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  Spear-Carriers #1 - "A New Paradigm"



  FRONTISPIECE



  For centuries after the realization that it was not alone in the universe, Humanity dreamed of going to the stars. A lucky few here and there, mostly those gifted with the talents of the Magene, were able to realize this dream, but Earth's disunity prevented Humanity from making the concerted effort needed to spread beyond the bounds of its own starsystem. That, and fear that the stars had already been taken by more advanced races, such as the T!rir and their Santari allies.


  But contact with other races declined over the centuries, and a war-weary Humanity started to finally put an end to its internal conflicts. Perhaps it was not truly peace, but if it was war, it was a war that wouldn't interfere with reaching for the stars.


  And the stars were surprisingly empty.


  While disjoint Earth had finally put asides its differences, if only for the moment, the unified Santari Great Houses had turned upon each other once they realized their T!rir masters had no more prizes to give out for their obedience. The old insectoid race fled the galaxy in their slow lightspeed craft, and the long-repressed savagery of the Santari burst forth and reduced a once proud confederation to isolated worlds barely capable of space travel, much less interstellar travel.


  It was to be a golden age of expansion. Learning some of the lessons of the previous colonial period on Earth, Humanity conquered with the friendly hand and the gold coin instead of with the lead ball (or gamma ray laser). The Santari, nearly human to begin with, were easily assimilated as abandoned outer worlds were recolonized by Humanity. While there was some friction at first, the records of the second millenium were as fresh in the 2600s as they were in the 1900s, and no one wanted a repeat of those times. The grudging acceptance which had forged the peace on Earth now kept the peace among the colonists and Santari. It wasn't perfect, but it was perhaps among the best of times Humanity ever enjoyed.


  Of course, nothing good ever lasts forever. Just as Humanity could put aside its differences, so eventually could the Santari Great Houses, especially with the looming threat of assimilation by "barbarians." The fourth millenium, as Humanity reckoned it, marked the beginning of the War. It was known by many names over the next several centuries...the Earth/Santari War, the Hundred Years War, the Great War...but as the periods of quiet between the always-inconclusive periods of war shortened, it simply became known as the War.


  The two sides were evenly matched, or so it seemed at first. Humanity had the vigor of a younger race, lacked the intensity of internal politics which still wracked the Santari, and had developed a completely different form of space travel which offered several advantages over the Santari Hyperdrive. Humanity also still had a small number of supernatural beings with the power to be effective in battle. But the Santari had more experience, more knowledge of the region of space which was so frequently contested, and access to the occasionally tide-turning piece of advanced technology inherited from the T!rir or found on long-dead worlds and cached away while Humanity was still working on internal combustion.


  Over the centuries, the two sides grew more and more like one another, as each side duplicated or stole the advances of the other race and the number of superhumans declined as Human and Santari blood mixed. For the past hundred years there has been little real change in the way war is fought.


  Until 3732.


  Until the coming of the Spear-Carriers.


  ---------------------------------------------------------------------------


  [Now]


  Tad looked at the instrument panel for the fifth time in as many minutes.


  For the fifth time, all he saw was the small holographic display with three glowing arrows on it. His ship, the best guess position of the ship he came from and the best guess position of the ship he was heading for.


  Nothing else that relied on external sensors more sensitive than sight worked. No radio *or* hyperwave communication. No radar. No mass detectors or warp alarms. And he was flying a small craft strapped to a ship-killer torpedo that currently provided main propulsion.


  He was flying nearly blind into range of enemy anti-missile defenses with an antimatter warhead under his pilot's chair.


  In other words, everything was going according to plan.


  * * * *


  [Ten days ago]


  "Captain Sander, before I go on, do you understand that you are to assume everything I tell you here is covered by United Worlds Security Protocols, and if you communicate it to anyone else without Tau-level clearance *in any way*," the Major emphasized with a glance at Tad's Psi-rating badge, a hand with a closed eye in the palm, "you will be subject to capital punishment?"


  Tad nodded, also looking down at that badge and the new Captain's Wings which sat over it. "Yes, sir." Ten years ago, he might have resented the implication that a telepath couldn't keep a secret, but the fact he'd even been chosen for this mission told him that his superiors *did* trust him, whatever their personal feelings about psis. It had been a hard lesson, but he'd finally learned that it's not important that people *sound* like they trust you, so long as they *do* trust you...and as the old saw went, thoughts spoke louder than words.


  "Now, you've been in the Scout Service for a while now, you know more about our tactical situation than someone of your rank would normally know...and certainly more than we're telling the civilian population. How would you assess the UW position in this current phase of the War?" the Major asked.


  Even though he was only rated a "full hand" telepath, Tad could tell the Major was hiding some serious worries. No doubt a "two eyes" telepath would have to make a major effort not to hear the exact answer the Major was thinking of.


  "Well, sir," he started, trying not to color his opinion to match his superior's mood, "over the period I've been in the service, I've seen no major advance by either side. Currently the Santari are pushing forward slowly, taking advantage of their use of a starkiller weapon last year in sector 34 by 210, but it looks like we're on the verge of containing them. We may lose a few more worlds in the process, but that's to be expected."


  The Major nodded dourly. "And normally this wouldn't be too great a problem, except that one of those worlds we'll lose is Earth."


  * * * *


  [Now]


  --Adjust target position to 45 lightseconds, 0.122 radians north, 3.2 radians west,-- mindspoke the attack group's "Navigator," a psi with training in remote viewing. An unreliable talent at best, giving only sporadic glimpses of the target, but their only option under the circumstances.


  Tad tapped the coordinates into his console, and the target arrow shifted slightly. ++Confirmed,++ he sent over the mindlink he was helping maintain.


  As important as this project was, given the untested nature of the technology and the tactics, only three telepaths were assigned to it. Tad, wing leader and the best overall psi provided a backbone of sorts for their rudimentary telepathic communication system. Sheri, the navigator, sent most of the messages, having the best range, while Tad's wingsecond Darius helped hold the normals in. It wasn't as good as a hyperwave link, because they could only project a limited vocabulary without confusion setting in. Much of the training the wing had undergone before the mission had been learning to clearly think specific phrases and words, because normal thought is highly ambiguous to less-talented psis. Without training, Sheri's report would have come across more like "Ship over there," to most of the pilots, which would have been pretty useless.


  --All report confirmed,-- mindspoke Darius, assuring Tad that no one had fallen out of the link. Darius was possibly the biggest reason the team had to train in "clear thinking." Of mostly Santari heritage, a wild talent from several generations ago had surfaced in him. And while Santari looked human, were even genetically human, they didn't always think like humans, which required greater care in telepathically communicating with them. Even now, having served off and on with Darius for several years, Tad had trouble using more elaborate language than battle code when mindspeaking with Darius.


  Looking up, Tad saw a bright flash near where the target should have been. He checked his chronometer...only fifteen seconds since Sheri's last view, and that flash had to have happened over forty seconds ago, which marked it as a decoy. The Phalanx's lasers had blown up a decoy...Tad only hoped that it would still be there for him to return to.


  If he returned.


  * * * *


  [Ten days ago]


  "You see, the problem lies in the way we fight our battles. Giant dreadnaughts cruising through space, light-minutes away from each other, bouncing in and out of normal space. Missiles fired too far away are easily disabled, lasers can only go the speed of light and even if you see an explosion, that could be a decoy the enemy left at what it guessed you would guess was its most likely position when the laser arrived. It's a deadly dance between behemoths, with the only strategy that seems to be successful being to make bigger ships with more powerful lasers and faster missiles," the Major swept his arm to take in the enormity of the UWD Phalanx that they stood in. "Bigger lasers let you stay farther away which lets you evade enemy missiles better, but it also means you hit as much by luck as skill. We tried small missile craft fifty years ago, on the theory that they could take a few laser shots and get close enough to fire missiles past the anti-missile defenses, but the systems designed to shoot down behemoths at extreme range proved VERY good at killing corvettes at medium range, even when the larger ship was outnumbered ten to one. Suicide fighters, which popped out of Twist-space right on top of the enemy and fired single-shot overloaded lasers were effective, but wasteful in terms of pilots...not to mention, after it was discovered how suicidal they were, no one wanted to fly one. They just went into Twist-space and came out in neutral territory, fleeing the battle."


  The Major activated a holomap of the current strategic situation. "But nonetheless, these fighters are being pulled out of mothballs and new ones built, because we can't let Earth fall to the Santari, even for a few years."


  Tad cocked his head in confusion. "Why? Earth hasn't been our center of government for centuries, it's mostly a nature reserve and vacation spot now...hardly a major loss."


  The Major shook his head. "You've been in the military too long, son. You're thinking tactically, in terms of exploitable resources and fighting forces. If it were any other resort world, we'd let it go hang...but this is EARTH, Captain. You may not have been born there...almost no one in the UW has been born there, in fact, but it's a powerful symbol. If Earth fell, it would send a shockwave through the civilian population which might even cost us the War, force a surrender on us, or at best lead to a greater loss of territory as demoralized troops fell back or surrendered on border worlds. And a lot of people who aren't into the symbology are concerned that the ecology might not survive a ground fight...you've seen pictures of early third millenium Earth?"


  Tad nodded. Wartorn landscapes as lifeless as an unterraformed rock where tropical jungles had once stood. It was one of the miracles of the later third millenium that the planet had been salvaged to the extent it could support diverse animal and plant life again. Humanity had totally abandoned it for centuries to let it heal, only slowly returning to steward it once expansion into space had slowed.


  "People would consider it our race's greatest failure if we let Earth be despoiled again, after almost losing it once," the Major continued. "We have to stop the advance of the Santari at any cost, turn it aside at least."


  Tad felt a cold knot in his stomach. "Sir, you mean...you want me to pilot one of the old suicide fighters?"


  The Major got a sad look in his eyes, like he was sending someone to die horribly. "No."


  Tad started to relax, then realized the look was still in the Major's eyes. "What, then?"


