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“Missile impact in three minutes,” called out
the voice of the Tactical Officer of the
Manila.
  Klaxons were going off
all over the ship, including the control room where the Emperor stood.

The tactical plot showed the incoming missiles,
spread out in formations that would distribute their attack over several
minutes.  Not the best of formations for an attack, but they had the advantage
of having closed before detection, making counter missile engagement short and
indecisive.  The plot also showed all of
Manila’s
escorts moving at best
emergency speed to get between the missiles and the heavy cruiser.  A moment
later all of the escort ships for the carriers started to move away from their charges,
frantically trying to join the other light cruisers and destroyers in the
screen.  And leaving their hyper VII fleet carriers unprotected, except for
their own defensive fire.

“We need to get you out of here, your Majesty,”
said Senior Agent Catherine Mays, the head of his protection detail, putting an
armored hand on Sean’s shoulder.  “Please.  We have to move.”

Sean looked at her for a moment, wanting to
protest, to demand that he be allowed to stay at his post. 
But my post is
nothing in this battle.  Everything has run fine without me. 
Sean nodded
and let her lead him away, the other men and women of the detail forming up
around them in the corridor.  There were some Marines in the corridor as well,
looking all directions to ward off any threat to their Emperor.  The corridor
was otherwise empty, everyone else on the ship at their battle stations.

“We need to hurry, your Majesty,” said the
woman, keeping him moving until they got to the sealed hatch near his
quarters.  At least it had been sealed, up until this moment.  Now it was wide
open, as was the hatch inside the three meters of open space.  And inside of
that was his special ejection capsule, with three acceleration couches waiting.

“In you go, Sir,” said the woman.   “And
hurry.”

“Missile impact in two minutes,” called out the
voice over the intercom.

Sean patted the woman on the arm.  “Thank you,
Catherine.  And get your people to their own pods.”

Sean walked into the capsule and fell into one
of the couches, letting it strap his suit in.  Two of the Marines, a Sergeant
and a Corporal, followed him in and fell into their couches, slapping their
particle beam rifles into the racks provided.  The hatch sealed closed, leaving
Sean and the two Marines alone.

Kind of silly sending a pair of Marines to
guard me
,
he thought, linking into the ship through the pod’s interface. 
If we get
picked up by an enemy, there isn’t a whole lot they can do, except die beside
me.
  He slapped the pistol holstered by his side, imagining using it if he
was picked up by the Cacas, making them kill him so he didn’t become some kind
of hostage.

The missiles were on the way in, on final
approach.  Every escort was jamming for all it was worth, doing all they could
to mask the heavy cruiser.  The
Manila
herself was oriented to put him
into space on a path that would hopefully avoid all the debris if multiple
ships were shattered.

Twenty light cruisers and fifty destroyers,
most of them specialized anti-missile ships, were firing for all they were
worth at the incoming missiles.  Forty of those ships were interposed between
the enemy weapons and the flagship, while the other thirty were further to
spinward.  They were still targeted by the enemy missiles, but most of the
counter fire was directed toward the missiles that could end up targeting the
flag.  Only the weapons they couldn’t bring to bear for the protection of
Manila
were firing in their own defense.  Even the carriers were firing everything
they had at the missiles coming at the flag squadron, ignoring their own defense.

Sean took a moment to look around the pod,
which was much more advanced than the standard model, with three meters of
armor and its own electromag field.  When he had been told about it, he had
insisted that in the future all pods be improved, if not to this standard, then
at least enough to significantly improve the chances of his spacers.  Then his
attention was again taken elsewhere.
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