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Part 1 – Miscalculations
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ONE OF THE UNEXPECTED effects of Bradley Boxer’s new, perfected body was that he felt fear again.

In his original, age-ravaged form the main thing had been the itching, the burning of millions of nanobots scrubbing his cells at a molecular level, holding the tide of years at bay. It wasn’t supposed to have been that way, but the Project Fountain people had miscalculated. After a dozen failed interventions, their desperate, final solution had been to harvest his mind from one body and drop it into this one, regrown whole in a vat.

And it had worked.

He was a man again—staring down the yawning chasm of fear.

“How did this happen?” he asked.

The men and women around the conference table glanced at one another. The enormity of what they’d discovered drained color from perfect skin, haughtiness from arrogant eyes. Fear and calculation remained, though, as each weighed the others and all their gazes went to one woman at the far side of the table.

“We think it was when we acquired United Industries,” she replied.

“I don’t understand,” Boxer said, “when we took over UI they were one of top-producing transuranic production firms in the galaxy. They’d held the Fleet supply contracts for twelve years. That was the whole reason for undermining them and then buying them out, Kylie!”

Kylie Jeeter winced as his voice pitched towards anger. Like most of the executives around the table, her money paid to preserve the appearance of a stern forty-something in Nova Terran finery. But terror—and the harsh lighting of the conference room—let real age slip through her façade, fine wrinkles webbing the corner of eyes, a gauntness to her chin, and perhaps the faintest flick of gray at the roots of her stylishly blue hair.

“I-I know,” she sputtered to restart. “We have forensic accounting scouring the holofiles. Nothing came up during the merger. We checked. I was part of the team.”

“I know you were, Kylie.”

The accusation in his words snapped across the table with enough force to visibly shrink her in her seat. “It wasn’t just us,” she rushed to add. “The Fleet Appropriations Committee of the Assembly reviewed everything, because of all the controversy. They found nothing.”

Boxer didn’t quite roll his eyes. “That’s because we paid them not to look too closely.” He sagged back in his seat, a headache settling between his temples. “You were supposed to be certain of this!”

“We were, Brad,” she insisted with a bit of force, some spasm of self-preservation. She looked around the room, at peers already attempting to distance themselves from her. “We all were! Everyone around this table had a hand in this!”

That triggered a babble of protest and feigned outrage around the table. But Boxer held up a hand to silence them. He waited until they’d done so before leaning forward, elbows on the table, and scanned each face. His gaze settled finally on quivering Kylie.

“So, what you’re telling us is that Syntar Fleet Corporation, the largest producer of transuranics in the galaxy, will have exhausted that very product in less than two years?”

She swallowed once. “Eighteen months, likely.”

“Oh, now you’re precise?” Bret Hansen of Supply Chains quipped.

Boxer shot him a venomous look and the man quailed back into his plush seat.

“We might be able to stretch it out another six months,” Kylie said, “if we slow down production.”

“You can’t be serious,” Boxer snorted. “The Alliance is at war. The demand for starship fuel has tripled!”

“We have other acquisitions pending,” the lithe, jet-haired woman to Boxer’s right said to him. Vikki Hellas was one of his most trusted subordinates—and his chief corporate enforcer. “Are there possibilities there?”

“Maybe there’s some short-term infusion.” Hansen sat back up. He affected antiquarian glasses—rumor had it to make him look smarter than he knew he really was. “But most of those firms are minor players and we’ve seen their books.” He shot Kylie a meaningful look. “All suggest upcoming shortages.”

“What about Amalgamated Galactic Holdings?” Vikki asked. “They were a huge player until we snagged the Fleet contracts.”

“They have notably divested themselves of a number of their larger production centers,” Kylie said. She shrugged. “Perhaps they’d gotten wind of this.”

“I’d like to go back to how we didn’t get wind of—”

“Enough,” Boxer growled to head off Hansen’s rant. He glanced at Vikki. “So UI’s five-year projections were a lie—a complete lie. Does the Assembly, the High Council suspect anything?”

Vikki shook her head. “My contacts say the government is completely distracted with the war and their own in-fighting. The Fleet Appropriations Committee isn’t even scheduled to meet again for four months.”

“And the Navy?”

“Similarly distracted by the upcoming offensives,” she replied. “The war is going better for us, but progress is slow. The Admiralty is feeling the pressure.”