  "One of a new breed of suicide fighters...."


  * * * *


  [Now]


  --Target ship Twisted. New position, 5 lightseconds, 1.3 radians south, 0.32 radians west.--


  Good news and bad news. The good news was that it was now a whole lot closer, meaning the Phalanx had managed to herd it into position for the strike team. The bad news was that the wing was pointed in a significantly wrong direction now...and they were a whole lot closer. Closer meant the enemy was more likely to get a visual on their torch burns when they corrected course.


  ++Gyro turns only. Do not burn until on target,++ Tad ordered. Hopefully, waiting until they were pointed right at the enemy would reduce the chances of torchflare being spotted.


  --All confirmed,-- sent Darius.


  Just in case, Tad craned his neck as the ship executed a turn using only its internal gyroscope to "push" against, looking for torch flare. All it took was one hotshot who wanted to turn-n-burn to give them away, jammer field or no jammer field.


  No flares visible.


  --Gyro turns complete,-- Darius reported.


  ++Burn.++


  Assuming no more Twisting on the part of the Santari dreadnaught, they'd be able to shoot their loads in under a minutes. The best thing about the Twist maneuver, Tad mused, was that he wouldn't have to worry so much about meeting his old opposite numbers. Either all scout craft had been recalled before entry to Twist-space, or they had been abandoned half a lightminute away, to be picked up later or callously used as extra decoys. Either way, Tad doubted he'd have to use the small laser on his ship to disable any scouts on the way in, which was good. Scouts weren't, as a rule, armed, having all their power devoted to speed and sensors, and there was sort of a code of honor among scout pilots that considered other scouts to be non-combatant. Even armed scoutships rarely used their weapons.


  But this situation was different. He wasn't in a scoutship this time, and the code of honor was moot. Like it or not, if he spotted a scout, he'd have to try and kill it.


  And he was leaning towards "not."


  * * * *


  [Nine days ago]


  "Gentlemen, this is the X-303 Javelin, the newest thing for idiots, suicidal maniacs and UW pilots to strap themselves into," the hangar commander gestured mock-proudly at the null-gee enclosement and the ships within.


  The Javelin looked like two pods sitting at opposite ends of a needlessly large connecting truss. Aerodynamic, it was not. Beautiful, it also was not. Each pod had a small engine, the top pod had a pilot's control area, and the bottom pod had a small laser cannon. The truss had a circular hole in it at the center, nearly two meters wide, plus an assortment of small maneuver jets attached to it.


  "We're supposed to shoot down enemy warcraft with that dinky laser?" came the incredulous voice of Pilot Jenkins. Tad had already guessed that Jenkins had been picked for this mission not because he had useful talents, but because it was the only way out of a very long penal planet term for subordination. Tad did *not* like the idea that any of his wing was composed of pilots considered expendable, because that meant that in the final analysis, the entire wing was expendable.


  "No, but it's not a good idea to keep antimatter torpedos in a shuttle bay. See that hole? It's where the Javelin hooks up with a specially modified torp, which also forms the main drive unit for the ship," the commander, who unlike the Major wore a nametag, said. His name was Hesson, although even Tad wasn't sure he should bother getting friendly with anyone new. Or starting any long novels. Or anything which predicated on living more than nine more days.


  "What makes the odds slightly better than just throwing you out through the airshield in your briefs is the jammer field, the experimental part of the ship. It blocks all sensors other than visual-band light and telepathic emanations, and the Santari don't have many telepaths," Hesson qualified. "Just a few border-worlders," he added, making a point of not looking at Darius. "If it works as advertised, you can get close enough to fire the missile, then get out of there before you get lasered into vapors."


  "Wait," a telepath named Sheri, who Tad had just met that day, asked. "Why not just put the jammer on the missile and fire *it* instead of sending us out on a suicide run?"


  "You need to ask?" Hesson chuckled. "Seriously, it works both ways. They can't see you with anything but visuals, you can't see them with anything but visuals either. Our missiles are smart, but not smart enough to fly almost blind...they'd be worse than lasers in accuracy, since without a Twist they can't make lightspeed. And Twisting blind is even stupider than flying blind."


  Tad stole another glance at Sheri's psi badge. It was a closed fist with one finger raised, which normally indicated seriously rudimentary skills. Even Tad had all five fingers. But there was a star on the fist, which meant she had some special talent beyond simple telepathy.


  "WHAT?" Jenkins exploded. "We're flying on visuals? How are *we* gonna have any better luck finding the enemy?"


  Tad made an intuitive leap. "Because we have a remote sensor with us, Pilot. The Admiralty may be desperate, but they aren't going to send us to our deaths without any chance of success," he nodded to Sheri, her expression confirming his guess.


  "Maybe not YOU," Jenkins thought so loudly that the three psis present all heard it. As one, they gave him a cold stare, and his brash veneer flickered for a moment.


  "Exactly," Hesson replied, not noticing the little exchange between Jenkins and the psis. "And with most of the guidance systems removed, there's room for more fuel. The things can already out-nimble a spidercat, since they gotta avoid anti-missile defenses, so it's not like you'll be sitting on a rocket. Most control is shunted up to the pilot's cabin, with just enough left for the thing to acquire visual lock and make its way solo to the target once you're close enough."


  "And the laser?" asked a pilot that Tad hadn't learned the name of yet.


  Hesson shrugged. "You can still be seen, you might run into a scout and have to swat it before it can get out of jammer range and report back."


  Everyone accepted the lie without comment. They knew that the real reason was that if this worked, they'd be fighting Santari missile-ships within six months, and better to make the defense laser part of the original design than to try and add it later to surviving ships.


  * * * *


  [Now]


  A small circle shimmered about on Tad's cockpit window as his computer tried to get a visual lock on the enemy ship using interference patterns from the upper and lower pods' cameras. The circle steadily shrank as the computer's guess got better and better. Tad wondered if he'd actually be able to see the ship by the time he had a positive lock for the missile. Or if they'd be able to see him.


  Over and over, they'd been assured that because of the relative sizes of the Javelin and a dreadnaught, there was no way they'd be visible under normal circumstances at the range they needed to attain. That, at least this time, the enemy wouldn't even be looking for them visually, but depending on mass sensors, radiation counters and other instruments the jammer was designed to render useless. The fact of it was, if the enemy *was* looking for them, it had a much longer baseline for interferometry, it could spot faint objects much farther away than the Javelins could. The question was whether this advantage countered the Javelin's size advantage.


  Presuming, of course, that the enemy was looking.


  Which it wasn't supposed to be doing.


  He hoped.


  * * * *


  [Four days ago]


  "Remember, even though you're strapped to the center of mass, you're far enough out to pull some serious gees in evasive," Tad said over the hyperwave link. The jammer system was not active during this exercise, which was intended to give the pilots a feel for their crafts. For now, they had to have both the instruments and their own senses to make the connection between the two, but they only had four days to learn how to make it with their senses alone.


  "Why's that?" Jenkins asked. "Why couldn't we just snug down against the missile...it's not like it's radioactive."


  "Less chatter, more flying," Darius advised. It had taken the mostly- Santari wingsecond very little time to fall into the role of squad disciplinarian, freeing Tad to be the "good guy" of the wing.


  Tad grinned and decided to play the role this time and answer the question. "The missile's torch is pretty focused, but do you really want to see if it's focused enough when the ship detaches and the missile heads for its target under full burn? Maybe you could jig sideways fast enough not to be fried, but a little bit of distance to begin with is probably a better idea."


  Jenkins apparently decided to listen to Darius instead, and was quiet for the rest of the exercise. Thankfully.


  * * * *


  [Now]


  Tad wiped at the sweat on his brow. Supposedly the pilot's cabin was climate-controlled enough that sweat should have been wicked away immediately, but engineers never seem to realize how much sweat the human body can really generate when things get nasty.


  Tad's computer had gotten lock twenty seconds ago. But he couldn't fire...none of them could fire...until everyone had lock. Because once the missiles fired, everyone would have to get out of there at best speed to avoid being spotted. The plan was to have the Santari think the missiles had dropped out of Twist-space on top of them in a lucky warp, so that if there were any survivors to tell the tale, no one would be looking for small ships for the next few engagements. Of course, no secret is kept forever, but a few good victories could turn the tide and save Earth.


  Seconds passed. The problem with target locks from interferometry was that it was sometimes luck when you got one, and not everyone in the wing was lucky. Guaranteed visual lock wasn't for another full lightsecond, by which time even passive visual sweeps from the enemy might spot them.


  --All confirm lock,-- came Darius's welcome voice after another agonizing five seconds.


  ++ALL FIRE!++ Tad ordered.


  The ship shuddered as the missile undocked, and Tad was momentarily blinded by the flare of the missile's torch as it went under full burn, acceleration which it had been capable of when attached to the Javelins, but which would have killed the pilots.


  Tad didn't need to give the order to turn tail and run, and the smaller engines of the Javelins flared to life. Only a fraction as powerful as the missile engines, they nonetheless only had to move a fraction of the mass, so speed and performance was nearly the same after as before firing.


  Tad felt the gee-forces push him into his seat as he made best speed in a straight line away, hoping the enemy would be far too busy with the suddenly visible missiles to look for his torchflare.


  Ten seconds later, there was a bright flare, and the rear screens were blinded. Had a missile hit, or had they done an emergency Twist and dropped a decoy?


  ++Target Status?++ Tad sent to Sheri.


  There was a long pause as Sheri reached out with her unreliable talent, and Tad had to consciously remind himself to breathe.


  --Destroyed.--


  ++Jammer fields off,++ Tad ordered. Now they could call in for a pickup, rather than make the long way back and risk mechanical failure or other invocations of Murphy's Law.


  "YEEHAW!" came Jenkins's voice over the hyperwave. "We did it! Do you know what this means?"


  "Yeah..." Tad sighed. "They're gonna ask us to do it again."


  =============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  This story arose out of musings on the nature of space battles, how some seemed to follow a battleship paradigm (Star Trek Classic), others incorporated elements of WWII-style battleship/carrier fighting (Star Wars) and still others had shifted fully to the airpower at sea mode, where battleships are worse than useless and a navy's might is judged solely by its number of carriers (Exo-Squad). I wanted to come up with a way to shift from battleship to carrier style war without simply throwing in a new, compact power source that would let a small craft carry the firepower needed to kill a large craft. And so, after a few attempts at giant robots were abandoned (partly because Mobile Suit Gundam already did it, partly because I couldn't find a reason for humanoid fighters to do better than nonhumanoid), I hit upon the Javelin. A small ship which could get closer than a large ship could, and which had one good shot, like a javelineer of ancient armies. The sensor jammer does still owe something to Gundam, but it has its differences which will keep the Javelins important without eliminating the dreadnaughts entirely.


  Technical Notes:


  Interferometry - When you have two observation points, you can combine the readings using interference patterns and average out the noise. This is used in radio telescopy today, for example, to get clearer shots of the sky than a single radio telescope could get. A baseline of a few meters doesn't buy you a whole lot, but when trying to spot a relatively close object that's moving against the background stars, every little bit helps. And the baseline of nearly a mile offered on a dreadnaught gives them potentially large sighting range.


  Distances - A lightsecond is the distance light travels in a second, about 20,000 miles or 30,000 kilometers. Similarly, a lightminute is the distance light travels in a minute, around a million miles.


  Language - I've kept the "future slang" to a minimum, partly because I haven't taken the time to think of any, but mainly because it can be distracting. For now, either figure that improved information storage and transmission technology stabilized the English language, or I'm writing a loose translation of whatever polyglot Humanity's speaking in the 38th Century.


  



  NEXT ISSUE: Well, there may or may not BE a next issue. This one, as you canpretty easily tell, was written more as a concept piece, a bit ofworldbuilding. In fact, it was only after coming up with the Javelinthat I decided to try and fit it into the ASH universe. Plus, I've gotLNH and Superguy titles to work on, so I'm not sure I'll get back toTad Sander and his wingmen for a while, but positive feedback couldchange that. And there's still a few danglers (like "Why 'SpearCarriers?'") to cover in later issues.


  Spear-Carriers #2 - "In For The Long Haul"


  Tad felt a pair of strong, but delicate hands move down the front of his shirt from behind, idly playing with his chest hairs. ++Hi, Sheri,++ he thought.


  "Hi yourself," she spoke back. One of her idiosyncrasies...most telepaths were more comfortable with mindspeak once they mastered it, but Shari preferred verbal when possible. Maybe because her main talent was so unreliable, she didn't trust any part of her mental skills. "What's up?" she asked before starting to nibble on Tad's ear.


  Normally, he'd have been a bit more responsive. Military life tended for force one to choose between fast flings and no romance at all, what with all the transferring, chance of death, and so forth. And telepaths as a whole tended to have very intense, but very short relationships because of the intimacy their talents allowed...or they gave up on the whole concept, like Darius had. And telepaths in the military, well...military slang was full of crude metaphors comparing something's speed to that of two telepaths jumping into bed. With only three tepes in the squadron and Darius in emotional lockdown, it surprised no one that Tad and Sheri ended up together in poorly-lit rooms quite a bit, despite only having known each other for a few weeks.


  Today, however, the room was well lit and Tad was in no mood for romance.


  "What's up is the crew list I got," Tad replied, humoring Sheri's speech fetish, then catching himself mentally and hoping she didn't catch his thought of the word "fetish." Still, telepaths who actually preferred speech were seen as a little perverse.


  "Aha," Sheri sighed, disentangling herself from Tad and assuming her business demeanor. "Not something we needed on the first mission, I guess."


  Tad shrugged. "The less we knew about each other, the less trauma if half the group doesn't come back. And, of course, if none of us came back, I wouldn't need to know about any background stuff that wasn't immediately relevant."


  Sheri sat down opposite Tad and straightened her uniform. "I take it our motley crew isn't what you had in mind for your first command?"


  Tad snorted, a telepathic ++Not even,++ slipping out. "We're not a brig on wings, but it comes close. About half the unit signed on as part of a plea bargain, including everybody's best pal, Jenkins. No capital offenses, mind you...putting murderers and traitors in charge of top secret technology isn't within High Command's level of stupidity," Tad sneered. Thing was, he knew the High Command *wasn't* stupid, just desperate. And for some reason they thought these disgraced pilots were a good bet. "But a lot of them would be mining emitter crystals on a drifter asteroid for the next decade if they had turned down this job."


  "Look on the bright side. Half the crew is here because we have special skills and the loyalty to risk our lives for the United Worlds. And once we prove out the Javelins, they'll start moving the bad boys out into other units, or at least spreading them out among the new Javelin wings," Sheri countered.


  "I guess. And most of these black sheep don't worry me too much. Just Jenkins. Turns out he has a reason for his arrogance and attitude," he sighed.


  "Meta?" Sheri asked.


  Tad nodded. "Uber type. He must have been complaining about the gee-rating of the Javelins just to blow smoke...he can comfortably pull nearly 20 gees before suffering red-out. Can punch through a centimeter- thick piece of aluminum, although he'll break his hand in a dozen places if he's not lucky. Heals insanely fast. He was a test pilot for atmospheric craft for a while, since he stood a good chance of surviving a bad run, but he couldn't help mouthing off to the wrong people. I just hope I'm armed if he ever decides to come after me."


  Sheri shuddered. "Sometimes I'm glad the gene for this sort of thing is so bizarrely pseudo-recessive. Guys like him could easily out-evolve baseline humanity in a few generations if they bred true."


  Tad snorted. "With his personality, he's lucky to breed at all."


  "Tell me about it. It's all I can do to block out his mental leering when we're off-duty. Good thing he knows how to keep it in his pants when we're on a mission," Sheri sighed.


  "Thank Tym for small favors. Speaking of small favors, the promotions are official now, we three telepaths are the command staff of the Javelin wing. Hopefully the two or three in the wing we were promoted past won't harbor too much resentment," Tad noted.


  Sheri looked over the roster. "He won't be a problem," she pointed to one. "I got the distinct impression from him yesterday that he's glad he's not in charge of this bunch. And the other non-plea-bargains have got to know that they're up for automatic promotions when they muster out of this unit...part of the deal for volunteering. The crims'll resent it, of course, but they're the type."


  "Which is why they're here. Well, except for Bayushi, but she really just had phenomenally bad timing to demonstrate a high kick just as an officer was walking around the corner. Striking an officer is striking an officer..." Tad turned off the display.


  "Word to the new top officer...duck when you round corners," Sheri smiled. "So, business over for now?"


  "I suppose," Tad smiled and dimmed the lights....


  * * * *


  Two things about Santari culture never failed to bring out the conspiracy theorist in people, especially those with knowledge of old Terran history.


  One: Stability. Over ten thousand years had passed since their oldest written history happened, and the total amount of cultural change experienced by the Santari was remarkably small...especially since the period extended from ironworking through interstellar empire to internal collapse and rebuilding. It was as if all the external contacts which normally subtly alter a society slid right off.


  Two: Amazing similarity to the early Roman civilization of Earth. Too many similarities to be chance, especially given the genetic near-identity between Santari and Terrans.


  There had to be reasons for this, but even the more credible explanations had to invoke time travel and interstellar displacement on a scale impossible at the time Rome ruled Earth, even by the elder race of the T!rir. Still, with Rome so far in the past, few outside of academic circles gave it much thought.


  If such a scholar had been in the command room of Imperator Tiberius aboard the Maximus, he would have been stunned by the number of elements which would have fit in perfectly in the court of a Caesar.


  For the five seconds before he was shot as a spy, anyway.


  Tiberius shifted in his chair. It was far more comfortable than the ancient relic it looked like, but sometimes discomfort is not something a chair can be designed to alleviate. Hopefully, the source of his current discomfort would soon be removed...then maybe he could bear to sit still.


  A light above the door shone amber, indicating someone requested entry. "Come in," Tiberius said with forced calm.


  The door slid aside and a swarthy man with tight-cropped hair and a short beard strode into the room, a datapad in one hand. He held the pad not so much in a way suggesting he needed to refer to it, more in the way one would hold a weapon when fearing the presence of a hidden attacker.


  "Hail, Imperator," the man said, stopping a respectful distance away.


  "Hail, 'Turion Casca. What news of the Gallicus?" Tiberius asked, only a slight waver in his gaze betraying his concern.


  "Uncertain, but not good, I'm afraid," Casca replied. He appeared concerned, yet calm. Tiberius had no reputation for punishing those who told him unpleasant truths, but Casca knew there was always the chance of being the one who set the trend.


  "Details."


  Casca turned on the datapad, but only gave it the slightest of glances as he spoke. "It was difficult to get data from the wreck of the Gallicus, due to actions by the enemy warship, the UWD Phalanx. The wreckage was swept repeatedly with laserfire in an attempt to vaporize as much of the Gallicus as possible after it was destroyed, most likely to hide the traces of what disabled the ship in the first place."


  "Which all but screams 'secret weapon,' eh?" Tiberius mused, his expression darkening.


  "That is the consensus, yes. Fortunately, one of the scout crafts survived the incident with a partial sensor record of the event. Approximately twenty anti-ship missiles suddenly appeared on the sensors at extreme close range to the Gallicus. A few were destroyed by the defense systems, but not enough to prevent the complete destruction of the Gallicus. The shockwave then knocked out the scout's sensors and killed the pilot...our salvage crews found the scout just outside the area swept clean by lasers."


  "A small stroke of luck amid the ruins, I suppose. The missiles dropped in out of twistspace on top of the Gallicus, then?"


  Casca paused. "Unknown. The scout's computer was slightly damaged by the shockwave and may simply have lost the pertinent data, but there was no hyperwave distortion to accompany the appearance of the missiles. Best theory is that this *wasn't* a lucky twist hit, but we're to think it was."


  "Hmmmm," Tiberius steepled his fingers in front of his brow. "Could they have broken the invisibility puzzle?"


  "Imperator?"


  "'Turion, have you ever wondered why, even in rear positions like this, so much in resources is expended to create mobile bases instead of orbiting space stations for any important outpost?"


  "I always assumed it was to allow for rapid reaction to changing lines of battle."


  "In part, but a tow-ship could move an orbital station well enough for that in most cases. No, a few centuries ago a method was discovered by which long range non-visual and hyperwave sensors could be blinded. The United World scientists called it 'stealth,' if I recall correctly. But it also prevented the pilot of the stealthy ship from using those same sensors, and was too energy-hungry at large sizes to equip dreadnaughts with. What it *was* good for was sending missiles deep into enemy space to strike fixed installations, where a blind projectile could be programmed inertially to find a location and explode. Both sides lost most of their important orbital stations during this phase of the War, leading to mobile command posts like the Maximus." Tiberius stood.


  "Tell the data-recovery teams to keep looking for hyperwave signals, I may be wrong. I'm going to contact the Senate and recommend we look into the stealth project again...if they *have* solved the problem, we can as well. Or our spies can give us their solution. Oh, and issue an order to all ships in the vicinity of the incident to keep sensor booms extended and full scout wings out if they encounter the UWD Phalanx. Dismissed, 'Turion."


  Casca thought to protest the order, on the grounds that being on full sensor alert would reduce the combat efficiency of the ships, but thought better of it. Obviously, the Imperator thought that it was worth putting another ship at risk to uncover the secret of what destroyed the Gallicus. And may fate smile on the dreadnaught which next found itself in the sights of the Phalanx....


  * * * *


  "What's up?" came a reasonably attractive alto voice from above and behind Jenkins. He almost whirled about to face the speaker, but his null-gee training kicked in at the last second and he paused first to deactivate the imprinter in his hand and get a good grip on the Javelin in front of him before turning.


  "You, Bayushi," he smirked when he saw his fellow pilot standing upside down on the ceiling of the hangar bay. With the artificial gravity that permeated most of the ship normally kept out of the hangar bay, up and down had less meaning than usual in space. The fact that she deliberately chose the ceiling to walk on told Jenkins that Bayushi was another oddball, and the smirk on his face turned up a notch.


  "I mean with the metal imprinter. Looks like you're putting a pattern of some kind on your Javelin...a face?" she asked, thumbing off her friction boots and executing a neat half-twist to "land" on the floor next to Jenkins, turning the boots back on so smoothly she didn't even bounce. Obviously she had a LOT of null-gee time under her belt.


  "Old habit from the airjockey days," Jenkins replied, setting the imprinter onto the hull again and continuing the pattern he'd programmed into it. "If a test craft survived its first flight, we kinda figured it had been 'born,' and deserved a name and a face. Usually just painted it on, but the really fast stuff needed to have it imprinted into the metal or it'd peel off in the first few second, maybe end up in your intakes."


  Bayushi made a "hmmm" face, then asked, "You cleared this with Hesson, right?"


  "Yes, mother," Jenkins mocked. "You know how he watches the hangar... I've seen Motherbeasts which watched their children less. You think I'd have gotten this far," he gestured at the incomplete image, "if Hesson didn't give his okay? Besides, I wanted to make sure the imprinting wouldn't mess up the jammer...I DON'T wanna get shot up over some nose art."


  She nodded. "Still, at close range, you'll look like the leader on visual, which might get you some extra shots."


  "There's worse reasons to be shot at than the enemy recognizing your true potential," Jenkins grinned. "Of course, now that I've set the trend, everyone else'll want one, so the mistaken identity thing won't last long. Better enjoy the distinction while I can, eh?"


  Bayushi giggled, an oddly high-pitched sound considering her deep voice.


  "If you want, I can do you next," Jenkins offered, and Bayushi's smile faded faster than a ship popping into Twist-space. "Your Javelin, I mean. Some people, I swear," he said to the empty air, in a mock-suffering tone.


  "I'll think about it. See you later," Bayushi kicked off for the door and was gone before Jenkins could even turn off the imprinter.


  "She'll be back," he mumbled to himself. As he turned back to the artwork, he started to hum an old bawdy he learned in a bar back home, the lyrics of which could have blanched the color out of the imprinted metal in front of him.


  * * * *


  "There's an old Earth saying about unexplained mishaps and disasters. 'Once is happenstance, twice is coincidence, three times is enemy action,'" Tad told his assembled crew in the briefing room. "Right now, we've hopefully been written off as happenstance, although we can't be sure. The way I figure it, we have at *most* two more missions before the Santari know something's up and start taking specific defenses. And the Admiralty agrees with this assessment...barring anything which obviously exposes the secret of the Javelins, we're rotating off the Phalanx after two more sorties. The Phalanx will get to decoy for us, and test out whatever new defenses the Santari have devised while we set up shop on another ship."


  "Which ship?" asked one of the pilots. One of the trouble-cases, Tad noted.


  "Can't say. Even if I knew, security would prevent me from telling. There's always the chance one of us might be captured, after all," he replied. "And if we get a sign that they've figured us out already, we'll move right after this mission, so don't get too comfortable with your current quarters," he grinned slightly, and a ripple of soft laughter echoed through the room. Dreadnaughts may be big enough to allow for relatively spacious quarters, but as temporary guests, the Javelin wing had gotten the leftovers.


  Tad pointed to the screen behind him, and it lit up with a rotating silhouette image of a Santari ship. "This is the the Fornax, a major fire-support ship in the Santari fleet, and our next target. Its primary function is planetary bombardment, but it's perfectly capable of defending itself in one-on-one dreadnaught combat, which is why it is not being escorted by any other ships of the line. Just a few support craft which never get in the way anyway. If we can destroy it, our strategic think-tank guys back home say that should skew the Santari advance rimward, buying time for the defense of Earth."


  Someone made a rude noise in the audience.


  Tad shot a glare at Jenkins, who did his best to look innocent. "Look, I know a lot of you don't give a liter of waste water for Earth, but a lot of the civilians still see it as an important symbol. And if that's not good enough for you, just keep in mind that regardless of what happens in the strategic sense, the end result of a successful run is one less Santari planet-smasher...okay? Fine.


  "Now, to try and muddy the waters further, the Phalanx will be sending a few flights of missiles into Twist-space to try and hit the Fornax by luck. Chances are somewhere between zero and none, but it should help firm up the false idea that the Gallicus was a lucky hit...."


  * * * *


  Once more into the breach. Sitting in a metal shell strapped to an antimatter-warheaded missile, cut off from any sensors more sophisticated than a telescope, from any communication other than the terse telepathic messages sent by the wing's three psis.


  The battle of the behemoths was well underway, already the Fornax had made three defensive Twists and avoided one salvo of Twisted missiles. The Javelin wing was running on precognitive flashes of where the Fornax might be in a few minutes' time.


  And Jenkins's neck hairs were standing on end.


  He was no precog, his superhuman abilities were purely physical. But even those wouldn't have kept him alive for as long as he lasted in the test pilot service if not for the trust he put in his intuition. It wasn't always right...it sure led him wrong in dealing with his superior officers enough times...but it'd never let him down when his life was on the line.


  And he didn't like the way things felt at all.


  Oh, he knew better than to try and convince the high and mighty Captain Sander of this. Even if he could express himself adequately over the restrictive mental linkup (which he couldn't), since when does a rated psi trust the "bad feeling" of a non-psi? Or a Captain trust a guy busted three times for insubordination?


  Jenkins now had two choices. Follow orders and figure he'd probably be able to pull his ass out of the fire they were flying into, or do something stupid, insubordinate and heroic to save the rest of the wing.


  He sighed and wished he really was as much of a jerk as he usually acted. "Computer, disengage normal safety interlocks, reset buffer to...oh, 22 gees maximum acceleration. Compute ten random evasive patterns keyed to my voice command as the numbers one through ten. Good. Now increase thrust by point-five percent and fire maneuver thruster seven at three percent capacity on my mark. Mark!"


  The Javelin started to slowly break formation and edge out in front of the pack and to one side.


  --Jenkins, return to position,-- barked the clipped mental "voice" of Wingsecond Darius.


  ++Temporary...error,++ Jenkins forced his thoughts into enough order to transmit. It was difficult to communicate at such range with low-power telepaths when one wasn't also a telepath, especially if trying to hide a lie. And, as far as it went, his reply was the truth. If nothing happened, he'd correct position, making it temporary. They were within a minute of maximum visual range for an attack, and close enough to be spotted by the enemy if they were looking hard.


  They were, and by moving to the front Jenkins had just made himself target number one.


  The glare of a point-defense laser washed over the nose of the missile Jenkins's Javelin was strapped to, boiling off the refractory coating.


  "ONE!" he shouted, bracing for the extreme acceleration to come. A normal human would have been pulped by the maneuver, or blown up by the laser because safety interlocks would have kept the gee forces too low to escape in time.


  --ABORT!-- came the quick, perhaps even slightly panicked order from Captain Sanders.


  "No way," Jenkins snarled as he was tossed from side to side by the random pattern his Javelin was weaving. He took manual control back for the moment and tore into a tight corkscrew spiral towards the Fornax. The defense lasers were starting to stab out at the rest of the wing now, seeking easier targets among the more slowly-maneuvering ships, giving Jenkins some breathing space.


  --Jenkins, abort!!-- rang the voice in his head. He ignored it, shimmying sideways to avoid another gunnery computer with delusions of being able to target accurately on a composite visual image. The target must have set out sensor booms, increasing its baseline for visual interferometry in all directions, as well as amping up other (useless) sensors.


  Two could play at that game.


