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IN A TIME
YET TO COME

 


There was no other way. It was either him or
his opponent—one would die before this day was done. Very likely,
it would be him.

His name was Peter Campbell. Blood soaked his
uniform. Every breath he took stung like a hundred daggers, and his
pain was so intense he considered giving up; but after all he had
been through ….

No, he would not yield. Not if he had anything to say about
it.

There was not a moment’s rest since
de-orbiting from space and it looked like none would come.
Struggling to catch his breath, he glanced down to an enormous
depth. His platform swayed in the wind, supported by a single brace
recently shattered by a lucky shot. It would give at any moment. He
looked up and saw soulless eyes staring back, silently willing him
to come forward. That’s just what you want
me to do, isn’t it?

And Peter had no choice.

It had all started a thousand years ago
for Peter and his friends. It was so long ago; they were just five kids trying to
grow up. He could barely remember those carefree days. That was
when their adventures first began ….

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 1

 Vega
Construction Base – 0730, January 29, 2365

 


A massive asteroid field nearly a billion
miles wide surrounded Vega. Each rock was little different from the
others except for one, where a small research and construction base
was wedged within its fractured interior. Each room was separated
by long, winding tunnels like the hollowed-out spokes of a child’s
jack, and deep within the five-mile rock was the living spaces,
laboratories, and factories for the workers and their families. The
base defined the concept of austerity; it had no sprawling green
vistas. There were no beautiful sunrises or sunsets. For that
matter, it had no outdoors. The population lived in artificial
gravity with artificial lighting, enclosed within two and a half
miles of iron like specimens trapped inside the glass walls of a
child’s toy ant colony.

“Yo, Chief …! Wait up.”

Peter Campbell slowed his already sluggish
pace. Although he was only 14 (+34 K-T-adjusted), he already
possessed the build of a strong, young man. He had the fine,
straight, raven-black hair he inherited from his Northern Cheyenne
mother as well as the faint characteristic epicanthic fold above
his eyes. His own peculiar mixed lineage was evident, however, by
the dark blue eyes he inherited from his father.

Peter had a hard time finding his friend in
the distant shadows of the corridor, but he did not mind. He was in
no hurry to get where he was going and was actually relieved for
the delay his friend caused. He watched Ali trot up to him, nearly
out of breath by the time he closed the gap. Peter smiled in spite
of his foul mood, “Hey, Paleface.”

“Y’ talkin’ to me?” Ali asked. “That’s a
laugh.” Ali’s skin was the color of deep ebony, and although Peter
was also dark, there really was no contest between the two.

Ali Hamadi was short, even for his age. He
was almost as wide as he was tall, but was destined to be massive
once his next growth spurt began. Ali was 13 years old (+30
K-T-adjusted), but not the youngest of the five base brats. In
fact, he was born forty–three years ago on Empire, but having only
spent his first two years there he could not recall a single detail
about his distant homeworld. His father, the renowned starship
designer Mohammed Hussein Hamadi, was a very important scientist
for humanity and the Ten Colonies manipulated the magic of
K-T-space to maximize his unmatched abilities. Ali and his parents
would live on a planet for a year or two, where his dad’s fertile
ideas could take root, and then board a starship to “sleep away”
the ten to fifteen years it took for technology to catch up with
his discoveries. Then, the small family would land somewhere else
to begin the cycle again, extending his working career for over a
hundred years. So—all told—Ali had been to Empire, Jackson’s
Landing, and Mars for tantalizing glimpses of how life should have
been before finally arriving at Vega.

“Henrietta said you left five minutes
ago. Didn’t think I’d ever catch up. Wanted to say ‘hi’ before we
went under.”

“Yeah, yeah; I was in no hurry.”

Ali stepped around Peter, barely squeezing
his noticeable girth through the narrow space. “You never are in a
rush, going in there. Ready for this afternoon?”

Peter’s mood suddenly improved. “You
bet.”

Ali unlatched the hatch and slipped into the
room. Peter just stood there as he watched his friend walk in to
that horrible little room.

A melodious voice with a hint of a Portuguese
accent interrupted his thoughts, “You experiencing an engine malf’
again?”

Henrietta Moreira was a +10 K-T-adjusted
14-year-old from Praia de Santos, Brazil Province of Old Earth. She
had long, silky hair the color of rich cocoa beans. She spent half
an hour each evening meticulously brushing her hair, and as a
result it had the look of flowing liquid. Her skin was flawless,
and her deep, expressive eyes would melt the heart of anyone brave
enough to look into them. She was mature beyond her years, but
humble all the same—quiet, yet not afraid to stand up for what was
right.

Peter blushed as Henrietta gracefully
strolled by, but she was long gone before he could think of a
proper reply. Footsteps on the metal floor interrupted his thoughts
again, but before he could turn around one set scuffed the floor as
a diminutive body crashed awkwardly into him.

“Out of my way, Null-Grav.” Stiles shouldered
around the two unsteady boys and smirked as he passed through the
hatch. “Nice shot, if I say so myself.”

Stiles Essen, from the elite world of New
Capital, was 14 (+10 K-T-adjusted) and the oldest of the base
children by a mere five months. He had a light complexion, spiky
strawberry-blond hair, and had edgy, piercing eyes. He was tall for
his age. He chose his words carefully, not because he had little to
say but rather because he rarely encountered people worthy of his
attention. When Stiles did speak, it was with a commanding voice
that resonated from his developing diaphragm, each word sparingly
parsed out like gold from a miser’s purse. Stiles would have made a
great fashion model. In fact, any ad agency would have given
anything to have him as a client, if not for his inborn destiny to
lead humanity as an important politician at some future
posting.

Peter untangled himself from Jimmy. “You
okay?”

“I guess,” he replied, smoothing out his
caretaker suit.

Looking back on his young life, Jimmy Dallas
would have been perfectly content spending a
normal—uninterrupted—life on the home planet of the Hive. He had no
desire to cheat death in mindless sleep on those speeding starships
of the space ways. Wishing for something though would not make it
happen, as he learned by the ten years spent in K-T-space on his
only trip through interstellar space. The VCB may not have been the
best place to live, but if it were up to Jimmy the trip would be
his last. After all, as long as he had access to computers he would
be perfectly happy.

Jimmy was the youngest of the five base
children, yet had spent the longest time there. He was 10 years old
(+10 K-T-adjusted) but most of the time he acted like he was three
years younger. He was smart; there was absolutely no doubt about
that, but he was slight of build—skinny as a rusty rail,
actually—and his maturity level never seemed to match his obvious
intelligence. He always seemed to have a cold or some other exotic
ailment he recently read about, but that no one else ever heard of.
He was the proud owner of flaming-red hair with bright green eyes
to match, and it was difficult to tell if his face was dark with
mysterious light spots, or light, covered in dark freckles.

Jimmy straightened the connectors hanging
from his chest and stepped over the lip of the hatch. As he passed
through he whispered, “One of these days, Stiles, I’m gonna—”

Peter did not catch the retribution Jimmy was
meticulously planning, and was just as glad.

Well, last one in
again, Peter thought.

 


* * *

 


In form and shape, the room resembled the
inside of an egg. And like an egg, the room was dedicated to
nurturing young life.

Stiles was already under by the time
Peter entered. Figures, Peter
reflected, the “perfect student” can’t
wait to wire up into that thing.

Five crèches were gathered near the room’s
center, with Stiles already comfortably within his, as if frozen
in-place during a lazy game of duck-duck-goose. A headset rested
over his eyes and probes were attached to his skull and fingers,
inputting data directly to his brain and recording his physical and
mental responses. Every second or so Stiles would twitch. After
another few seconds, he would twinge to some unseen stimulus.

It was just like any other deep-teach
schoolroom used on human worlds, but this particular one was
reserved for the five children living at the base. Once strapped
in, their eyes scanned a hundred simultaneous video simulations all
configured to their unique lesson plans. Fingers manipulated
virtual styluses to complete one speed-assignment after another.
Brains absorbed lessons without consciously comprehending the
connections being made. If they were learning about history, they
thought they were actually participating. If they were studying
computers, they traveled through the circuits themselves.

They were completely unaware of their
surroundings or the needs of their young and growing bodies. As a
result, they wore special clothes resembling casual environmental
suits, handling the occasional needs their bodies required;
massaging unused muscles, supplying nutrients, or eliminating
wastes. It was a technology borrowed from the needs of humans
traveling through K-T-space.

The sight made Peter shiver. Of course,
looking at Stiles always made Peter shiver.

Stiles had followed his parents to the Vega
Construction Base three years ago. For space travelers, Stiles was
a relative novice. He made just the one voyage through K-T-space,
and as a result had only lost ten years of his lifespan to
hyperspace stasis since he was born twenty–four years ago. Even so,
it was a difficult move for Stiles. He did not want to leave his
friends and studies behind, and he argued with his mother for as
long as they had planned the trip. It was an argument he lost. It
was a difficult lesson for Stiles; in fact, it was likely the first
time in his carefully groomed life he had not gotten his way. Rumor
had it from the other kids on base that Stiles argued with his mom
even while suspended in K-T-space. Word was if you listened very
carefully, his rants were still bouncing around the curved surfaces
of bent space. Stiles told everyone that was not possible, but
knowing of Stiles’ force of will, the other kids were not so
sure.

His mother reassured him that his experiences
here at humanity’s most important scientific base would be
invaluable, and that any of his young rivals would give anything to
be in his place, had they even known where he was. Of course, it
did not hurt that his dad was the administrative governor of the
Vega Base, and that—assuming his dad found the time—Stiles would
learn a great deal following him around in his duties. So far
though, in three long and lonely years, his father had not found
the time.

Stiles subconsciously settled back and
concentrated on his next deep-teach module, explaining how Napoleon
retook Europe after his first exile in Elba. He smiled under his
headset, fantasizing how he, too, would one day return to New
Capital. In a mere three minutes of classroom instruction, he had
just lived the life of a new-found hero.

 


* * *

 


“Jimmy, what
are you doing?” Peter hissed.

“Shhh; he’ll hear you.”

Peter nervously sidestepped next to the
younger boy. “Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about. Quit that!”

Jimmy was furiously working at Stiles’
control box, barely concealed from the Overseer three crèches
away.

“What did you just do?”

“Aw, he’s studying that boring stuff again.
He needs a change.” Jimmy closed Stiles’ tape insert slot and set
the module for the next lesson. He glanced up to keep track of
where the Overseer was. “I just inserted the history of the Big
Band music era into his queue, but I skipped the introductory part.
Fifteen minutes of music samples should be starting right about …
now.”

“Hey, don’t,” Peter pleaded.

Ali walked up to the boys, full of curiosity.
“What’cha doin’ …? Need help?”

The boy’s watched Stiles squirm.

“Nah; this is too much fun. Oops, I mighta
got the volume settings all wrong.”

“Jimmy, you shouldn’t mess with the crèches,”
Peter warned. “Ali maybe could pull that off, but not you.”

“Ah, he’ll be alright. Maybe wake up with a
powerful headache, though.”

“Mr. Dallas, are you ready?” the Overseer
asked.

“Oh, yes sir. Thank you, sir.” Jimmy stepped
into his crèche and dialed up a lesson plan on the history of
language.

 


* * *

 


Everyone got along well with Jimmy, except
for Stiles who picked on him unmercifully. Jimmy was born on the
Hive world at Tau Ceti, at the human embassy. That was where his
mom and dad had worked. Unfortunately, his father died of a strange
illness when he was only three. Try as he might, Jimmy just could
not recall anything about him.

A small panic ensued shortly after the death
of his father, while the humans worried about some alien bug on the
Hive homeworld out to kill them all. Careful genetic mapping,
however, showed that the death was a result of a DNA predisposition
against some combination of minerals found only at Tau Ceti.
Everyone else should be safe, or so the theory went.

Once the cause of the death was discovered,
he and his mom were asked to leave the Tau Ceti system. Jimmy’s
genetic makeup did not appear to be susceptible to the disease, but
the authorities felt it was not worth the risk. So Jimmy and his
mom were whisked away directly to the Vega Base, where her
extensive knowledge of exobiology could be fully utilized.

Coming from the colony world of Tau Ceti,
along with his exposure to the embassy and staff, Jimmy was a
natural in linguistics, even though most outsiders said he could
not possibly be old enough to remember having lived there. His
mother was not so sure, and she stubbornly insisted her son had
absorbed some of the Hive’s telepathic abilities. She constantly
found ways to let Jimmy know he was special, even though she could
never prove it. It was not like he could read minds—heaven knew he
tried—but he was extraordinarily good at languages. At ten, he
already could read seventeen languages fluently.

Jimmy secretly fantasized he might someday
become humanity’s long-lost superhero after reading an ancient
Earth story about Superman and his escape from planet Krypton. The
fate of his father’s weakness, though, was quite possibly his own
personal kryptonite that he reluctantly carried within his
cells.

Jimmy immediately latched on to Peter
Campbell when Peter arrived at the base three years ago. In Peter,
Jimmy found his first friend. Peter actually paid attention to him.
He treated him with respect that no one, other than his mom, had
done. And everyone knew moms did that out of necessity. Peter
became an instant mentor—almost a father figure—and Jimmy became
loyal to Peter to a fault. And because Jimmy was always in conflict
with Stiles, Peter continually came to the younger boy’s defense,
just like Jimmy imagined his father would have done had he never
left.

Jimmy sat back in his crèche and called up
another tape, looking forward to working through the subtle
regional dialects that were developing on planet Himalaya.

 


* * *

 


“You guys getting in trouble again?”

Peter blushed. “Oh, hi, Arietta. What’d you
mean?”

“C’mon, I saw you messing with Stiles’
crate.”

“Not me,” Peter countered.

Henrietta studied the two remaining boys.
“No, I guess it wouldn’t be you after all.”

Ali smiled as he watched Stiles twitch.
“Jimmy programmed in some loud band music.”

Henrietta smiled. “Oh; serves him right!”

“Arietta,”
Peter scolded.

“Mr. Hamadi,” the Overseer called, “let’s get
you in before you get into trouble.”

 


* * *

 


Ali loved building things, as shown by his
cluttered room which was always filled with homemade electronic
gadgets. He took his studies seriously, just like his father. By
the age of ten, Ali held three patents for mechanical interfaces
with artificial intelligence modules. Mo was very proud of his son,
and it was apparent Ali would follow in his father’s impressive
footsteps. If it were up to Ali, he would not sleep at all because
it was such a waste of precious time. Each second asleep was a
moment lost where some important discovery was just waiting to be
found. He often woke up in the middle of the night, furiously
scribbling down notes he had dreamed to apply to some experiment
the following day, and no matter where Ali went, his faithful, worn
electronic Personal Assistant Dataport accompanied him. Everyone
nowadays had a PAD remotely slaved to a personalized cortical
implant, and more than anyone else, Ali would be lost without
his.

Meals were another matter. Ali would take
time for those because he loved eating so. His mother was a fine
cook, and she always seemed to know it was his one anchor to the
real world. She took pride in creating one culinary delight after
another, barely teasing the young, growing boy away from his world
of electronics.

His best friend was Peter Campbell. Peter and
he had met two times before coming to the VCB at various military
bases, first at Jackson’s Landing and then at Mars. Once the two
boys met they bonded immediately, but only for a short time once
Ali was told he needed to leave yet again due to his father’s next
appointed “sleep session.” They seemed to share the same thoughts,
and it often took only a single look to convey an entire
conversation.

 


* * *

 


“Well, just you and me left,” Henrietta
observed as she watched Ali fade out into his world of studies.
Most likely, it involved advanced electronics and organomechanics.
“When are you going to get used to this, Peter?”

“Never,” he replied. He thought of planet
Stagecoach, where the Northern Cheyenne were making their new home.
Proud to a fault, his ancestral native heritage produced a culture
of independence and traditional ways. Captain Stephen
Campbell—Peter’s father—cherished their ways, and contrary to the
deep-teach schooling techniques adopted by the rest of humanity,
Stephen firmly believed in passing on knowledge by the Northern
Cheyenne oral tradition, as he had learned from his father-in-law.
And like Peter’s grandfather, Stephen would sit with Peter for
hours on end, carefully instructing him in a varied course of
studies ranging from biology and land management through calculus
and starship navigation. It had been that way with Peter’s mother
and her grandparents too, as he was told.

“Stuff my dad taught me is all I need to
know.”

“Huh,” Henrietta replied. “I doubt that. You
sure can be stubborn sometimes.”

“Mr. Campbell; Ms. Moreira, I’m ready for
both of you now. Come along.” The Overseer led them to the two
remaining crèches, sitting side-by-side, and split his time
strapping both of them in. He was just finishing with Henrietta,
helping her into her crèche—form-fitted to her interesting
curves—as Peter began to feel the first effects of his crèche take
hold. As he faded away, he looked on admiringly as he watched her
recline comfortably within her personalized cocoon.

 


* * *

 


Henrietta vividly recalled the tepid
blue-green rainforests and shimmering ivory beaches of her old
home, and whether consciously or not, she often looked as though
she had just stepped off the sun-drenched coastline. Home had been
such a contrast to the sterile, dry, rock-lined construction base
she now found herself confined to. She could have been bitter about
the move, but she made the best of her experiences, and as her
father often reminded her, “When life gives you lemons, make
lemonade.” Unfortunately, he had first-hand knowledge with the
saying; shortly after Henrietta was born he suffered a crippling
rock-climbing accident that left him paralyzed from the waist
down.

Henrietta’s main passions in life were torn
between medicine and psychiatry. Whatever she decided to do when
she grew up would unquestionably involve helping people in
distress. Whether it would be focused on the body or the mind was
yet to be determined. She was in no hurry to decide, though; she
was having way too much fun learning and exploring all the possible
fields.

Love was heaped on Henrietta, and she, in
turn, dearly loved her parents. After all they had been
through—after all the obstacles thrown their way—both her mom and
dad had kept smiles on their faces for the fourteen years Henrietta
had known them. She had trouble recalling a time when either parent
had lost their temper, or bemoaned their fate. Yes, she loved her
mom and dad with her whole, expressive heart, but would likely
never quite forgive them for the horrible first name they had
tagged her with.

Henrietta spent her first module studying the
development of telepathic abilities in humans. Although few humans
truly gained the ability, great strides were being made in the
field as a result of interaction with the highly-telepathic, but
mute, Hive aliens of Tau Ceti. Many people, however, had recently
reported isolated instances of strengthened telepathic connections,
oftentimes subconsciously, and without actually trying. Those who
learned the ability were highly prized as intermediaries and
ambassadors to their green, gelatinous Hive allies. Some
researchers even suggested that psi ability was enhanced in those
people who shared similar experiences or held strong emotional ties
with each other.

Henrietta put the deep-tape on hold for a
moment and concentrated very hard on a single point in her mind.
The center of her head throbbed faintly at the unusual
experience.

 


* * *

 


Peter arrived at the Vega base three years
ago, at about the same time as Stiles. He flew in on a military
courier with his father at the controls. Once they arrived, his
father was placed in charge of base protection and military
administration, second in command only to Stiles’ father.

His mother, Erin, was also in the Colonial
Academy, and held important posts throughout the 2-14 Corridor, so
named by the string of ten populated planets along the azimuth from
Earth’s perspective from the second hour to the fourteenth in the
imaginary 24-hour zenith surrounding Earth’s equator. Peter had not
seen his mother since his days on Jackson’s Landing, and pined for
the day when she would finally arrive at Vega. He would need to
wait six months more for that to happen.

Peter had been on the move with his parents
his whole life, and much of that time had been without his mother.
It was forty–eight years ago when he was born at the distant
Stagecoach frontier planet. There, he had spent his first six and a
half years of life, blissfully enjoying life as a real family unit.
He still vividly remembered his time with his extended Northern
Cheyenne family, and could still smell the tanned leathers and
sweet dust of his pleasant communal home.

