  He was studying the giant ring orbiting N-Gann.  “They built on such a scale and then ... they just lost the urge to keep going.”

Hoshiko shrugged.  The Tokomak were a planet-bound race.  They might have lived and worked in space for longer than humanity had known how to use fire, but they still kept the mindset of their ancestors.  They still thought there were limits.  Hoshiko and her generation, on the other hand, wouldn’t live on a planet if they were paid.  The limits that kept groundpounders ... grounded simply didn’t exist in space, where there was endless living space, unlimited resources and vast sources of energy. The Solar Union didn’t need planets.  It just needed asteroids, technology and a willingness to work.  They’d be building rings of their own soon, if they didn’t move straight to Dyson Spheres.  She’d seen the plans drawn up by idealists, for the days after the war.  A Dyson Sphere would be something new.  No one, not even the Tokomak, had tried to enclose an entire sun.

“I guess they never realised the limits had vanished,” she said, quietly.  “And there are humans who have the same problem.”

“It’s an old problem.”  Steve shot her a sharp look.  “Too much conservatism and you end up with stagnation, decline and eventual defeat.  Too much progressivism and you end up with chaos, decline and eventual defeat.  The trick is to find a way to balance them.”

Hoshiko shrugged and returned her attention to the display as her senior officers started to flicker into view, her eyes studying the links between gravity points that led towards Tokomak Prime.  The display felt a little condensed - in reality, the stars were nowhere near that close - but she understood.  Control of a gravity point allowed someone to jump light years in a single bound, eliminating the distance between the two star systems.  There was no need to worry about the stars and planets in the middle if you could just jump across them.  She supposed that explained some of the oddities of galactic civilisation.  Earth had remained largely unmolested for so long because the closest gravity point was fifty light years away.  It was no wonder, to her, that the Tokomak hadn’t bothered to fortify the points.  As long as they’d possessed the biggest fleet in the known universe, there’d been no need.

Her lips twitched.  And now that’s come back to bite them on the behind, she thought, coldly.  I bet they regret it now.

She cleared her throat as the last of the images blinked into existence, a handful of warning messages and security notifications scrolling through the air.  Holographic conferences could be awkward at times, and there were lingering fears over security, but they had very definite advantages.  If nothing else, she didn’t have to assemble her senior officers on a single starship.  The enemy would have to get very lucky to take out all the flag officers with a single hit, but she didn’t feel like taking chances.  War was dangerous enough without running crazy risks.

“You have all had a chance to review the latest reports,” she said.  “On one hand, we have received reinforcements from Sol.  On the other, we have not received any real orders.  The ships were dispatched well before we arrived at Apsidal, let alone captured, lost and recaptured the system.  We remain bound to do as we see fit, within certain limits.  And we must face certain unpleasant realities.  The longer we stay here, tied to a handful of systems, the greater the chance of losing the war.  They - our enemies - are already building up their defences.

“They are not going to talk to us.  They’ve ignored the message drones we’ve sent, offering to discuss a truce.  That may be lucky - delay works in their favour, not ours - but the blunt truth is that the war is going to be fought to a finish.  Either we crush their ability to make war on us, by blasting our way to Tokomak Prime itself and forcing them to surrender, or we concede eventual defeat.  There are no other options.”

She paused.  “Does anyone wish to dispute my assessment?”

There was a pause.  No one spoke.  Hoshiko wasn’t surprised.  Her senior officers were a mixed bag, from men and women who would follow her unquestioningly to people who feared her drive or simply wanted her position for themselves.  But they were all experienced officers, people who knew the facts of life.  Some would be more optimistic, others would be more pessimistic, but they’d all understand the realities.  Their time was running out.

“We have no choice,” she said, when it was clear no one was going to speak.  “We must resume the offensive now, before they have a chance to recover and take the offensive themselves.  Towards that” - she tapped her remote, altering the holographic display - “I have drawn up a handful of operational plans.  My staff have refined them into basic concepts.”

She smiled, rather grimly.  Her staff had done a great deal more than merely refine them.  They’d drawn up plans for actually putting her concepts into operation, putting together scenarios and simulations that suggested what might happen if one or more of the concepts were put into operation.  Hoshiko dreaded staff work, but she appreciated it.  The backbone of any interstellar war was logistics, which required careful planning.  She dreaded to think what would happen if they outran their logistics and found themselves unable to either fight or retreat.

“There are three basic concepts,” she continued.  “Plan Donitz calls for the fleet to cruise around the inner worlds, blowing merry hell out of their defences and logistical support network.  If we’re lucky, it might even encourage some of the peons to rebel.  The advantage of this plan is that we might avoid a decisive defeat, particularly if we split the fleet; the disadvantage is that we risk being defeated in detail, with each separate squadron being crushed by overwhelming force.  And we won’t be touching the core of their power.

“Plan Nimitz calls for a single solid thrust through the gravity point and straight towards Tokomak Prime.  We wouldn’t be messing around, not this time.  We’d be driving on their homeworld and they’d know it.  The advantage of this plan is that, if we win, we win.  The war will be over.  The disadvantage is that they’d mass everything to meet us, which means we might lose most of the fleet for nothing.  We’d be risking everything on one throw of the dice.

“Plan Wellington is a little more subtle.  We’d split the fleet. One force would proceed through the gravity point, accompanied by sensor drones and everything else that might convince the enemy that we’re actually running with Plan Nimitz.  The other force, the main force, would creep around the enemy position and come at Tokomak Prime from an unexpected direction.  At that point, the enemy would be caught between two fires.  The advantage of this plan is that we’d have a shot at the enemy homeworld, without giving them a convenient bottleneck they can use to stop us.  The disadvantage is that the two fleets wouldn’t be in close contact.  Coordinating an assault on an interstellar scale is never easy.”

She allowed herself a cold smile.  “But that might be an advantage,” she said.  “They know the KISS principle as well as we do.  They’d never expect us to risk a two-prong assault.”

“They risked one themselves, at Apsidal,” Admiral Rolf Hanker pointed out.  “And they kicked our ass.”

“They had more ships to play with,” Hoshiko reminded him.  “They still do.”

She took a breath.  “There are advantages and disadvantages to all three plans,” she pointed out.  There was no point in trying to deny it.  “But I would prefer to go with Plan Wellington.  It offers us the greatest chance of victory, mingled with the ability to concede defeat and fall back if it becomes clear that things haven’t gone in our favour.  And even if we fail” - her hands clenched, just for a second - “we’ll give them one hell of a fright.  We might even be able to do a lot of damage to their industrial base.”

Admiral Teller frowned.  “You’ve made up your mind?”

“Talk me out of it, if you can.”  Hoshiko hid her annoyance.  She’d called a council of war to ensure she had their support, as well as their obedience.  The price was that they were free to pick holes in the plan, if they could.  “Or would you rather we gave them time to pick themselves up and come at us with a very large fleet?”

“A very large fleet,” Admiral Hanker said.  “If they get even half of their ships online ...”

“We’ve all seen the projections,” Teller snapped.  “If we risk everything, here, we ... we risk everything.”

“Yes.”  Hoshiko kept her voice even, somehow.  “Might I remind you that our enemy is ruthless?  They’ve already started pogroms against humans in their territory.  It won’t be long before they start crushing everyone who dares stand up to them.  This is not a war that can be ended by a peace conference, with everyone agreeing to disagree.”

She slipped into deliberate crudity to make her point.  “We cannot bend over for them, in the knowledge that our submission brings our survival.  They won’t be content with crushing our independence and raping our bodies and souls until we can do no more than mouth platitudes ... perhaps even come to believe them.  They will destroy us, utterly.  Every last man, woman and child will die.  Defeat means the end of the fucking universe!”

There was dead silence.  “We have to stay on the offensive,” she warned.  “And that means taking the fleet to Tokomak Prime and tearing the guts out of their empire once and for all.”

She took a moment to gather herself.  “Or would anyone like to dispute it?  Does anyone think we can come to terms with them?”

“No.”  Steve’s voice was very quiet, but it caught their attention.  “I don’t think anyone can dispute it.”

“War to the knife, then,” Hoshiko said.  She knew it was going to be brutal.  “And for that, we need Plan Wellington.”

“We might be able to encourage the oppressed masses to rise,” Teller pointed out.  “If we take out the orbital defences ...”

“It won’t make that much difference,” Hanker snapped.  “If we captured their worlds intact, complete with their industrial bases, we will still be fucked.  Given time, they can crush us effortlessly.  The projections make that clear.”

“Quite.”  Hoshiko nodded, curtly.  “I would like to believe the oppressed masses will rise against their masters and tear out their throats.  But we have no way of knowing when it will happen, if indeed it will happen.  They may be waiting for us to liberate them.  They may be waiting for us to slay their alien masters in their lair.  Or they may be fearful of what we will do to them.  The bottom line is that we cannot rely on triggering an uprising and, even if one did take place, it wouldn’t help us.  Not immediately.”

She shuddered, envisioning alien battleships descending on rebellious worlds. The Tokomak wouldn’t bother to land ground troops, not unless they had some reason to try to recover the worlds intact
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