  Jenkins hauled his ship sideways for a fraction of a second, linking the sensors at the nose of the missile with those on the Javelin's two pods, tripling the baseline of his sensors. It also made him a bigger target, but they already knew he was there, eh?


  "Target acquired," pinged the computer.


  "Bring about and fire!" Jenkins ordered, nearly passing out as the missile whipped about ninety degrees in a fraction of a second. A blue flare filled his vision as the missile separated and blasted off at full acceleration for its target, and he immediately turned tail and ran at full speed himself, hoping the defense systems wouldn't realize they could use full sensors on the missile until it was too late.


  And, of course, that he wouldn't be reduced to free-floating atoms himself before the missile hit....


  ===========================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  "Okay, so what's up with all the Roman stuff?" you may ask. Well, it's something I've had planned out about the Santari for years, but which will probably never find its way into a story directly...a mystery for the ages, but one with a solution. Maybe I'll take this space (or space in another ASH title) to explain it "off camera" someday, but for now you'll just have to wonder. But there is an explanation, I'm not just pulling this out of thin air to avoid having to make up an alien culture. }->


  As I was writing #1 and coming up with characters, Jenkins could be summed up in one word: jerk. As I was thinking up ideas for this issue and the others to come, that was expanded to two words: superhuman jerk. Somehow, though, in writing this issue, he picked up a bit more characterization than that. Oh, he's still a jerk, but it's not the only thing about him now. Which probably bought him a slightly longer lifespan. Or not...sometimes the best character to kill is one who matters, after all. You (and Jenkins) will just have to wait and see, eh?


  Spear-Carriers #3 - "Trials And Runs"



  Jag Louis Dawson placed his ceremonial pistol on the desk as a signal that he was bringing the hearing to order. Back when he was just a Lieutenant Jag, he'd asked his commanding officer why military ships used a weapon to bring the court to order, and not a gavel like the civilian courts had used for millenia. After joking that the gavel was a weapon too, the elder Jag had told Louis that it dated back to the early days of the UW/Santari wars, when the judge also carried out sentence on mutineers with a single shot to the head.



  The gun was still deadly, still loaded, a reminder that military justice had to be as swift and final as the pistol itself, but it was more symbol than tool now. Even if he found Pilot Jenkins guilty of a capital offense (unlikely, Louis thought), execution would be carried out elsewhere.


  "Will the accused stand?" Jag Dawson said. While the Phalanx was large enough to rate a Jag, things were generally quiet, and Dawson had to fight to keep the tension from his voice.


  Jenkins stood, smirking at the shackles he wore. Like the pistol, they were more symbols than real tools, at least in his case. Jenkins was a meta, and his talent would let him rend the shackles like so much taffy if he wanted to be loose. Of course, he also knew that the guards would fry him where he stood if he snapped so much as a link, so no special effort had been made to find shackles that could hold him.


  "Pilot Jenkins, this is not a hearing to determine guilt. Your own flight computer records are ample proof that you deliberately disobeyed orders when you broke from formation and engaged in a solo attack on the Fornax. This hearing is to determine degree of guilt, as well as severity of punishment. You have the right of first statement, should you wish to exercise it."


  Jenkins shrugged. "The way I figure it, I didn't do anything bad enough to rate capital, and I'm already signed on to a suicide squadron, so what's the motive to defend myself?"


  In the small gallery, Captain Sander closed his eyes and shook his head slightly. This was precisely the sort of attitude he *didn't* want in his squadron.


  "Very well. Prosecutor?"


  Commander Hesson stood. Before transferring to the Maint Division, he'd spent a few years in the Jag program, so Dawson had picked him to try the case. "Before presenting the evidence against Pilot Jenkins, the prosecution acknowledges that he *did* get the job done. The near-miss of his missile disabled the Fornax sufficiently that the Phalanx was able to destroy her with standard tactics. Had the Fornax survived, I assure you that this *would* be a capital case," he shot a significant look at Jenkins.


  Hesson picked up a slim tablet and tapped it in a few places with a needle-like metal stylus. "Here are the records from the Javelin flown by Pilot Jenkins. They show that he deliberately initiated a break from formation approximately fifteen seconds before the Fornax opened fire, after having established a number of evasive routines not in the base memory of the Javelin." He paused to let the Jag skim the data, but only for a moment, as he knew that Jag Dawson had fully reviewed it earlier. "Wingsecond Darius conveyed the mission abort command at that time, and the squadron broke off. But Pilot Jenkins continued on his attack run, despite a second, explicit order to abort. Despite proof that the Santari had acquired a visual lock, Pilot Jenkins continued to close with the Fornax, giving more opportunity for them to acquire data on the Javelin he flew. This is sufficient evidence for proof of guilt on insubordination and endangering of military secrets."


  Hesson put the tablet down. "However, it is what happened after the squadron returned to the Phalanx which remains in doubt, and could affect Pilot Jenkins's degree of guilt and level of punishment...."


  * * * *


  When Jenkins pulled into the hangar bay, flying the only "empty" Javelin, he was still jazzed from fear and excitement and the hum of his own power counteracting the lethal gees he'd been pulling back there. He knew he was in trouble, but really didn't want to be reminded about that until he'd had some time to cool down.


  Either Darius didn't pick up on that, or he did and was deliberately baiting Jenkins.


  "Pilot Jenkins," the Santari telepath barked in that clipped way of speaking he had. "You ignored direct orders not once, but twice, and may have compromised the mission."


  "Yeah, right, hawknose. I probably saved the mission. I'll be in the..."


  Darius interrupted with a hand on Jenkins's chest, a surprisingly strong touch for a physical "normal," Jenkins thought. "You'll be in the brig until your hearing, Pilot Jenkins."


  Jenkins was in no mood for this garbage. Maybe he should have held back a bit more, but at the time he didn't care...he swatted Darius back with a dismissive shove, and in the zero gee of the hangar bay, the wingsecond shot backwards through the air. Not even waiting to see where or how Darius landed, Jenkins snorted and headed for the exit.


  Thus, he didn't see Darius flip in the air to land nimbly on the side of a Javelin, then leap for the exit, arriving just as Jenkins passed through the momentary disorientation of the gravity ramp-up zone.


  The two slammed through the zone faster than was recommended, but Jenkins hardly noticed the tidal stresses. By all rights, though, Darius should have passed out from such a rapid change in gravity.


  The two men rolled to their feet in the hallway. Jenkins thought he saw a hint of pain in Darius's eyes, but couldn't be sure.


  "Brig. Now," was all Darius said, his control tighter than usual.


  "You want a fight, handjob?" Jenkins snarled, referring to the psi-rating badge Darius wore, an open hand with a mostly-lidded eye in the palm. "Fine," he moved in on Darius, faster than the eye could follow, his reflexes and speed several times what a human could possess.


  Jenkins missed.


  Frowning, he concentrated more carefully. When he boosted himself, he could see the world around him start to slow down, like a vid running at a fraction of normal speed. He lashed out with a fast kick, and saw Darius start to dodge before the kick was fully thrown but after the last point at which Jenkins could have shifted his aim. The viper-fast boot barely grazed the wingsecond's flightsuit.


  Jenkins bit back the urge to say, "Fight fair, you stinkin' teep!" He knew he was in no position to talk, since he was using his uber gifts in this fight...why should he expect Darius not to use his teep skills?


  Fine, Jenkins thought. Don't think, just act. He let his reflexes take over, charging at the halfbreed telepath with almost blind instinct, a flurry of blows raining on Darius. Some connected, but none with fight-ending force.


  When his fist dented the bulkhead, the pain shocked Jenkins back to himself, and that was the opening Darius needed. A legsweep sent Jenkins to the floor, and Darius was on top of the supernormal with speed which belied his "merely" human reflexes. Jenkins had just enough time to realize he was in a sleeper hold before things started to go grey. His last thought was that this was one nasty hold, if it could KO him so quickly....


  * * * *


  Imperator Tiberius nodded grimly as he scanned the report scrolling down the wallscreen opposite his work surface. Occasionally he tapped a control on the table in front of him and the scrolling ceased or sped up. When he was finished, he sat back and steepled his fingers in front of his face.


  The Fornax, one of the key elements to Santari advance in that sector, was no more. According to one of its surviving support ships, which had twisted away before it could be hunted down, the electromagnetic pulse of the near-miss blinded the Fornax long enough for the Phalanx to gain a lethal upper hand. And for what?


  To tell him that his suspicions were true, that the United World forces had somehow cracked the problem of "stealth."


  But this did not give him an immediate answer to stopping the stealthy ships. And given the way in which the Fornax perished, Tiberius did not think it would help morale to order ships to continue to operate with sensor booms out. Especially since the enemy had to know now that the Fornax was doing exactly that...they'd move the stealth attackers to another ship as quickly as possible, knowing that if the Santari fleet deployed sensor booms on all active ships, the tactical advantage would be even greater overall than if the ships remained blind to the stealth craft.


  This would rapidly turn into a rout if the UW was capable of mass- producing these stealth ships.


  Tiberius frowned. He did have one solution, a temporary one at best, which might hold the line until his spies could report more details of these ghost ships. But it always galled him to order men on missions where success could only be obtained with their deaths. Still, it *would* work.


  "Computer, autoscribe. Message to commanders of all ships of the line, standard signatures and authentications. Until further notice, all ships of the line will maintain a screen of scout craft at a range of no less than twenty light-minutes. They will transmit continuously their position and status over hyperwave. Loss of contact with any scout ship will be considered grounds to begin defensive maneuvers, on the assumption of incoming missiles. Read and memorize the attached report. Send message," he tapped on the table to attach the report he had been reading to the outgoing message.


  Tiberius wondered how many engagements this tactic would be effective for, before the enemy simply started picking off scout craft in order to wear out the dreadnaughts with pointless maneuvers. Hopefully long enough to discover how the United World had solved the stealth problem...and determine a way to un-solve it.


  * * * *


  "That Grelk-buggering, jam-rammin, slap-headed..." Jenkins fumed as he stormed down the corridors of the Phalanx, going nowhere in particular.


  Grid Bayushi didn't follow most of the amazingly long and inventive stream of invective Jenkins had been spewing ever since he left the hearing, but she'd grown up a space brat...they had their own set of paint-peeling slang, different from whatever Jenkins had picked up pounding the ground on the planets he'd been stationed on. She hung back just enough to avoid any angered swings at inanimate objects.


  "Jenk, you said yourself, it wasn't capital. Even if you'd actually hurt Darius...which you didn't...it wouldn't have been capital," she said, trying to break into the blue streak and failing. But she didn't give up. "Like it or not, Jenk, this is still a more or less secret operation. They couldn't ship you off to some prison asteroid and risk you talking to a Santari spy."


  No effect. Although she thought she recognized a few repeats in the cursing, so he might have been running out of steam. "Look, they had to punish you *somehow,* maybe they could have forgiven the insubordination. But I should know, striking a superior officer just doesn't fly with the Jags."


  "Shoulda just executed me, then," Jenkins finally stopped cursing long enough to reply.


  Bayushi stopped short and put her hands to her hips in a gesture of exasperation. "Being stuck piloting a corvette isn't THAT bad," she snorted.


  Jenkins turned and stabbed a finger at her. "Yes. It. Is," he jabbed the finger forward with each word, stopping just short of touching her. "The idea behind these things was to get the manueverability of a fighter and the firepower of a dreadnaught...but the result was the maneuverability of a dreadnaught and firepower not much better than a fighter. To make things worse, the Atlatl isn't even really a missile corvette anymore, it's been converted into a carrier for Javelins. The only weapon it has for itself is a laser you might just be able to carve your name in the snow with."


  "Snow? Oh yeah, like shaved ice."


  Jenkins ignored Bayushi's interruption and kept on his verbal roll. "But that's not even the worst part...the worst part is that I'll be nothing more than a glorified ferryboat pilot. Bah," he threw his hands up in the air and turned around to start walking again. "I don't care if they just punish me, I've dealt with it before. But they're shooting themselves in the foot to take me out of the Javelins."


  Bayushi silently let him go, musing that if the fleet was shooting itself in the foot, Jenkins had set the precedent for that particular maneuver.


  * * * *


  Size is relative.


  It's an old chestnut which gets tossed around fairly regularly, and even millenia after it had been coined, the phrase was still being used by humanity. In essence, it means that matters of "big" or "small" depend not only on what you compare something to, but who you are and what your standards are.


  Compared to the Phalanx, a full-fledged dreadnaught, the Atlatl (a ship type so new that it didn't even have a colloquial designation, only the official-sounding "Light Carrier: Javelin") was puny. A speck against the dreadnaught's bulk.


  Compared to a Javelin, it was obviously pretty big. After all, a couple dozen Javelins and their missiles had to fit inside the Atlatl, plus reserve missiles to allow for longer missions. Each Javelin launch tube was 40 meters long, 4 meters wide and 8 meters tall, built by merging two adjacent tubes of the old corvette class to give room for the pilot and engine pods. When you include two dozen of these, plus minimal repair facilities, engines, living quarters and other essentials, you get a ship which can dwarf anything that lives on land or swims in almost any sea. But still puny next to the dreadnaughts.


  Bayushi wasn't too impressed. Born and raised in space, she was used to hulking man-made structures. She caught the slight looks of surprise on the faces of some of her wingmates, sure signs that while they may have spent time serving on a dreadnaught, they rarely saw any ship outside their window larger than a supply shuttle or another Javelin.


  She wondered how many of them were like Jenkins...atmospheric pilots recruited for the job because the fleet didn't have a career path for fighter jockeys (although it looked like it might get one now). She supposed that the Atlatl was impressive enough if you're used to flying things that had to be supported by an atmosphere...tiny, fragile little things they were. On her few leaves on planetary surface, her mates had teased her about being afraid to fly...but who wouldn't be, in those flimsy aerocraft? As small as it was, the Atlatl was still far too large to ever land on a planet except in an emergency. As soon as the artificial gravity went off, the ship would crumple under its own weight.


  Speaking of which, she noted with a sigh of relief that no part of the Atlatl looked like it was rigged for rotation. That meant an artificial gravity system good enough it could be run continuously, like on a dreadnaught. Smaller or cheaper ships often resorted to rotating sections to maintain "gravity" during times when maneuverability wasn't as important. She'd lived on a station with *only* rotation for several years in her youth, when her family was recovering from an economic setback, and she'd hated it. Nothing worked right, she spent months stumbling around as she got used to the weird way the ground would seem to move whenever you weren't touching it, and then months more stumbling after her family moved to a proper orbital with artificial gee. In a ship the size of the Atlatl, the weirdness of rotation would only be amplified...in the short term, null gravity is better than rotation, Bayushi felt. Some of the grounders felt differently, but like dad always said, "If you can't hold your rations in freefall, you have no business being in space."


  She looked over to Jenkins. He didn't want to come, but Captain Sander insisted the entire squad turn out to see their new "home." She wondered if Sander was doing it specifically to rub it in on Jenkins, make him take a good long look at the ship he'd be piloting once the delivery crew handed it over. Not alone, of course, there was a piloting crew already assigned before the hearing. They just reassigned one of the pilots to reserve status.


  Jenkins was rigid, trying to look at ease, but obviously holding himself under tight control. She looked away before he could notice her, and sighed quietly. Maybe the Atlatl wasn't very big in her eyes, but it must be a bloated behemoth to an aero jockey like him. Compared to the exhilarating responsiveness of the Javelins, it was practically be a desk job, she thought.


  The Atlatl was alongside the Phalanx now, practically touching, the carrier carefully adjusting its position so that gravities would be aligned, both ships sharing a common "up." Once that was done, the docking clamps eased out and latched onto the Atlatl, securing it firmly and making it look like no more than an external weapons pod, a tiny blister on the mammoth Phalanx. The docking port extended, and Captain Sander gave the order to leave the observation deck and head down to meet their "new" ship.


  * * * *


  Size is relative.


  When you've spent the past year in a cubicle barely large enough to stand in, when you can touch opposite walls with a little effort, even the fairly small observation deck Bayushi was now leaving (although "now" is a disingenuous term to apply to an event happening lightyears away) would seem cavernous. And your mind has started to lose its ability to even grasp the immensity of a dreadnaught, much less the nearly infinite space it moves through.


  Still, the physical smallness hardly bothered you at first. In fact, you barely noticed it. So great was the relief at being free of the madding crowds, the relentless press of thoughts and emotions, that for months after your confinement you felt better than you had in years. Of course, they had to isolate you for their own protection, despite knowing that you would find the isolation a blessing, not a curse.


  Machines tend to your basic needs...food, hygiene, air...and to your jailers' needs as well. The sensors which monitor your health also assure them that you remain where they left you. Wherever that is. Probably a hostile part of a colony world, a wasteland where no life will come unbidden. After all, it's far less expensive to deal with your sort of prisoner that way than to try to screen out all the possible security problems in a populated area, or to build a totally artificial habitat in deep space.


  Unless, of course, they felt you were that dangerous. It feels like you're on a planet, but gravity can be simulated, and you have no window on the outside world. This makes for a very good escape-proofing and avoids the trouble of people wandering too near, but it also makes it hard to prevent outside associates from freeing a prisoner.


  You finish your limited stretching exercises and lay back on the small bed which covers nearly half of your living space. Now it is time to stretch your mind.


  It has been months since the isolation stopped feeling like a blessing and started to become the punishment that was intended. You do not miss the crushing weight of a city full of minds, but you have gone from feast to famine. The emptiness gnaws at you now, and you cast out your senses in all directions, hoping, praying to find another mind to latch onto. You have done this often enough now to be sure that it is true isolation, and not some kind of jamming field like the one you had to wear for most of your life. Had you not become too strong for that device, you might not be here now.


  Nothing.


  The emptiness is as huge as your cell is small. Your body is confined to a small place, but your mind is free to wander...over void. Which is worse? You cannot say. But every passing day brings you closer to deciding it's the latter.


  You are Tacitus, and you are silent. And silenced.


  =============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  Yes, it's been a while since the last installment. Since there wasn't a clamoring for more, I put this title on the back burner, to wait for inspiriation to reach a sort of critical mass. Some elements of this story were there from the very beginning...as soon as I had created Jenkins and Darius, I knew they'd have to have a confrontation eventually, and that Darius would probably win it. Other bits percolated up over time, got lost, found again, buried in soft peat and recycled as firelighters, and so on. Finally I just sat down and started typing in the bits I had, finding ways to bridge them as I went along, but I still ended up with a pretty short episode. So it sat in my files for another few weeks until I decided to just get off my metaphorical behind and finish it, with the Tacitus scene.


  The result resolves the cliffhanger from #2 and sets up a number of threads for me to follow later, without having yet another clifhanger. Think of it as a chance for the story to catch its breath after the initial rush.


  Spear-Carriers:Frequenty "Asked" Questions


  Actually, not a whole lot of questions have been asked about the Spear-Carriers setting. Maybe a half-dozen questions posed by three people total in the past year and a half. But thinking about the questions brought up a number of other questions, so I figured I'd put this file together as much to fix my thoughts on the matter as to actually answer questions that were posed to me by others.


  1) Okay, what's the basic idea behind this? Maybe if you tell me that, it'll answer my questions by default.


  2) How big is the region of space under contention?


  3) How fast does this Twist drive thing go?


  4) Why isn't technology a lot more advanced?


  5) What about a big threat from outside? Will we see one of those soon?


  6) Where's all the aliens?


  -----------------------------------------------------------------------------


  1) Okay, what's the basic idea behind this?


  The basic idea is that I wanted to set up a situation where warfare had stagnated for a while in a sort of "battleship paradigm," and then introduce a way out of it. I also wanted to be able to post it to rec.arts.comics. creative, so I decided to tie it into the future of my ASH universe.