His mind drifted, realizing he was only
eight when his mother last saw him. He wondered if she would even
recognize her own son when she returned. Six months …. He found himself counting the days
in spite of his studies. Peter hated deep-teach, but quickly
snapped his attention back to where it belonged, but not without
considerable effort.

He continued his coursework like all the
other children in human space—entwined in an electronic maze of
pre-packaged instruction, working out the latest developments of
humanity’s colonization of the ten worlds.

Habitable planets were found along a general
line within the Corridor and quickly became the focus of human
expansion. Although a handful of other stars surrounding the
Corridor were probed by manned and unmanned exploratory spacecraft,
other habitable planets had yet to be found outside this line of
expansion. As a result, human-Hive space occupied a narrow, sinuous
crack within the local galactic arm, with established trade routes
running from one colonial world to its neighbor like stops along a
railroad. For millennia, humans viewed the stars surrounding them
from a great distance, but in actuality little was known about
other planets within the black space surrounding the 2-14.

Peter lost his concentration yet again and
wondered why he was thinking so much of his mother. That was so
easy to do in deep-teach. He hated it so. He also cringed at the
thought of that obnoxious Overseer stepping in and making him re-up
his session.

Essen would sure love
that, he realized.

With a start, he realized it was not his mom,
but rather Henrietta, occupying his thoughts. He shook the cobwebs
of deep-teach from his head and slowly pried open his eyes.
Glancing toward her crèche, Peter caught the young girl staring at
him. Her eyes widened at the contact, and he watched her hide her
face back into the folds of her small cocoon. The whole experience
was like a fleeting thought, and as quickly as the connection had
been made it was gone.

He spent the next few seconds wondering what
that was all about.

Confused, and with a faint buzz still
radiating in the center of his head, Peter readjusted his headset
and went back to his lessons.

 


* * *

 


Fifty–five years ago the Wasatti were
discovered. It was a momentous day. It was a day filled with hope.
The explorer Tiberius Kay
happened upon a strange ship in interstellar space as she
traveled along the inauspicious thirteenth-hour spoke away from
Beta Comae Berenices. It was a treasured first contact. It was the
first in 260 years, and the only one since contact with the
Hive.

The Hive emissary on the
Tiberius Kay collapsed into a
quivering ball of mint-colored jelly when the unknown ship was
first approached. At first the human captain could not understand
why her telepathic ally had acted that way, but it did not take
long for them to realize the Hive legend of monsters in the dead of
night were based on fact, and not merely from a Hive-sprout’s
formless tale.

The ’Kay was reduced to a ball of slag twenty–three
seconds after it had sent a copy of its logs back to human space as
its final warning to the mother world. The ship was never heard
from again, and it was from that incident that humans and their
Hive partners discovered that space would become a vast
battlefield.

The distances between stars were so great
that it took a long time to travel between them. After the first
couple hundred years of flying, humans were able to design
spaceships that could approach—but not quite break—light speeds.
Those primitive ships were efficient, but they took excruciatingly
long times to travel relatively short distances, even at
ninety–nine percent of light. And to go anywhere beyond the one or
two nearest stars, humans had to travel faster than light, which
required tricking nature in very peculiar ways, which involved
K-T-space.

Even with Faster-Than-Light drives, which
cheated normal space, time in travel was not insignificant. As Dr.
Turner explained two hundred years ago, people inside a ship at FTL
were themselves not immune to aging as their Krenholdtz-Turner
engines fought to curve the space around them. The current
generation of K-T engines could fold one light-year of space fabric
at a time, and was able to compress the frequency of the fold down
to 1.8 days. So, for each light-year traveled, a person in the ship
aged 1.8 days, although due to the unusual effects of K-T-space
they did not even notice that passage of time as they sped through
hyperspace in an unusual form of semi-stasis. For those left behind
in the real world of normal space, the time interval from their
perspective was much, much greater. In a hyperspace star voyage of
fifty light-years, the people onboard would age only three months
of K-T-adjusted time—where in actuality they did not even notice
the passage of time—whereas their friends back in normal space
would age fifteen years. And due to the additive effects of
cheating time, a series of trips feeling like two years wandering
in and out of FTL would be more than 260 years back home.

So, for the intervening years between first
contact and the present, the Wasatti were only encountered a second
time—ten years after first contact, which for the crew on the
speeding ships felt only like two months. The result of that second
encounter was much the same. Two Wasatti Empire ships were lost for
three human and one Cetian destroyed. The other Cetian ship was
barely able to escape. And the news it brought back was not good.
So the first encounter with the Empire was not an act of
misunderstanding, as some humans had hoped. It was a harbinger of
things to come. It was a signal to naïve humanity and trustful Hive
that not all species living in space were friendly. It served as a
call to arms, showing that space was no longer meant for the casual
civilian traveler or unarmed transport ship. It was the start of a
new war footing and a new industry designing new classes of
warships, and of Marines training for null-gravity combat.

The new war forced the humans and Hive to
fall back into a protective shell. Now, instead of successful,
highly independent colonial worlds vying for economic and cultural
dominance, the populations cried out for unified protection.
Resources could no longer be expended on exploration and expansion.
Common defense became the universal priority. That realization
brought humanity quickly back to Vega.

Inhospitable, unforgiving Vega territory
turned out to be valuable after all. It served as the perfect
location for a secret research and development base that no species
would ever suspect of being present. The Vega system became
humanity’s hole-in-the-wall enclave, hidden within a debris-filled
landscape the most desperate traveler would bypass without a
moment’s notice. It was a place where the best human and Hive
scientists could gather and plan for the protection of their
species without fear of being discovered.

The small asteroid enclosing the Vega
Construction Base was an odd-shaped chunk of iron-rich rock as
hollow as it was solid, looking more like a misshapen lump of Swiss
cheese than humanity’s best hope of developing a force strong
enough to fight their new-found foe. Three thousand humans and a
Hive colony of two hundred lived and worked there, secure in the
fact they were safer there than anywhere else in the Corridor.

Many successful projects were developed at
the base, and most of the research gave the alliance a slight edge
over the technology the Wasatti had. That edge so far was barely
enough to keep the emerging war at a stalemate despite the fierce
tenacity exhibited by the Wasatti warrior. The base became a
treasure trove of military innovation, and in all the experiments
and projects completed thus far, they all culminated in the current
one. It was humanity’s best hope of ending the war: a starship so
advanced it could, by itself, replace a three-fleet armada. As
great as the location of the colony worlds themselves, it was the
human-Hive’s closest-guarded secret.

The base’s best defense was secrecy, like a
chameleon hiding in plain sight. Strategic planners figured the
only way the Wasatti could ever discover the base would be if they
accidentally detected the patrolling ships in space around it. As a
result, only three small frigates coasted within the debris
field—each in imitation of a sterile asteroid—passively monitoring
system space for any unwanted guests. It was a duty no one asked
for but was the Academy’s most important posting.

The strategy worked to perfection for over
forty years.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 2

Sigma Bootis Border Patrol – Argonaut Fleet – May 16, 2353 (Twelve Years
Ago)


Twelve powerful ships patrolled the outer
fringe of Human Space. The Sigma Bootis star system, at 14.5 hours
azimuth and plus 30 degrees from Earth’s ecliptic, was fifty
light-years from humanity’s birthplace in a universe where light
traveled 186,282 miles each second. Considering there were over 1.5
billion seconds in fifty years, it struck her that it was a long
way away from home indeed. She shivered at the thought.

Erin bit her lower lip. Everything had been
fine a few minutes ago, but all that had changed in an instant …
and now here she was. It was all happening so fast, and she wished
she was anywhere else but here. Despite her concentration, thoughts
of Stephen slipped into her mind.

And who in their right mind would wish him
here in the middle of all this?

She pushed thoughts of her husband
aside, focusing instead on what was happening around her and not
liking what she saw. The action began just a moment ago with the
sudden appearance of an advanced Wasatti destroyer line boring into
her fleet like an unstoppable tsunami. This won’t be pretty, she convinced
herself.

And what in the world ever
made me choose this line of work, anyway? Erin
reflected for the millionth time.

Commodore Erin Campbell was born eighty–five
years ago in the anchor of normal space, but was physically only 35
(+50 K-T-adjusted). She was dark, trim, and experienced beyond her
years. Her long, black hair was neatly pulled back in a tight wrap.
On anyone else it would have been a severe look, but her attractive
smile lines betrayed the jovial personality she always presented.
She was a natural beauty, made more so by the faint, exotic
Northern Cheyenne Native American lineage she inherited from her
ancient forefathers. It was a proud heritage that persisted against
great odds, now securely preserved on the frontier planet of
Stagecoach. Erin was a demanding commander, but a fair one. She
seemed to know the names of all 1,500 crewmembers on her ship. She
at least knew them all by sight.

Her fleet was spread out in three
groups of four, drifting through the system for maximum coverage.
Her tactical screens revealed her forward group four light-minutes
out—nearly 45 million miles. Ironically, the command ship for her
group nearest the Wasatti was the Achilles. She desperately prayed it would not
turn into her personal weak spot.

Erin glanced at the battle clock, amazed that
only a single minute had passed since the Wasatti first appeared.
“Get the entire fleet up to battle speeds,” Erin commanded. She
knew much of the action would be decided long before her forward
group even received the message, but Erin trusted they would have
acted on their own initiative by now anyway.

“Aye, Ma’am,” Com responded.

“And I want us closer to the
Achilles Group. Get our speed to
full in-system. Close that gap between us!”

“Aye, aye.” Com passed on Erin’s
instructions to the three other ships of the Argonaut Battle Group. A moment later they felt
the acceleration of the ship as it broke through half the speed of
light. At these speeds they could travel the stellar system in no
time at all.

Five rocky planets orbited the
yellow-white star. Each one was a cold, icy wasteland—all but one
as frigid as the outer space surrounding them. Erin’s battle group
sped as quickly as they could away from the central star toward
the Achilles and her sister
ships that were currently struggling to survive.

Could it be the
cold? Erin wondered. No,
“unforgiving,” was the word she was searching
for. Come to think if it, she
realized, space here at Sigma Bootis is no
colder than any other region in the Orion Arm of the Milky Way. But
it feels more desolate. It feels “vulnerable.” Maybe
that was because the only habitable planet in the system crowded
the frigid outer edge of Sigma Bootis’ Habitable Zone. Maybe it was
the fact that somewhere beyond the star’s Oort Zone lay unexplored
space, intruding on another species’ sphere of influence. Maybe it
was because her family was not here. Then again, maybe there was no
reason at all. Whatever, it hardly mattered. Of all the places
humans thrived, this place could never feel like home.

Two minutes,
the battle clock informed her; each second had crawled
forward like an hour.

“Screens are lit up!” Tac announced
hurriedly.

Erin glanced at her tac screen. A solid
wall of red appeared between the Wasatti and the
Achilles Group. She tried to count
the individual points of light coming from the enemy destroyers,
but failed in the attempt.

The Wasatti were vicious fighters. When they
engaged they went for the throat, throwing caution—and their
ships—to the wind. It seemed as though life meant little to them
and would stop at nothing to inflict maximum damage. And today, in
the span of only two short minutes, three small Wasatti destroyers
appeared on the screens of her leading ships, travelled the 17
million miles separating them, and began insane suicide runs at her
forward cruiser line.

All that action took place
in the amount of time it took me to recognize them as a
threat, Erin rationalized. Rationalizations, though,
did not go far with Erin when lives were at stake. She could never
forgive herself for not reacting faster. Barely time to react … and they threw everything they could
at us.

And if they could,
Erin thought with a grimace, they’d
throw rocks at us, too.

Although there were differences between
humans and Wasatti, the starships on both sides could not ignore
the absolute laws of physics, providing each species with two
primary offensive weapons: missiles and particle beams. Missiles
were used for long-range attacks. They came in various models; the
larger ones were the size of small ships, with some capable of
near-light speeds. The four ships in the Achilles Group were doing whatever they could to
avoid the dozens of missiles streaking their way, and Erin could
only sit back helplessly and watch.

Erin urged her vulnerable ships to obey
her silent wishes as though casting a magic spell. The
communication differential between her and her forward line was
four minutes long—well over the time it took to resolve the
action. C’mon, you can do it.
She edged forward in her chair, hoping she could force her ships to
move faster by the will of her mind alone; but her muscles refused
to move, seemingly just like her impotent ship.

The glacial battle clock mocked her and edged
to three.

“We’re closing the distance, Ma’am,”
Tac announced. “Achilles
Group is now two l-m away. Agamemnon Group has successfully joined with
them.”

Erin watched her forward defenses begin to
solidify as the deadly missiles charged on.

“Update, Commodore,” Tac announced. “Our
ships have evaded all enemy missiles.”

That was a huge relief. The missiles were no
longer a threat, allowing Erin to take her first deep breath of the
past minute.

“Enemy destroyers still at speed and have now
closed with our two groups,” Tac continued. “Ships are now in
particle-beam range of one another.”

Erin saw the symbols for her forward groups
merge with the enemy wave. At their closing speeds they would only
be together a split second, and for now they were impossible to
separate on her screens. Yet, at the distance Erin was from the
action, the information she was reviewing was still two minutes
old. The waiting was unbearable. “Come on, people,” Erin urged.

A warship could only carry so many missiles.
To compensate for confined storage, ships also utilized renewable
weapons, throwing out concentrated bursts of alpha particles
capable of punching through heavily armored hulls. The alpha stream
generated tremendous amounts of kinetic energy, capitalizing on
their speed rather than mass. It took time for the on-board nuclear
generators to produce the alphas, but once available, the ships
firing those weapons needed to carefully time their salvoes to
allow the conduits to cool down. Launching particles—even as small
as alphas—at near-light speeds produced nearly as much energy on
the firing end as they delivered at the receiving end. So if the
firing crews were not careful, their ships could violently explode
from an accidental detonation, or in the case of the Wasatti
destroyers, in cold-blooded calculation timed perfectly to take out
any ships unfortunate enough to be near the suicide ship.

“Commodore! The Pelion is destroyed,” Tac announced. “Alpha
particle explosion indicated. Looks like the firing destroyer
overloaded … yeah, it did; it blew up as well.”

One of her cruisers, the
Mount Pelion, ignited like a small nova under a stream
of beam particles. The smaller ship died in the exchange, but the
energy exerted by the enemy destroyer penetrated through four
reinforced levels of the human ship and set off the FTL section in
an uncontrolled chain reaction. Erin slammed her fist against her
armrest in cold rage.

“Reports also coming in from the
Sydney, Ma’am,” Com announced.
“Appears the enemy destroyer blew up as it passed near her. They’re
reporting shrapnel damage to her hangar.”

The cruiser Sydney fell to the same attack that destroyed
the Pelion. The attack had
been timed perfectly to throw deadly shrapnel into the
Sydney’s exposed underbelly, yet
they were plain lucky it had not been worse.

The Sydney’s icon turned amber on Erin’s tac
screen.

“Get the Sydney out of there,” Erin snapped. She wondered
how many more of her people would never see their homes again,
knowing deep in her heart that the blame rested squarely on her
shoulders.

Erin had not seriously considered making the
military a life-long career. She was fantastic at it—like anything
else she tried—but she had had other ideas in mind. She knew she
would learn a great deal from a military education. She would gain
discipline, and hopefully respect, that would help her in her
second career. She would graciously put in her time and pay back
the Academy for her education.

She set out wanting to learn how to
pilot starships. Her goal was to save a little money, start a
family, and buy a small transport—if not as sole owner, at least in
partnership. It would have been an interesting life, plying the
trade routes from one colony world to another. It would also have
provided a good education for the children she planned to have.
Then she made captain’s rank and agreed to stay on just a little
bit longer; the experience would be
good, they claimed.

Then the threat the Wasatti presented
grew worse until they could no longer be ignored. The Colonial
Academy suddenly needed to keep every able-bodied crew in the
ranks, and cared little that their sons and daughters were growing
old in their absence. It was all because the Wasatti refused to
communicate with humanity. It was as though they viewed humans as insects, unworthy of
expending even the trivial effort of talking.

A soft voice to Erin’s side interrupted her
thoughts. “Erin, there was nothing you could have done. It was all
decided before you even knew about it.”

Erin stared ahead in silence, trying to
ignore the placating voice.

“Don’t beat yourself up.”

Erin had no desire to hear excuses,
especially any that might pardon her. She looked at the battle
clock, now frozen at four minutes.

Four short minutes ago—in the blink of
an eye that for some became an eternity—the 15,000 men and women of
the Argonaut Fleet came to
the stark realization that the mind-numbing routine they so often
complained about had not been so terribly bad after all.

That little … devil … took
out two of my ships in the blink of an eye! The
thought enraged Erin, especially because she held no hope for any
of the nine hundred souls who had served the Pelion.

Erin momentarily thought back to her
early days at the Colonial Fleet Academy with the
Pelion’s captain, Thomas Templeton.
She could see his crooked, boyish smile as if he were standing
right here on the Argonaut’s
bridge.

You introduced me to
Stephen, didn’t you? Erin teased his image. In her
mind’s eye she saw him smile at the memory, but she could ill
afford any further daydreaming; at least not yet. Erin would mourn
for Thomas later, when she found the time. Right now, she had to
avenge his death.

The second destroyer in the enemy wave flew
into a flurry of missiles launched from the human cruiser it was
aimed at, disintegrating before it even got within beam-weapon
range. That had been the only bright spot to an otherwise dismal
human start.

“Another ship has been disabled, Ma’am!”

Commodore Campbell glanced at her tactical
screen. She let out a deep sigh, forcing her nerves and racing
heart to settle down. “Which one, lieutenant?” she asked resigning
to the inevitable.

“The Pride of
Callisto.”

She watched its icon blink to
amber. Oh Lord, a heavy
frigate, she thought. We
can’t afford to lose another. She pinched the bridge
of her nose, trying to relieve the headache she knew would shortly
come.

“How bad is she?”

“Venting air on three decks. FTL drives
are inoperable. But emergency bulkheads have been sealed.
The Callisto should survive,
as long as she doesn’t take another serious hit,
Commodore.”

If we have to withdraw,
she’ll never be able to leave with us, Erin realized.
“Instruct Guttmann to fall back immediately. There’s nothing more
he can do today. Keep her two torch ships in position, though. I
want that hole plugged where she was. They find a hole … they’ll
exploit it like that.” Erin considered snapping her fingers, but
realized the act would be lost to her crew on the busy
bridge. Good military people, this crew
….

“Another frigate has just been
destroyed,” Tac announced. “It’s the Al
Niyat from the Agamemnon Group.”

Three or four excruciating seconds passed
while Erin waited for a battle update from her forward observers.
Erin ticked off the distances on her fingers as the precious
seconds passed, noting that the enemy moved nearly half a million
miles since releasing their deadly salvo.

“Our close-in ships are responding,” Tac
continued, “firing alphas from multiple sides … got it! The bug’s
dead. That’s all three destroyers accounted for. The immediate
threat has been neutralized, Commodore. They did not penetrate our
forward line.”

Erin glanced at her screens and saw the small
reprieve her forces had won. So in the first lightening-quick wave,
three smaller enemy ships were traded for one of her capital ships
and a frigate destroyed and another pair of ships seriously
damaged. Three destroyers traded for two ships lost and another two
damaged was a tactical victory for the Wasatti. One third of her
fleet—the equivalent of a battle group—was now out of
commission.

Erin watched the final movements of the first
act of the battle unfold on her screens. The leading wave of
Wasatti had accomplished their task, crippling what targets they
could.

Her depleted fleet warily navigated through
the mines and debris of the sacrificial Wasatti destroyers,
preparing a defense against the stronger enemy ships yet to
come—those in the next inevitable wave.

The com officer relayed Erin’s
instructions to the damaged frigate a handful of seconds ago and
Erin watched the “P.O.C.”
symbol on her tac screen begin to ease out of their thin
battle line to a location shielded by the remnants of her
group.

“Commodore, the Callisto has just acknowledged. She’s safely
behind the screen.”

Facing her three depleted battle groups was a
strike armada of Wasatti Empire warships. At the start of the
engagement, her patrol fleet was outnumbered by fifty percent, and
that was before the battle damages took their toll. Now with four
ships lost to her, the enemy had nearly twice their numbers fully
committed to action.

Erin mulled over her meager
options. Eight against fifteen is not good
odds, even though my three super-dreadnaughts each equal two
Wasatti cruisers. The Academy would recommend a
strategic withdrawal in a situation like this, but that did not
account for Ice House.

Ice House was a horrible little world. It was
frozen to the core. Average high temperatures at the equator
sometimes made it up to where ice began to melt, and on a good,
sunny day small puddles of liquid water might actually be found
shimmering on its surface. What made Ice House important, though,
was that nitrogen and oxygen saturated its wind-blown atmosphere.
Humans had been scratching out an existence on Ice House for the
past four decades. It was the furthest planet out on the 2-14
Corridor.

Erin absently drummed her fingers on
her armrest, thinking about the unfolding battle.
We don’t have near enough ships to protect all
our territory if the Wasatti figure it out and come at us in real
force … just too much space ….

The closest-guarded secret for both the
humans and the Wasatti was the location of their colonial worlds,
and every action the fleets took was crafted to conceal them. This
was the first battle to occur at any human star, and so far the
action was taking place in the extreme outer fringes of her stellar
system. The Wasatti made no moves indicating they noticed the
significance of Ice House among the other four planets, and Erin
was determined to keep it that way—by The Book or not.

“Tactical: how far out are the rest of their
ships?” Erin asked.

“Eight light-minutes, Ma’am,” Tac
replied.

Ninety–three million miles: the distance it
took light to travel eight minutes to arrive. It was the distance
the Earth was from Sol. For humans, it was their Astronomical Unit.
So what Tac saw was actually eight minutes old, and for all Erin
knew, the enemy ships could be anywhere within the yellow cones of
uncertainty her tactical display revealed. Erin often found herself
living ten minutes in the future from anyone else on her ship. She
had to, in order to issue commands to her fleet in time for them to
stay coordinated in their astronomically stretched-out battle
lines. It was as though she lived in a universe all her own.

“They seem to be concentrating, aren’t they?”
Erin asked. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Yes, Commodore,” Tac replied, “they do seem
to be heading toward a central point bearing 093, Neg 78. You’d
think they’d try to flank us instead. They sure got the
numbers.”

They had more than just numbers. They still
held the strategic element of surprise, and the tactical advantage.
Anything the humans had done so far had been reactionary. And that
was something Erin disliked with a passion. “They’re going below
the ecliptic and away from the core. Away from Ice House,” Erin
observed.

“Maybe they’re waiting to see how we
reposition. What we’re trying to protect out here.”

“That is, if they think we’re protecting
anything,” Erin said to herself. “So we shouldn’t cut between them
and Ice House?”

“I wish I knew,” Tac replied.

Erin thought for a moment, enough for
the yellow cones to grow imperceptibly larger. “Okay, let’s play
their game. Order the fleet to come to 270, Plus 50,
relative; stat. Let’s lead
them away.”

“Aye, Ma’am.” The ship began a slow turn away
from the central star at maximum acceleration—their inertial
compensators fighting to keep the human passengers alive under the
tremendous gravities produced by the violent maneuver.

Erin overheard the com officer relay
her orders to the seven other undamaged ships in their fleet. She
was pleased with the efficiency of this bridge crew.
I’ll need to thank Hal later for what he’s
created here, Erin realized.

“Assign five torches to escort
the Callisto and
Sydney. Send them away, toward
galactic north.” Erin paused a moment before looking at the
tactical display. “Tac: what’s the enemy’s speed?”

“Point-zero-five-two, Ma’am, according to the
latest snapshot. Still appear to be concentrating.”

“What are those cockroaches doing out there?”
Erin asked no one in particular. She waited a minute or two while
they danced a deadly long-distance ballet, looking for any
revealing clues or signs of weakness.

Tac broke the momentary silence, “Multiple
new contacts! Bearing 274, Plus 36 degrees. They just went
sub-light. Distance: 12.2 l-m.”

That answered one question. Now Erin could
finally see the reasons for their erratic behavior, but she was
still not sure what they were up to. “Great! How many boogies?”
Erin asked, rightly concerned about the news.

“Six—no make that seven—Ma’am. Now we’re
being flanked. That answers your question, Commodore. I’m listing
them as ‘Hostile-2’ on the screens.”

“Yeah, I see it,” Erin replied sharply.
She closed her eyes in anger. “They arrived just as the main fleet
began its maneuver, didn’t they? And it led us directly toward
them. How in the world did those sons of ants know what we’d do?”
The bridge remained silent as Erin thought through their situation.
“Alright, dispatch the Agamemnon
Group to meet the new threat. The rest of us, head directly
toward the original fleet at max sub-light speed. Now I’ll try
something they won’t expect … this time.” I hope, she silently thought. Erin studied her
tac screen. “Tac: give me updated uncertainty cones on the new
arrivals.”

“I haven’t had much time to analyze—”

“I know that,” Erin interrupted tartly. She
eased down on her volume, “But do your best.” Erin waited
impatiently until the seven yellow cones readjusted into a new
configuration, indicating the most-probable spread of where the new
ships may currently be. They were shedding vee as quickly as
possible, but still appeared to be traveling close to ninety–two
percent c. For the next few minutes, they would be about as
responsive as a wagon pulled by a team of hippopotamus. Erin could
almost feel the jolts of gravity they must be experiencing as their
vanes pulled their ships back into normal space. The bugs traded
maneuverability for surprise, just as their first wave of
destroyers had done.

Just like their first wave had done.

“Tac,” Erin shouted, “send this out to
the Agamemnon Group.” Erin
frantically input instructions and transferred her tactical notes
to the tac officer. “Look at Solution-14. Whaddaya
think?”

The tac officer studied Erin’s notes for a
mere second or two. “I don’t rightly know, Ma’am. It’s a guess, I
guess.”

“That’s all we have time
for. Is it a good guess?”

“Good as any,” Tac replied
noncommittally.

The rest of the bridge crew looked
worried. Erin was certain she looked more so. “What’s our current
com differential to the farthest ship in the Agamemnon Group?”

“Fifty–six seconds, and climbing. It’s
the Bonn.”

“Okay, the Bonn’s good. Have the group fire a full salvo of
Helios with Solution-14 and Attack Pattern Alpha in seventy
seconds. That’ll give the Bonn
ten seconds to set it up.”

“Sent,” Tac replied, working furiously. “Ten
seconds ain’t much time. Wish we could give ’em more warning.”

Erin knew Tac was thinking about the
Hive. But when without, use the old ways
of communicating, Erin concluded.

A Hive organism was a bilateral green
blob of protoplasm. They almost looked humanoid, except for the
fact that they looked more like lime gelatin with big, black eyes.
Although they were mute, they were highly telepathic and had
quickly become loyal allies to the humans. When they could be
spared from the hive, they served on the bridges of human ships as
instant messengers across near space. Their range, as far as humans
knew, was easily out to thirty light-minutes. Intel figured they
could communicate two or three times that distance, but simply did
not want their human friends to learn too much about their
capabilities. They were a communal species, and when not serving on
isolated starships they exchanged information with fellow Hive
members by swapping DNA from their gelatinous bodies, providing
full and instantaneous updates of their knowledge base to each
other. In fact, their language had no concept of the individual,
and “I” was a term they found difficult to understand. As such, it
was important for them to stay intimately in contact, and as a
result they only served on human ships occasionally.
Now sure would have been a nice time to have a
matched set, though.

Erin drummed her fingers absently on her
armrest again, waiting the full two minutes for the command to go
out and the reply to come back.

Com thankfully provided the answer she
was waiting for, “Bonn
reported missiles away, Commodore.”

Good going,
gentlemen, Erin thought. I
knew you could pull it off.

Erin heard Tac quietly whispering to the com
officer in the background. “Hope they got the solution right.”

“Yeah, Campbell cut that one mighty close,”
Com agreed.

They probably think I can’t
hear them. Erin stared at the deck and replied under
her breath, “We’ll know in nine minutes, won’t we?” She glanced at
her first officer, Hal Platner, who—off to her side—had been
quietly observing the battle. He was a great tactician and a good
sounding board for the young commodore. Hal was as ancient as she
was young. Erin wondered, not for the first time, if maybe he was
one of the original two thousand—the first group to travel to
another star. He could have been one of
the kids on board, or maybe part of the genetic bank. Heck, it was
only three hundred years. I should ask him someday.

“And if our Helios miss?” Hal asked.

“Then we just wasted a dozen
near-light-capable nukes.”

“If so, the Academy will deduct them from
your salary, you know,” Hal teased.

Erin kept from laughing.
At least he’s able to keep his sense of
humor, she thought.

If they did indeed miss, Erin would need to
consider a strategic withdrawal. That was a fancy name for “cut and
run.” She was not sure that was in her vocabulary. “Well, as long
as we’re around to sign the check, I’ll be as happy as can be.”
That meant she was not considering giving up. It also told Hal what
the operating conditions for the rest of the battle would be: no
surrender, no giving ground.

Hal laughed. “True. How about this: if that
happens—and we’re still around to talk about it, of course—I’ll
take up a collection for ya with the crew.”

Erin raised her eyebrows silently in
response. She turned back to Tac. “How long before Hostile-1 knows
what we just did?”

“They’ll detect our missile trails two
minutes after detonation occurs.”

That’s exactly what Erin hoped. She’d
pieced it all together in her mind, but didn’t have time for the
actual calcs. “Good,” Erin replied. “Then we’ll gain tactical
surprise on ’em. We should be close to beam range by the time they
realize their other group is even threatened. Then, we can engage
them for almost ten minutes before they know their nasty little
friends are dead.” That was the time Erin needed to turn the tide
of battle in their favor. It all comes
down to the next ten minutes ….

“Or, as they join their friends laughing as
our missiles harmlessly pass them by,” Hal reminded her.

Hal interrupted her temporary daydreaming,
forcing her to concentrate on what he just said. “Positive
thinking, Hal, positive thinking,” Erin insisted. “You got to have
faith. Sometimes cockroaches can be pretty predictable. Shine a
light and watch ’em scurry. When they learn something works, they
like to do it again and again. No imagination there. Brain’s aren’t
big enough, I suspect,” she concluded pointing to her head.

“They were pretty unpredictable with that
entry maneuver they just completed,” Hal corrected.

Erin sneered. They were lucky with that one.
Although it was more likely they were extremely efficient. Erin
hated being outclassed in battle. She hated being outclassed in
anything. “Maybe because I was fighting in my same old predictable
way, Hal. Never again. I just tossed out the Old Book.”

Captain Platner looked at her askance.

“What’s the matter, Hal, don’t trust me?”

“No, I do. Your … Spirit Guide—or
whatever—has done pretty well for us so far.”

Erin smiled, remembering those old legends
from childhood. “Yeah, my father believes in that stuff. He’s the
traditionalist in the family, but I grew out of it pretty quick.
But, who knows; if there is such a thing, let’s hope they ride with
us a little longer,” Erin replied. “It all probably comes down to
luck anyway.”

“Nah; if you relied on luck, you’d lose half
the time. It’s something else in you.”

Erin looked up from her screens, “Are you
trying to flatter me?”

Hal blushed, but did not reply.

“Hal, you always roll the dice in this game.
Remember now, the Wasatti opened the battle with that wave of
destroyers coming in just under light-speed, burning their beams
into our exposed hulls. I’m betting the first group maneuvered us
to this very spot to try the same thing with Hostile-2,” she said
pointing to the tac screen. “See? They have a perfect intercept
vector on our path, as long as Firing Solution-14 holds. That means
they’ll hold course to about half-way to intersect. If so, our
missiles will get to them first before they even know they’re
there. That’s where the smart money is, Hal.”

“Ah, now you’re putting smart money on the
table,” Hal noted. “Did your ancestors own a casino?”

“Most probably,” Erin said. “The old
traditional ways, eh …?”

Hal laughed. He looked at the chronograph.
“Well, whatever happens will happen in three minutes.”

Three minutes of nervous waiting. Twelve
thousand human lives rested on the outcome of one decision. She
sent out twelve powerful missiles on a shot in the dark—on a
calculated whim. A thousand lives saved for each missile spent was
the price she was hoping to pay; and if she was wrong ….

“And we’ll learn the outcome eight minutes
after that,” Erin said. “How far, Tac?”

“Three minutes to beam range, Commodore.
They’re beginning to turn our way. They are accelerating. The
closing distance will now decrease rapidly, Ma’am. Beam range on
the first hostile ship is now one minute and forty–two
seconds.”

The bugs were preparing to reveal their
tactical surprise about now. Everything the Wasatti had done so far
came down to this one moment. It was one big game; trade a pawn now
for a chance at a queen later. Erin wondered who the better chess
master was. It all came down to who saw further into the battle and
whose force of will controlled the other. Erin wondered who was
sitting in her place at their command chair. By their
aggressiveness so far, it could very well be Kel himself. Whoever
it was, he was doing pretty
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