“So we have time to sort this out,” Boxer said.

“Time to sort this out?” a new voice wondered from the far side of the table. The speaker was the only executive at the table who allowed his age to show, silvery gray hair and brows furrowed. Tad Olivian had been with Brad since the beginning of his rise, an old, old friend who traded on that to occasional speak truth to his power.

“Brad,” he said gravely and looked around him, “everyone, we’re talking about facing a catastrophic shortage of the fuel that allows hyperspace transit.” He looked back at Boxer, eyes shivering a moment.

“We’re talking about the collapse of the galactic order.”

A chill went through the room, all the arrogance, all the self-importance of Syntar’s leadership shrunken to a hard moment of reality.

“The Alliance is,” Vikki said into the quiet. She turned to Boxer. “But there are other sources.”

Boxer smiled grimly. “The Union.”

“The war,” she said with an eager nod.

A quick flick at the controls on the table before her brought a globular hologram shimmering to life overhead, a monstrous star map of the galaxy. Calling it that was a fallacy, of course. In reality, the star systems known to humanity sprawled across a single arm of the Milky Way. What lie beyond those was anyone’s guess. Further exploration had become the province of the desperate or deranged; the smattering of worlds beyond the Rim. As internal tensions and decadence had settled into the Alliance, curiosity for the greater unknown had withered.

The map showed the greatest of these tensions in contrasting colors above them. Nearly two thirds of the systems remained the cool gray of Alliance-loyal. But the remaining third fluttered into a baleful orange scheme; the worlds of the breakaway Union of Free Stars. Predominantly planets of the Outregion, with smaller populations and looser laws, their untapped natural resources had left them prime for exploitation, particularly where the transuranic ore was found.

And few firms excelled at exploitation more than Syntar.

But the impudent locals had balked at their—admittedly—heavy hand, refused to see the long term, where integration into the galactic balance of trade would ultimately make them equals to the older, more established planets of the Alliance. Instead, they heard the oily promises of radicals and opportunists who agitated for resistance. That radicalism had led to a break finally, an obscene rebellion against the galactic order—as Tad put it—that had made them.

“It’s possible,” Vikki said, “that UI didn’t so much lie as inflate the anticipated gains from the Outregion market into their domestic yields.” She touched another control and a dusting of the Union orange worlds blinked. “These worlds, in particular, had been in the process of constructing transuranic mines for United when we bought them out—Gallaton, for example.”

A mutter of disgust went through the meeting as Vikki’s control highlighted the world in question. Gallaton felt like where it’d all begun, and where it’d all begun to fall apart. The Hell Jesters’ first large-scale strikes had fallen there, supporting planet-wide riots when Syntar took over UI’s operations. Things had followed what became a predictable pattern after that:  civil uprisings, Syntar assets increasingly under attack, and finally rebellion in favor of the Union.

“UI had counted Gallaton’s yields on their financials,” Vikki went on, “but the rest of these worlds, not so much. They made it look like their already extant operations would produce what, instead, would still be coming from future markets.”

“Bait and switch,” Boxer rumbled.

“Exactly.”

“And that’s all well and good that you’ve solved the mystery, Vikki,” Hansen snapped, “except that those worlds have almost all fallen in with the Union. Those markets are closed to us till the war’s won.”

“Which will not finish before our domestics shortages become obvious,” Tad said ominously.

“So it does us little damned good!”

“Calm the hell down, Bret,” Boxer growled.

“Calm down? How do you plan to break this lovely news to the Board, Brad? ‘We were planning on paying out dividends, but we’re bankrupt and all going to prison, instead’?”

“Getting hysterical is helping no one,” Tad shot back.

“And we’re not going to tell the Board,” Boxer added.

Silence went through the conference room as abruptly as a gunshot. All turned towards him with varying degrees of shock and fright.

“We’re not,” he repeated, “no one in this room. Am I quite clear on that?”

Adam’s apples bobbed around the table. Kylie Jeeter looked like she was going to be physically ill and sweat sprouted across Hansen’s ample forehead.

Tad cleared his throat into the sickened quiet. “Ah, how do you plan on handling that, Brad? It may take a year, but these problems will get out.”

“Not if we solve them first.”

“You plan on conjuring a fresh transuranic vein out of thin air?” Hansen sniped.

“No, I plan on taking back what is ours.” He pivoted to Vikki. “I think I know where you were guiding us, earlier, Vik. Why don’t you finish?”

“The Fleet has already overrun a number of Union worlds.” She indicated a few on the star map. “And while no one of these held Syntar operations prior to the conflict, the Navy is poised to reclaim a number of those in the coming weeks. We should be able to restart operations.”

Hansen scanned the planets she’d indicated. “None of those was a major source. And we’d be restarting in the midst of a military occupation—not exactly ideal conditions.”

“More ideal than the alternative,” Boxer said coldly.

“And I get that,” he hurried to reply, “but you’re describing a stopgap, not a solution.”

“Other worlds will fall,” Vikki said. She hesitated before proceeding. “Not all of those will have been markets we’d tapped before.”

“What are you talking about?” Tad asked incredulously.

She glanced slyly at Boxer. “Contacts of ours in the Assembly have let slip certain previously-classified records from the Bureau of Archives. Amongst these was a copy of the old Survey Corps records from the First and Second Diasporas.”

Tad frowned. “Survey Corps records were classified? Why?”

“You’d be surprised.” Vikki manipulated her controls and the star map zoomed in on a single world. “This is Loudon, one of the so-called ‘Core Worlds’ of the Outregion and a major player in the Union’s initial secession.” She touched the controls again and a new set of schematics overlaid the holographic world, indicating forests, seas, agriculture, and— “Transuranic veins,” Vikki said triumphantly. “We rarely see such dense deposits.”

“Look at all of that,” Hansen mused with naked avarice. “Why would they bury such information? They could’ve been a power in the sector!”

“Because they knew what would happen,” Vikki replied. “Loudon was settled by political dissidents, anti-Alliance, anti-urbanization religious nuts. As near as we can tell their founders paid through the nose to have the original Surveys vanish. They even hid it from their own people. Loudon only slowly modernized, and only grudgingly as interstellar trade caught up to them. We have gotten word that they had started mining, quietly, just before the secession.”

“That would definitely put us back on a tenable path,” Tad said. “But how do we get at it? It’s a major Union world.”

“For now,” Boxer put in. “Our informants in the Admiralty have made it clear for some time Loudon is a key target in the Fleet’s upcoming offensive.”

“That’ll be a bloodbath,” Kylie Jeeter gasped. “The Unionists will fight like crazy to defend it.”

“With Fleet Admiral Geiger in command of our forces, I have no doubt,” Boxer replied with a smile. “And considering the Admiral’s friendliness to our firm, I’ve also no doubt we’ll get the access we desire after the planet’s fallen.”

“You’ll squeeze them dry,” Tad said with a kind of horrified wonderment. For all that he sometimes acted as Boxer’s conscience at these meetings he still had his own fortunes to manage.

“It will serve as a new template,” Boxer announced, the fear of before evaporating. “Wherever the Alliance advances, Syntar will follow, and the spoils will be ours.”

He looked around the table, could see the uneasiness, the vague queasiness of men and women who didn’t care for risk. He despised them in those moments, the fools and weaklings. Their fortunes had long insulated them from consequence or the need for action. Boxer suffered from no such failing; had outdistanced all these others to helm the greatest organ of commerce in the galaxy.

He’d not lose his grip now.

“They brought it on themselves,” he said to his subordinates. “No one made them rebel. No one forced them to cast off a hundred and twenty five years of peace and prosperity. This is judgement upon them, for their sins.” Boxer smiled at that last part. He had no religion, save power, but it was a nice touch.

“We will bleed them dry.”

***
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THE TICK OF THE ANTIQUE clock in President Levine’s office became torture as silence stretched in the room.

Grand Admiral Carson Greer, commanding the Fleet of the Union of Free Stars, finally shifted in his chair before Levine’s massive mahogany desk, couldn’t help it. He was a man of action, not the long cerebral moments of his chosen star nation’s executive.

“We’d be abandoning those people,” Ansolm Levine said at last.

“We’re not going to abandon anyone, yet,” Greer replied. “We’ll fight for as long as we can, sir.”

The President offered him a melancholy smile. “Admiral, we wouldn’t be talking about this if you didn’t believe you’d eventually have to retreat.”

“I have to consider every possibility, