
        
            
                
            
        

    
	This is a work of fiction recommended for mature readers as it is likely to contain scenes and concepts that are unsuitable for children and younger readers.

	The story or stories within may contain events based on or attributed to real people, geography, history, deities, events, and legends. But what happens within this book comes solely from imagination.

	THIS IS A SAMPLE/EXTRACT FROM THE BOOK

	 

	The Borsen Incursion

	 

	A space warfare saga by Julian M. Miles

	 

	Copyright © 2012 Julian M. Miles

	Lizards of the Host Edition

	 

	***

	Lizards of the Host Digital Sample: License & Copyright Notes: 

	This ebook is licensed for your personal use only and may not be re-sold in any form or manner. 

	All rights reserved. This book or parts thereof may not be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by copyright law. For permission requests, contact the publisher via https://lothp.org

	For the avoidance of doubt: the author does not authorise the use or reproduction of this work or any part of this work in any manner for the purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text, including without limitation, technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this work, without first obtaining the Author’s specific and express permission to do so.

	*****

	 

	Contents

	Sample

	About the Author

	Connect with Julian Miles

	Credits

	 

	*****

	 

	Prologue

	 

	Five hundred years have passed since the cataclysm that ended mankind’s twenty-second century early. As the dust and ashes settled, the only cohesive force remaining was the United Nations; now controlling a military largely comprised of a homeless host. Nations had become mere footnotes in history. Indeed, history itself became an endangered thing during that first frantic decade. But stronger, more disciplined minds prevailed. The United Nations became the Unified Nations. Five years later it accepted the ruins of the United States of America into itself and became the USE: Unified States of Earth. 

	Earth Command was the power behind the throne. The military hardcore that had walked from the ashes of devastation, and rebuilt with ruthless determination, was not going to be derailed by the squealing masses this time.

	For the following two hundred years, humanity rebuilt along old lines with renewed vigour. Science gave access to the stars before the end of the first century. From there, mankind went forth. By the end of the second century, mankind had encountered eight sentient races, but nothing to challenge its technological lead and fundamentally barbaric treatment of less advanced civilisations. ‘We are a star-faring race with a colonial mindset’ was how several swiftly silenced observers termed it. The survivors of the eight races would have agreed, had each of their single world ‘reservations’ been permitted the technology to access such data.

	For the last three hundred years, mankind had been the unchallenged ruler of all it surveyed. Earth Command’s early dynamism, forged in the crucible of conquest, decayed into bureaucracy, elitism and nepotism. It was hidden behind layers of needless complexity and over-regulation, which swiftly surpassed the same maladies that had riddled the governing bodies of the USE before the end of the second century.

	Surviving observers quietly considered that the USE and Earth Command’s time was done and, as is the way of all empires, a new order would rise to prominence in due course. They hoped that the genesis of this new order would be relatively painless for the inhabitants of the thousands of worlds and habitats, spread across incomprehensible distances, that depended upon the infrastructures and hierarchies of power for their safety and supply.

	In the five hundred and first year, something happened at a far-flung outpost. The response was noted by the NewsNets as ‘a rapid mobilisation of significant forces’. After that, there was silence. Eventually some disturbing rumours started to percolate in from the farthest edges of human-populated space. Rumours of strange occurrences: unexpected raids and devastated worlds.

	Earth Command confidently predicted a quick campaign and easy victory. A few senior officers had concerns over the strategies chosen, but the heads of the monolithic military bureaucracy ignored them. After all, what could possibly challenge those who rule two thousand worlds?

	 

	Terms

	(Y502 PA)

	 

	The sheer arrogance of an opponent that announced which planet they would attack next had initially been met with disbelief, treated as disinformation. Eleven planets later, Earth Command had decided enough was enough. Word was starting to spread and unrest was following hard on its heels.

	They had asked their greatest commander-turned-politician to return, and orchestrate a salutary lesson for these brigands. Commodore James Harbon prepared a plan from his memories of mock battles and extensive reading, heedless of tactical objections from the few who had seen what these ‘Borsen’ could do. Then he waited for the next announcement.

	He was mildly disappointed when his name-world, Harbon, was declared as the next target. While he regretted having to relinquish his Ambertree groves to make room for emplacements, he made a small fortune from some careful property acquisitions prior to the planetary fortification announcement.

	 

	Now he watched from the centre of a square mile of white marble, incised with the sigil of Earth Command in gold, as the enemy vessel arrived and took synchronous orbit between the planet and closest moon. He waited, tapping his foot impatiently.

	She just appeared. Naked and three-metres tall. Waist-length cobalt-blue hair seemed to move of its own accord. Her magenta gaze conveyed indifference. He thought that she would have been a true beauty but for the tentacles that served her as arms.

	James swept a half-bow as he used the intelligence gathered about these alien beings to shape his opening line: “Greetings, Madame Athshper. I am Commodore James Harbon.”

	The woman-thing tilted her head to one side before replying.

	“I am Sthtera, Mistress of the Borsen. My thanks for your flattery, but it will not save you.”

	James recovered his fabled diplomatic aplomb.

	“Madame Sthtera, my apologies. I presume that you are empowered to negotiate surrender terms on behalf of your forces?”

	“Your ignorance of honourifics is irritating, James. You may call me Sthtera. As for surrender, I am prepared to accept yours, disappointing as it is.”

	James straightened his robe and decided that, for posterity, he needed to emphasise the sheer genius of the strategy deployed.

	“My dear Sthtera. You are now within range of more firepower than you can possibly conceive of. At my merest gesture, your vessel will be reduced to wreckage and you will be taken by our scientists, who are eager to get their instruments into you.”

	Sthtera seemed to contemplate for a moment.

	“I recognise your proud defiance. Now cede this planet to rapine.”

	James sighed and brought his famous sneer to bear.

	“Sthtera, I am a man of considerable military experience. Your single ship, although quite impressive, is vastly outgunned and outnumbered. Your situation is untenable. Let me be clear. The only way you will get this planet to ‘cede’ is to kill everything before my forces can react.”

	Sthtera smiled and her tentacles twined in discomfortingly suggestive ways.

	“I am delighted! Foolish arrogance, but such a noble gesture. I accept.”

	Sthtera extended her tentacles to either side of her as she flung her head back and sang a single, pure note. While the echo faded, Commander Harbon watched uncomprehendingly as the warp-field swept overhead. As grey drowned his senses, the singing void rent his body to pulp and the pain continued far beyond his sanity’s hold. 

	 

	GX1342 stands as a monument to the two billion people who died on it. It is now known only by its planetary designation, as Earth Command has expunged the name of James Harbon from every record. The man who sacrificed twenty percent of Earth Command’s forces with a single sentence has no memorial.

	There is a single exception to this erasure: ‘harbon’ is now slang for anyone who brashly takes on, and spectacularly fails at, a task due to blithe disregard of the circumstances and their utter lack of competence.

	 

	Chant of the Betrayed

	(Y512 PA / Y501 PA)

	 

	The hangar bay was gloomy, the lights having been stepped down to mark the arbitrary night aboard the troop carrier. At tables across the wide expanse, the warriors of the Ninety-First drank, shouted and carried on as if their lives could not end the next day.

	In the shadows of the main power ducts, Commander Ethan Gould sat, sipping some of Sergeant Percy’s finest distillate without a wince or a blink. His grey-green eyes regarded the gathered men, his enhanced optics running numbers and states on everything he saw. A stationary figure amidst the revelry caught his attention. At a table halfway down the hall, Major Garstang raised his mug toward him, while his other hand made a clenched fist against his chest. Commander Gould sighed as he braced himself, then nodded. The Major climbed up on his table and the hall grew quiet as ripples of awareness turned the men toward him. As the stillness amplified the sounds of the warship speeding through Hirsch to another bloody conflict, the Major took a swig of his mug and started in.

	“It is time! Let the memory never fade!”

	With a roar, eight thousand voices joined in the Chant of the Betrayed. 

	“Here’s to the lads of the old Eighty-Two -

	Blasted to dust when the Borsen blew through…”

	As the familiar words tore at old scars, the sole survivor of that event, the one that marked the start of the Borsen Incursion, remembered the truth once more…

	 

	They had been waiting for something to appear, but a three-metre-tall, incredibly beautiful, naked woman with tentacles for arms was not on the expected list. The forward emplacements were nothing but steaming, screaming remains before she reduced the field of invisible mutilation about herself and apologised profusely, in perfect English, for her AI. She then introduced herself as Athshper, ‘WarpMistress’ of the Borsen. 

	Ensign Ethan Gould had run away that day, terrified beyond reason by the whispering in his ears. Just as some people could hear radio waves, he could hear the Borsen AIs private communications. His report on the encounter had been buried so deep he was still astonished that he was alive.

	Anyone with the old skullcomms could receive transmissions from the Borsen AIs. Those transmissions were very persuasive, utterly sincere, and told the Eighty-Two that the Borsen were a race of females. The ‘old Eighty-Two’ stood there, stunned, as Athshper offered them consort status. Then the fighting started: the majority, who favoured acceptance, turning upon the few who balked at participating in treason.

	Because of his sensitivity, Ensign Ethan Gould had never had a skullcomm. Because of that he missed the explanation. All he heard was Athshper’s offer and her AI chatting with other AIs as skirmishes broke out around her. They were dispassionately making wagers on which of their wearers was likely to be the first to consummate her relationship with her new consort by giving her AI a new body. 

	 

	The Eighty-Two were dead and gone. But there was a good chance that their bodies, or parts of them, would be involved in some of the killing tomorrow. Commander Ethan Gould checked the lowest set of status symbols on his optics. Each trooper had an immolator built into his armour these days. The Borsen would not be getting any more consorts.

	 

	The Power That Seeks

	(Y521 PA)

	 

	The darkness sang with the power that bled from the walls. Great sheaves of cables and conduits drooped from the shadows above and curved away into the dim recesses beyond the Pillars of the Mothers.

	Athshper made her way round the crumbling stone bier – and its long-dead, yet still-terrifying, resident - to stride through the short, arched entranceway that led to the heart of Avallea. Inside, a nest of tentacles ceaselessly traversed the acres of control surfaces. From within that writhing mass, a sibilant female voice emerged.

	“Daughter mine, what news?”

	Athshper genuflected and then prostrated herself on the floor: “The last of the consorts has expired, our Mistress. We have reaped five thousand Knights and ten thousand breedings.”

	“That is favourable hearing. Rise, my daughter.”

	Athshper sat up and wrapped her tentacles around her knees.

	The voice came again: “They made rugged warriors, this Earth Command. What of them, since the challenge over the planet they called Harbon?”

	“They ignore us. Despite our excellence in rapine, they refuse to limit us. It is as if they hope we will tire of them.”

	“We shall not. The decrees of the void delivered of Mother Eshnba are clear. They are the race we have sought since she uttered them. Like any stagnant pool, they are covered by scum, the dross who seek only to be above others and to secure their continuance. We must skim them: a culling in blood to rouse their ruling competences. When they rise, we shall see a change like none before.”

	“Could they become allies?”

	“Not in their present forms. The decrees state that one will rise and lead Joyous Ghosts against us. The one who does that may develop some useful insights, but they are a short-lived race. I have not the cognition to see how they may overcome that. Goad them hard, my daughter. Their rulers are set like parasite upon host, with many deep-leeching grips that we must shake loose. When that succeeds and the ruling competences awaken, maybe I will be able to see.”

	“It shall be done, my mistress.”

	 

	Arms Race

	(Y529 PA)

	 

	The day was beautiful, a cloudless clear blue sky over rolling hills, the view interrupted only by copses of trees, and the occasional sheep.

	Plus me, in One-Bushi. Standing a hundred metres tall, its gloss black finish detailed in matt grey, with the edges of its cooling vanes and detection arrays polished to bare metal - a detail stolen from pre-Apocalypse sports car design, I had been told.