  So...to set up a long-running stalemate, I needed to set it pretty far in the future, to give the stalemate time to set up on a grand enough scale to suit the kind of story I wanted to tell. A war between the United Worlds and a revitalized Santari Imperium seemed to fit the bill for a number of reasons, not the least being that I knew that the Santari were essentially time-and-space-displaced humans (something I hadn't revealed in continuity yet when I started Spear-Carriers, but which I wrote "Undone" later on to explain). Having similar mindsets and basic drives, it was easier to envision a stalemate, since both sides would come up with reasonably similar solutions to the same situation. A totally alien opponent would be difficult to get into a dynamic stalemate, one where the front lines move back and forth over time, but never enough to win the war.


  Why? Well, one reason is that there's less incentive to try and conquer a totally alien population. Instead you'd wipe out the entire population and replace it with your own. Since doing this two or three times would very quickly discourage any repopulation, you'd end up with a dead zone between opponents and a total "sitzkrieg" where no one moves at all. But if the population is about the same on both sides, it might get left alive and encourage a fluid front line, since there might still be resources worth getting on border worlds.


  Nearly human aliens are a common enough cliche, I just decided to make them completely human. }-> Also, they fit best of all the races I had available in ASH. I suppose I could have introduced an entirely new humanlike race, or had a human civil war, but I liked this option.


  Everything else has to be looked at with an eye towards setting up the situation, rather than simply extrapolating things into the future and seeing what happens. Maybe the future I ended up with isn't the most likely one, but I try to make sure it's not an impossible one. Well, not an impossible one given the "present" of the ASH universe in 2024.


  2) How big is the region of space under contention?


  The original sphere of Santari influence was about 250 lightyears across, with Earth near the fringes. This limit was imposed by the fairly slow hyperdrive ships the Santari had access to, which moved at about two lightyears per day. When the Planetary Confederation disintegrated in the early Third Millenium (Earth date), it left a large number of worlds waiting to be absorbed into the United Worlds as it started to expand a few centuries later. Eventually the Santari gained access to the much faster Twist drives and this sparked a new imperial age for them. The United Worlds and Santari Imperium have largely expanded in opposite directions, but they continue to battle over the area of the old Planetary Confederation, which is a melting pot of Terran and Santari peoples and cultures. Sometimes the "war" is no more than glaring angrily across the border, other times it's quite hot.


  In 3732, most of the old Plantary Confederation space is under active contention. Assitionally, swaths about 40-50 lightyears thick and 500 lightyears out to either side of the old PC space are part of the front lines, allowing for a few inter-spiral-arm gaps.


  The actual size of each side's territory is roughly a triangle 5000 lightyears on a side, with points touching and forming the front lines. Thus, very little of each faction's space is in danger of attack, and it's often difficult to justify increased military spending. Only the fact that each side's homeworlds are in the danger zone has kept the war from totally ending.


  3) How fast does this Twist drive thing go?


  Pretty damn fast. About five lightyears per HOUR on your average dreadnaught. Courier ships can do about twice that or more, but lack the power reserves to stay in Twistspace for as long as a dreadnaught. Twisted communications beams can span 5000 lightyears in about a day, making it possible for the far-flung United Worlds and Santari Imperium to hold together.


  Power requirements for staying in Twistspace increase exponentially. Thus, a quick combat-twist of a few light-minutes barely puts a dent in a Dreadnaught's power supply, but you'd have to drain a small star completely to keep a Dreadnaught in Twistspace long enough to travel 5000 lightyears. A single skip of about 100 lightyears is about as much as a Dreadnaught can handle, and that totally drains it, leaving it an easy target. Commercial ships and couriers tend to travel in 10 lightyear skips, pausing a few hours between jumps to re-energize or refuel at a port. Except in the hinterlands, there's usually a starbase less than 10 lightyears from any location within a spiral arm. Dreadnaughts also tend to be clustered less than 10 lightyears apart in the front lines, so reinforcements can arrive in under two hours if the commander of the reinforcing ship decides it's not a feint to draw him out of position.


  It's worth noting that entering or leaving Twistspace sends out a distinctive energy pulse or "twist signature," which can be analyzed to get some idea of the size of the ship. Both factions maintain a network of sensors around sensitive areas to detect incoming ships. Because of the vastness of space, it's not possible to seed the front lines with enough detectors to track all movements, since the twist signature only travels at the speed of light...a sensor that tells you someone arrived last year isn't too useful. However, the coverage is good enough around starsystems that it's very difficult to get too far beyond the front lines without being detected. Hence, the front itself needs to be moved before targets deeper in enemy space can be seriously assaulted, although the occasional terror raid does get carried out.


  4) Why isn't technology a lot more advanced?


  Fair question. People seem to still be people, pretty much. Ships still have controls, instead of being cyberlinked to the pilots. Where's all the far-future whiz-bang?


  Well, there's a lot of things that contribute to this.


  First, we live in an era where technology is expanding rather rapidly, which makes it easy to assume that it will always do so, barring disasters and the like. But this may not be a correct assumption, and a number of stagnation periods are quite possible. Centuries where nothing happens but minor refinements of existing science and technology. Things get a little cheaper, a little faster, a little more reliable, but that's about it. The major hurdles on the way to the next level don't get jumped.


  Second, there *have* been some disasters. The Planetary Confederation collapsed, wiping out any head start the Santari may have had on the Terrans. With no war for the first few centuries of the United World's expansion, military technology wasn't improved as quickly as it might have been. Also, the war has seen much more brutal periods than 3732 faces, resulting in some backslides.


  Third, who says there's not whiz-bang elsewhere? The current conventional wisdom in both space navies is to emphasize the reliable, durable and easy to replace. There's a LOT of heavy-duty advanced tech in the factories and design rooms, but it churns out better, tougher versions of last century's weapons. Consider the M-16 assault rifle in real life, which has been largely unchanged in decades, but is now more rugged, less prone to fouling and generally more user-friendly than it was in the 1960s. It's still a slugthrower, it's not a particle beam or electro zapper or anything like that. The space navies want ships that can run around for years on their own without any serious spacedock time.


  There's also places where the technology is so advanced it's no longer visible. To pick one notable example, people in 3732 don't have cybernetic replacement parts because they can simply have new limbs or organs grown for them. The Santari distaste for artificial body parts has also spread to many of the United World planets, reducing the demand for cyborging. The navies occasionally go through periods of cyberlinking their pilots to the ship, but there's always inhernet drawbacks which eventually get exploited to the point that cyberlinking falls out of fashion.


  Finally, as pointed out in the previous paragraph, there's always social pressures against the widespread use of certain advanced technologies. Massive genetic alteration to produce superhumans might be possible, but frowned on. Or maybe it has had unpleasant side-effects in the past, so further research is forbidden (or at least frowned upon). Artificial intelligence might have reached the point where it's indistinguishable from natural intelligence, but it has been banned for most uses. That sort of thing.


  The particular reason a certain bit of neato technology isn't available may be a combination of several of the above reasons. Since I find it more important to let the story premise lead the technology than vice-versa, I don't want to nail down everything right now...I could be keeping myself from writing a future story in which I come up with a better explanation.


  One notable exception to this all is an arm of the military which hasn't been shown in Spear-Carriers, but might be worth doing a separate series on (any takers?): the ground troops.


  Because a standard tactic in the process of taking a planet is to bombard all military installations from orbit, ground forces need to be as non-centralized as possible. Simple robot garrisons sit around and keep the population under control, one of the few uses of autonomous robots. But it's necessary, since the garrison always goes up in a cloud of metal vapors when the bombardment starts...it's a suicide job. Hence, robots.


  Scattered about the world, ready to intervene against anything the robots can't handle and hidden from easy orbital attack, are the Marines (a generic term for now, their official titles will be presented if and when they appear in a story). There are numerous stylistic differences between the Marines of each side, but they share the following characteristics in common:


  A: They're walking arsenals, one man army corps. Still no match against a dreadnaught, but murder on occupying forces and just about anything capable of safely entering the atmosphere.


  B: They're loaded with all sorts of advanced technology. They need every edge they can get, and since they have so many weapons they can afford to have one or two decide to stop working. Ethical squeamishness that a pilot can afford to indulge in has no place in a Marine, and a lot of otherwise "forbidden" tech finds its way into a Marine's arsenal. They may even have personal Twist drives, used mainly to get up into orbit and do mischief upon a ship before running away to be picked up. Twisting into an atmosphere is Not Recommended.


  C: They're probably cyborgs, less flesh than metal and plastic. Santari Marines tend more toward powersuits with cybernetic interfaces to minimize the amount of flesh they must sacrifice, but the United World Marines are often indistinguishable from really mean robots.


  D: When they DO group together, it's to put together something really nasty. Sometimes, if left alone, they can devise a way to knock an orbiting Dreadnaught out of the sky.


  5) What about a big threat from outside? Will we see one of those soon?


  You mean like the Dominion, the Shadows, the Swarm, the other Swarm, Unicron, a Sun-Eater, the Clans, the unnamed extragalactic aliens in Blake's 7, yet another Swarm (there's a lot of them), etc?


  Probably not. Mainly because it's something of a cheat, given the premise outlined in item 1. I want the stalemate to be broken up from inside, not from outside. An external threat would feel like a cheap ratings ploy to me, and if I can't maintain interest (my own or that of the readers) in Spear-Carriers without one, then I'll just let the series fade away.


  This is not to say that there won't ever emerge some third force that threatens both sides. But it'll come from within, not from without. And yes, I do have one in mind, I've even started putting the pieces for it into place.


  6) Where's all the aliens?


  Most of the minor races like the Pranir, Deltans, Scytharians and so forth are still around in some form. The T!rir are essentially a dead race by the 38th Century...while there's a few alive here and there, they no longer wield any power or have any real chance of rising to a position of importance again. All their technological superiority has been erased by advances like the Twist drive.


  But all the nonhuman races in the combined United Worlds and Santari Imperium space are secondary, client races. They may serve in the government or even reach positions of reasonably high power, but they're subordinate to the humanoids in numbers, if nothing else. They tend to get better treatment in the United Worlds, but are still discouraged from having independent fleets. Discouraged at gunpoint, sometimes.


  There might be powerful races on the other side of the galaxy, but it'll be centuries before UW or Santari space starts to overlap with any alien powers. The fairly empty space between spiral arms also keeps the one other known alien power, the Thartons (near the galactic core), from interfering with UW/Santari conflicts, or even really caring about them. Presuming the Thartons haven't wiped themselves out yet in the nearly two millenia since the original Solar Max visited their space, of course.


  



  The Twist Drive


  WELCOME TO THE GRAND ENCYCLOPEDIA. TOPIC?


  The Twist Drive, please.


  WHAT LEVEL OF DETAIL/TECHNICALITY?


  Medium detail, interested non-scientist.


  THANK YOU. HERE IS YOUR ENTRY. SELECT ANY WORD OF PHRASE FOR GREATER DETAIL.


  ==========================================================================


  The Twist Drive is a means of superluminal transport. Like the ancient Hyperdrive, it allows a ship to travel faster than light without violating the laws of nature, although it seems to violate physical causality. In fact, it requires the development of sixth stage post-Classical physical theory before any form of superluminal transport is even scientifically plausible.


  The basic principle behind the Twist Drive was put forth during the development of second stage post-Classical physical theory in the second half of the 1900s. While many details of that century have been lost, it is known that scientists exploring the implications of a first stage post-Classical physical theory known as Relativity realized that a purely mathematical approach predicted Tachyonic matter. Where normal matter is constrained to speeds less than that of light (within the limits of the first five stages of post-Classical physical theory), matter with certain special properties would be limited to speeds greater than that of light.


  A short digression is in order. Classical mathematics states that the square root of a negative number is a meaningless quantity. Early transitional mathematics assigned a value to the square root of -1, calling it "i", an "imaginary" number. Later development found it useful to describe numbers as a mix of real and imaginary parts, resulting in Complex numbers. While useful in describing real-world situations such as oscillations, no one seriously thought imaginary numbers had a physical counterpart. Any physical quantity could be "rotated in the Complex plane" for calculational purposes, but it was merely a tool.


  This would change.


  Somewhere around the year 1970, theoretical physicists realized that if the equations that helped limit speeds to less than that of light were applied to a purely imaginary mass, they would force that object to travel NO SLOWER than the speed of light. They called these particles of imaginary mass "tachyons", or speedy particles. It was theorized a few decades later that the mythical "Tymythy Twystyd", among other supernormals, engaged in rapid transport by converting himself to tachyons. This was dubbed Twisting and explained as a rotation or "twist" in the Complex plane that converted low subluminal speeds into high superluminal speeds for the barest instant.


  However, with the end of the so-called Heroic Ages, Twisting passed once again into the realm of theory with no real chance of practical application. It would not seem practical again until late in the First Expansion of Humanity.


  By 2150, enough of the principles of Santari technology had been understood to allow for the development of sixth stage post-Classical physical theory. This, combined with humanity reaching the limits imposed by the Hyperdrive ships bought from the shattered Planetary Confederation, led to the decision to attempt to change Twisting from theory to reality.


  Sixth-stage theory was soon put into practice, and it was discovered that rotation in the Complex plane was physically possible. However, all test craft vanished without a trace. Calculations were checked and rechecked, until a low-level technician finally raised a very basic question no one had considered, a question that relied on mere first-stage theory. Namely, that there is no such thing as an absolute frame of reference...any speed has to be measured as compared to something else. The early Twist Drive prototypes were focusing on the ship itself as a reference frame. As a result, every part of the ship went from zero velocity with respect to the drive...to infinite speed. In all possible directions. It was necessary to focus the drive on an alternate frame of reference.


  Further experiments determined that the frame of reference would require a mass of some sort with dimensions large enough that all parts of the ship could move away from it in the same direction. In practice, this meant something at least ten times larger than the ship. Test craft that used nearby planets as reference frames were able to survive Twist transit, although it was difficult to control how far they would travel, and return trips required first locating a suitable mass while traveling under Hyperdrive before the Twist Drive could be used again. Also, while theoretically possible, Twisting from a planetary surface was soon abandoned due to the significant damage inflicted on the ship's former surroundings in the wake of the Twist.


  Once the ship Twists, it stays Twisted for a set amount of time based on the energy applied to the Twist Drive, after which it spontaneously reverts to normal matter with no acceleration noticeable in the reference frame of the ship. This also applies to any matter Twisted without an internal drive, although the reversion is less efficient and generally fatal to highly organized lifeforms. However, it was found to be useful for a form of superluminal communications, using encoded particle beams Twisted to cross several lightyears at a time. Precise aiming was required, but the beams spread enough that it was generally fairly easy to hit a starsystem with enough signal strength to transmit messages.


  While useful for cutting days or even weeks from travel time in peacetime, this version of the Twist Drive was not suitable for warships. And with signs that the old Santari Houses might be stirring again, a wardrive was necessary.


  It took nearly a century more to develop the Twist Drive as we would recognize it today, during which the "System Hopper" dual drive system helped humanity expand far beyond the previous boundaries imposed by Hyperdrive. The System Hopper would have caused humanity to expand beyond its ability to remain culturally unified, if not for the simultaneous perfection of the Twist Comm.


  A scientist on Delta Pavonis III, whose specialty was artificial gravity fields, provided the key to true Twist Drives in 2241. He was attempting to create free-standing gravity fields, with an eye towards eventual applications such as "tractor beams" and safety fields that could be erected in places where a worker might be at a risk of falling. Despite all his efforts, he was never able to find a way to generate a field that would last for more than 0.23 seconds before collapsing. Even using a pulsed field did not help, as each field after the first would collapse in roughly half the time if the region was not given several seconds to "relax" first, so the pulsed field lasted only approximately 0.45 seconds before it was impossible to continue generating a free-standing gravity field in that area. Additional, purely practical, concerns made the hoped-for tractor beam unfeasible, and it remains an inefficient and generally weak device even with modern technology, although the desired effect can be generated now with remote drone units that create gravity fields within a space defined by the drones.


  In 2252, a researcher on Earth was examining the previous scientist's work when he realized it wasn't a complete failure. If a sufficiently large free-standing gravity field could be generated, a ship could use that field as the reference frame for its Twist Drive. Despite attempts by the United World government of Terra to keep this discovery secret, Santari scientists soon repeated the breakthrough, possibly with the help of espionage.


  Various characteristics of these artificial gravity fields place functional limits on the performance of Twist Drives:


  1) A ship must generate the field with itself as the initial center point, although certain tempermental and extremely expensive generators can generate the field tangent to the ship. This means the ship must move away from the field before it is safe to engage the Twist Drive, lest the problems of the original prototypes be encountered. Twist Drives have safety interlocks that prevent Twisting while the field still intersects the ship.


  2) Because the field collapses within 0.23 seconds, a ship has only that long to separate itself from the field. Twisting inverts the ship's speed as a fraction of lightspeed (i.e. if going 0.20 c initially, it will Twist to 5.0 c): the faster the ship goes when it Twists, the more slowly it travels during the tiny fraction of a second it is Twisted. Increasing Twist Speed means decreasing the ship's speed away from the gravity field and increasing the risk that not all parts of the ship will go the same direction.


  A consequence of these factors is that smaller ships are generally faster and more responsive than larger ships. Smaller ships take less time to get free of the gravity field for a given speed, so may move more slowly in realspace and therefore faster while Twisting. Smaller ships may also accelerate more quickly in realspace, allowing for extremely short pre-Twist times when Twist speed is not as important as Twisting immediately.


  However, a third factor favors larger ships. Creating the artificial reference points takes tremendous amounts of energy. Small ships are rarely able to generate more than a handful of reference points before needing to recharge, although they can choose to generate less stable fields using less energy if speed is less important than endurance. Large ships often carry sufficient power-generation capacity to Twist many times in rapid succession, and warships always carry massive capacitor banks that increase their ability to Twist multiple times in combat.


  It should be noted that the conversion of normal matter to tachyonic matter is not 100% efficient. A tiny percentage of the normal matter is converted to a combination of photons and Twisted ions, known as the Twist Pulse. This is repeated at the end of a Twist, during spontaneous reversion, during which a small percentage of the matter reverts an almost infinitesimal amount of time earlier or later than the main body. Even rapid, repeated Twisting almost never causes enough mass loss to be noticed, however. The one exception involves devices that depend on tiny amounts of exotic materials, where the loss of even one atom might be noticed. Such devices are often transported by archaic Hyperdrive ships to ensure their continued operation.


  The Twist Pulse can be detected in various ways and can provide an instantaneous warning of an arriving ship if the Twisted matter spreads far enough. Warships have special systems that can reduce the strength of the Twist Pulse, or channel it in a limited direction, but they also have far more sensitive detectors. As a result, warships can generally detect the Twist Pulse of any other warship, while civilian craft may be blind to the presence of a military-grade craft entering their area. Shielded Twisting is more expensive in terms of both drive technology and energy usage, and very little of it has found its way into civilian craft even though the technology has been available for over a millennium. Currently, both the United Worlds and the Santari Empire restrict ownership of Pulse Shields quite heavily, as they would allow pirates and smugglers to evade detection (although their tremendous cost ensures that any "pirates" are really privateers working for smaller star polities or rogue elements of one of the two main star nations).


  END ENTRY. DO YOU WISH MORE DETAIL?


  =============================================================================


  The Twist Drive


  An ASH 3732 File


  copyright 2003 by Dave Van Domelen


  An entry from the Grand Encyclopedia about the FTL system used by both sides in this setting. Where it contradicts the FAQ, the FAQ is wrong.
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