	My command channel clicked into life: "Okay, Manfred, your board is clear. Skies are open and the ground for a hundred clicks is ours. How does it feel?"

	I stretched my arms and looked up, peripheral displays showing One-Bushi’s arms mirroring my movement. I revelled at the detail on the heads-up display, telling me that my airspace had been violated at two hundred and twenty-seven point three metres by a hawk, that I was surrounded by thirty-nine probably non-hostile sheep within a half-click radius, that the nearest squirrel was one point oh-four two clicks due south and there were nine humans one point oh-one clicks to the west in full stealth suits, equipped with very advanced laser targeting equipment and commercial grade sidearms. That stopped me. 

	"Toymaster, I show armed intruders just past a click west of me. They are equipped to be hidden except for fancy laser painting kit. Are we expecting visitors?"

	"Negative on that, Manfred.”

	There was a pause as the channel went mute at their end. Toymaster was talking to the owners of the ‘toyshop’. Then the channel opened again.

	“Mama Bear says you can lop Pinocchio's nose off any time you like."

	I smiled. It was at this point my dermal sensors detected eight low power laser hits. 

	"Manfred to all players, being painted by hostiles, am about to go

	weapons-"

	That was as far as I got. Next thing I knew, after a deafening metallic ‘clang’ followed by strange singing greyness, I was tumbling through the air while trying to puke myself hollow, as a resounding crash indicated where my now pilotless mecha had fallen. Then I landed - with a splash - in something that felt solid, and the lights went out.

	I came round in hospital two weeks later. I was broken in most places and bruised everywhere else. The ninety-metre fall should have killed me, but by sheer luck I had landed in a shallow pond.

	It seems that while my bosses had been all fired up to reproduce the Titan-class combat mecha from the last decade pre-Apocalypse, a rival consortium had been working on something obscure, reverse-engineered from captured warp technology. The idea had been to provide a warp-field beam weapon for use against Borsen powered-armour troops and their mecha-style command units.

	I had the dubious distinction of being a side-effect to the discovery that the warp-beam could overload gravitic cores. The barely understood technology had caused One-Bushi’s safety measures to eject me - straight into the warp-beam. Any effects of that - including my delayed landing - had been classified. I would need to be promoted three times before I could discover what, if anything, had happened to me.

	Most of my recovery time was spent lying in bed, contemplating redeployment, as Project Samurai had been placed on hold ‘pending review’. As that usually meant the project was over, Mama Bear strolling in to my room was a surprise. Reflex kicked in and my cast actually creaked as I tried to salute. She waited until I recovered.

	“Manfred, I am told you will be up and about within a week.”

	“Should be, sir.”

	“Good. We need you back to pilot One-Bushi.”

	“I thought we were shut down, sir?”

	She smiled.

	“It seems that their trick device needs to be mounted separately to everything and requires a huge power supply for repeated use. Even when miniaturised as far as possible, it still looks like a twenty-metre-long assault rifle. So I made a few suggestions.”

	I grinned.

	“Like adding an armoured power-feed and grips for One-Bushi?”

	“Precisely, Manfred. Project Samurai and Project Wallaby have been merged. Welcome to Project White Knight.”

	 

	Police Action

	(Y535 PA)

	 

	It hangs there, blotting out the stars and everything else with its grey opacity. The great arc swings flawlessly across the sky and extends all the way to the ground. It marks the line between the living and the dead, as we wait to see which we will become.

	We tried to reason with them, but they ignored everything after the first message we sent, to which this edict was issued in reply: “Your proliferation is contrary to the mandated density of a colony. Reduce yourselves or we will purge your planet. You have seven rotations to comply."

	It took our leaders two days to work out that we had been given a week to cut our population sufficiently to meet the limit mentioned. The problem was that no-one had any idea what that limit was, except for the Borsen, who were not giving us any clues.

	When the facts were leaked, the public went berserk. Our small Earth Command base had already thrown everything it had at, and been ignored by, the single Borsen ship that hung in geostationary orbit between Lacroix and our moon, Janette. They had also sent for help, but admitted that any effective assistance would be over a week in arriving.

	My world devolved into anarchy and insanity. There were incidents of mass murder, but the experts agreed that any significant population reduction would have to be geographic in scale. As no-one was prepared to make that decision, most people resigned themselves to whatever came. It’s horrific to see what supposedly civilised people will do when all hope has gone and the only certainty is death.

	Alana and I are in my merchant company’s flagship in low orbit over the northern polar cap, in formation with the rest of our fleet and the smaller fleet of what had been our main rival. Each ship carries specialists, families, friends and a lot of supplies.

	We gathered on the observation deck as the warp-field appeared and proceeded to depopulate the southern hemisphere.

	This sickening idea to save something, including us, occurred to me two days ago. I discussed it with Alana and some of my smarter people. They agreed with me. So, in utter secrecy, we set about the only option to save a bit of Lacroix.

	We hinged our plan on population distribution. The most densely populated continent was Heremoste and it lay entirely in the southern hemisphere. It was a huge gamble, but everyone I spoke to agreed: a depopulation exercise, if applied as we would apply pest control, would start with the areas that had the highest concentration of ‘pests’.

	As soon as the warp-field started to spread from far to the south, after the sighs of relief, I opened a channel to the Borsen ship.

	“This is Lacroix Colony. We can still be productive if you cease the purge when mandated density is achieved. We will endeavour to maintain correct density from today onwards. Please provide up-to-date colony mandates to ensure compliance.” I shrugged at Alana. It was worth a try.

	There was no reply. The field swept northwards for another hour, then stopped just after it passed the equator.

	Since then, two hours have passed. 

	Suddenly, there is the hum of a channel opening.

	“Lacroix Colony. Proposition accepted. Purge ceased as density is at mandate minus twelve percent. Data feed appended to this message contains colony mandates as requested and quotas to be met each anniversary of this day. Further failures to comply will result in full purge.”

	With that, the warp-field vanishes like a switch has been thrown. While we scream and shout, the Borsen ship departs. Shortly after that, the happiness fades as there is no real cause for celebration. Too many have died, and we have lost the Earth Command base because it was situated just off the coast of Heremoste. We look at each other, the joy of survival warring with the bleak truth of the horrifying cost.

	 

	I am still trying to get a grip on the Borsen’s treatment of Lacroix. They did not make war on us, nor did they capture us. They treated us as if we were already one of their colonies who had merely broken a rule. We were no more than a minor adjustment for them.

	Do they regard the whole of the USE as nothing but a rebellious faction to be brought back into compliance? Are they really that powerful?

	 

	Harsh Lessons

	(Y540 PA)

	 

	“My fellow officers, you are aware that I have been analysing the confidential data of the first encounter for some time, in the light of further data garnered from subsequent raids. Today I come before you to present my findings and a plan that I feel certain to yield excellent, if not game-changing, results.”

	The circle of uniformed men and women turned to regard Admiral Maka Gentle, a master strategist who had dedicated his life to removing the taint associated with the name of his old friend, James Harbon.

	“The clues were there in the Borsen’s style of address and inflections of speech. In short, my extensive research indicates that they are bound by ritualised rules of combat. If we issue a challenge that precludes their use of warp technology, they will abide by it.”

	Looks were exchanged. Gentle’s report was read repeatedly and analysed exhaustively by increasing numbers of people of decreasing competence. A week later, his proposal became Project Joust. Two weeks after that, the Borsen’s warning regarding their choice of target made Romala the planet that would host the end of “these unwarranted and unwelcome intrusions into USE space”, as Admiral Gentle put it.

	The ship arrived swiftly and accurately into geostationary orbit with no corrective manoeuvring. She appeared just as she did in the video feeds salvaged from earlier encounters: naked - and without warning, detectable method or apparent effort. Her hair was ruby red and her arm-tentacles shaded to black at their tips.

	“Greetings to you, envoy. I am Eshebth, Mistress of the Borsen. Your preparations merited a notable presence. I am here.”

	Commodore Baneff bowed: “We thank you. As our missive stated, we feel that James Harbon was overly hasty. We would contest for Romala with two limitations: firstly, no usage of warp technology. Secondly, let us fight for this world without the use of other weapons of planetary devastation.”

	Eshebth stood silent as her tentacles caressed her thighs and knees. After several minutes, she smiled: “My Mistress accepts your conditions. If it is agreeable, shall we say that hostilities will commence when our ships pass the outer moon?”

	A voice hissed in Baneff’s headset: “We have missile batteries on that moon. Tell her we accept.”

	Commodore Baneff bowed: “That is agreeable.”

	Eshebth smiled and disappeared.

	 

	“This should be something to watch.” Commodore Drustin commented idly to Baneff, the next morning over breakfast.

	“Oh yes. We’ve got the whole of the Fifty-Seventh through Ninety-First Brigades with full equipment, including the new anti-spacecraft batteries. We have the latest Charon class space interceptors and twenty battleships arrayed with their Battle Groups.”

	Drustin choked on his juice: “That’s over a quarter of a million troops and two hundred capital ships! Just a moment, doesn’t the Eightieth belong to Project White Knight?”

	Baneff smiled: “Correct on all three. Admiral Gentle recommended an overwhelming force. The biggest Borsen fleet we have seen is four capital-class ships with an escort of thirty cruisers and auxiliaries. Never more than six troop carriers, which carry regiments of six or eight hundred effectives apiece. The Titan-class mecha and project team from White Knight are here to get some data-captured real combat in. We have also deployed several flights of surveillance drones to ensure we get the maximum intelligence and morale advantages from this battle.”

	A pale-faced orderly ran into the dining room and came to attention so suddenly he nearly fell over.

	“Sirs. Colonel Dryer’s compliments. Would you join him in the command centre immediately, please?”

	 

	Colonel Dryer looked like he’d eaten something that disagreed with him. As the Commodores entered the command centre, he saluted: “Sirs. The Borsen have started their approach. They will pass the outer moon within the hour.”

	“Excellent. Where are they likely to set down, given their approach vectors?”

	“Everywhere.”

	Baneff looked at Drustin then turned back to Dryer: “Explain.”

	“They arrived in an englobement of the planet. It is closing to keep pace with the ship that the Eshebth was in, which is the vessel that will pass closest to the outer moon. We estimate eleven hundred warships from direct detection and mass-shadow analysis. There is nothing smaller than the ECD Flanders, Sirs.”

	Drustin stood thunderstruck while Baneff did some calculations in his head, using numbers from the capacity of his own ships to give estimates.

	“Commodore Drustin, may I?”

	Drustin nodded.

	“Nearest reinforcements?”

	Dryer checked the data: “Nothing useful can get here within ten days. Piecemeal reinforcement would just get shredded on the way in.”

	Baneff nodded as his suspicions were confirmed.

	“If they were Earth Command ships, we’d be facing a fully supported force of over a million troops. We haven’t seen the Borsen use significant armour, so we can only guess at what they have in the way of heavy weapons. My prediction would be for a small number of exceedingly dangerous items. Gentlemen, we are in serious trouble, with nowhere to run.”

	Drustin straightened up: “I’ll fly over to take command of the second continent’s forces. I’d recommend letting the Borsen have the open ground - after contesting their landings to try and bring their numbers down. After that, it’s fortified enclaves and guerrilla warfare for as long as we can.”

	Baneff nodded: “Agreed. Our only option is to take as many as possible with us. Take half of Project White Knight’s mecha and support teams across with you.”

	Colonel Dryer saluted: “I’ll start deploying for rolling counterstrikes after interdiction of landing zones.”

	Drustin saluted: “Thank you. Gentlemen, let’s make them pay a high price for their victory.”

	Baneff saluted: “Affirmative. Let’s go to war.”

	As Drustin headed for his flight and Dryer started to frantically restructure thirty-three battalions from mass assault to roaming defence, without giving the hopelessness of the situation away, Baneff looked up at the ceiling and cursed in a whisper: “Damn you, Maka.”

	 

	Within a day Earth Command battalions had renewed their acquaintance with the unpleasantness of fighting Borsen Knights: they had two-metre tall powered armour, wielded horrific energy blades, and used their armour’s resilience to allow them to get into melee. Casualties from those battles were high, unlike the ones against the far more numerous Borsen warriors, whose only tactic seemed to be charge and fight with whatever was available until someone killed them or the battle ended. Battles against them went well for Earth Command troops. But for every Earth Command trooper that fell, there was no replacement. The Borsen horde seemed to be unending. Battles raged unceasingly, unless the Earth Command troops could somehow gain a small respite, which were only won at enormous cost.

	The mecha of Project White Knight were devastatingly effective - for the short while they functioned. Failures under real combat conditions always happened at peak-demand moments and always resulted in the loss of the mecha and everything within a kilometre or so. They inflicted significant casualties upon both sides.

	In the end, Fort Drustin was the last outpost. Commodore Baneff had named it that when he lost communication with Drustin mid-conversation, Drustin’s last sentence having been drowned out by the scream of a Knight’s energy blade.

	Baneff had encouraged scavenging, and the place was well supplied with everything except troops. But they fought savagely and fended off two dawn-to-dusk assaults.

	The next day, Baneff was woken by one of the hundred or so men he had left shaking him hard.

	“We’ve got a problem, sir. But I think we’ve annoyed them.”

	Baneff grinned. Morale was ridiculously high and defiance was off the scale. He scrambled from his makeshift bunk, grabbed a ration pack from the communal stack and drank it cold as he made his way to the wall.

	On the far side of the mist-shrouded nightmare landscape of mud and bodies, he could see the Borsen warriors in their usual pre-attack formations: arrayed in blocks that shared similar shades of brightly coloured armour. But this dawn had brought a new element: the Knights were in two groups, each gathered around a taller machine. About six metres tall with stubby arms and long legs; probably heavier armour than the Knights as well. These must be Mistresses. The tentacle-armed bitches had finally come out to play.

	He switched to open broadcast: “Okay, people. Looks like we have royalty on the field. So anyone with anything that can range those two tall beauties should consider it their duty to do so as soon as they can. Apart from that, it looks like another day in the office to me.”

	There was muffled laughter.

	The sun peeked over the horizon and the Borsen came in en masse. Baneff noted the lack of any reserve units in sight. So this was it. Nothing to do but fight until they stopped him or they went away.

	The Borsen broke against the walls like a tide and the clamour of pitched battle rose, an all-consuming din punctuated by the louder moments: a dying roar, the crash of a Knight falling, the detonation of a grenade. Baneff kept his eye on the two new features. They spent the morning chivvying their troops. Come afternoon, their long legs revealed a breathtaking jumping ability. Both of them landed inside the walls, smoking but apparently unharmed by the very large amount of ranged unpleasantness that Baneff’s troops had directed their way as they came in. The short arms proved to be deceptive as well. Great whips of energy sprouted from them, and the fall of Fort Drustin started.

	Baneff noted that the two armoured machines flailed with an exquisite elegance. He guessed that the women used these weapons in the same way that they could use their tentacles, and with as much ease. The energy whips were just unreasonable. Five metres long and a quarter wide, they crisped, sliced or detonated whatever they touched. Baneff shook his head and ducked down to ready his piece de resistance. He had no idea where it came from, but the antiquated spindle-sabot anti-armour missile was going to be his sucker punch. He straightened up as one of the tall machines strode into view, whips tearing through everything. As if to order, she turned away from him. He smiled. Chivalry be damned, this was opportunity. He aimed the launcher and squeezed the trigger.

	The half-metre missile shot from the tube and hammered itself into the back of the machine with an unearthly noise. Baneff saw the core penetrate the armour and the machine staggered, then everything above the point of impact exploded with colossal force, demolishing walls and throwing Baneff backwards. He stood up to see the other machine coming straight for him, energy whips lashing a pattern that he doubted pebbles could avoid, let alone aging officers. So he switched his pulse rifle to maximum output and let rip, screaming “One bitch down!” as he did so.

	He heard his remaining troops cheer, then he was whipped into ashes and chunks as the cheers died along with their owners.

	 

	The Battle of Romala had lasted eight days. The Borsen ground forces lost nearly half their numbers - and a Mistress had fallen: an event so rare that Romala was the first place in USE space to be recorded in Borsen lore. 

	A single unarmed, automated reconnaissance scout was all that returned to Earth Command’s main base. It was completely untouched. A single viewing of the solitary Borsen-created recording that had been appended to the datapacks caused consternation. Within minutes, it was declared classified information; at a level that would prevent access by anyone below the rank of Commander. 

	 

	Commander Longard entered the main room of the embassy, contemptuously ignoring all the attendees at this tasteless and poorly disguised victory ball for the anticipated result from Romala. He smiled thinly, straightening the black armband that stood stark against the left sleeve of his dress whites. A few people turned to regard him with idle curiosity.

	“Romala has fallen.”

	Those three words stilled every movement in the room and killed every conversation.

	“How?” Admiral Gentle seemed more offended than shocked.

	Longard turned to face him: “The Borsen accepted our challenge. They won. We lost.”

	“Good grief! What were our casualties?”

	Longard looked pointedly at his black armband before replying quietly: “Everything.”

	“Pardon?” Gentle’s face paled a little as he spoke.

	Longard looked up, the anger in his eyes at odds with the expression of rigid calm on his face: “Three hundred and four thousand dead. Two hundred and forty-nine warships lost. All that returned was a single automated scoutship.”

	“Incredible! A robot scout escaped?”

	Longard momentarily gawped at Gentle. Had the man not heard him? 

	“No. They let the vessel go after loading our surveillance drone data onto it. You missed two things, Admiral.”

	Gentle sputtered in outrage: “I analysed the data from Harbon for years!”

	Longard winced at the man’s lack of respect in using that name.

	“Then I must presume you made assumptions. We only limited the weapons to be used, not the numbers of combatants. Our forces were slaughtered trying to overcome five-to-one odds.”

	Gentle paled further. In a voice gone hollow with shock, he asked: “You said I missed two things.”

	Longard paused while the tension grew: “You failed to predict what would happen afterwards. The ramifications of winning or losing.”

	Gentle regained a little colour: “What was there to consider? If we won, they would have withdrawn. As we lost, we get to keep fighting their damnable raids.”

	Longard shook his head: “The scout ship also carried a message from the Borsen. We lost Romala but something we did made them decide that we gave good account of ourselves. Because of that, we have been deemed worthy opponents.”

	Gentle waved his hands: “Always nice to receive accolades.” He looked about, but very few laughed at his quip.

	Longard raised his voice so nobody could miss his next words: “We are now regarded as equals. The Borsen have declared war.” He paused before stepping forward, inclining his head to place his mouth by Maka Gentle’s right ear. In a voice chilling in its whispered calm, he delivered the details that were not for public disclosure: “To mark the formal escalation of hostilities, the Borsen warpkilled Earth Command Base Seven and Earth Command Base Eight.”

	Maka Gentle staggered. Those were their two main garrison planets in the outer territories. They had been home to over ten million troops, their families and sundry personnel. It was a catastrophic loss.

	Longard finished with a mutter of trenchant contempt: “A monumental harbon, Maka. James would be so proud.”

	Admiral Gentle’s face turned waxen: “Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen.” He walked toward the balcony with a stiff-legged stride, and nobody turned to watch him go. A few moments later, the muffled impact of a body hitting the ground several storeys below was heard.

	Commander Longard came to parade attention and executed a formal salute toward the balcony door, as conversations restarted and glasses clinked. Apart from that, the last casualty of Romala went unmourned.

	 

	Dreadnought

	(Y542 PA)

	 

	“Twenty-nine, twenty-eight…”

	Captain Janet Rossiter felt the first bead of sweat follow the nap of her close-cropped hair, before running cool and smooth down her jaw and into her uniform collar. It was so quiet on the bridge; she swore that her exec had heard it.

	“Twenty-five, twenty-four…”

	****
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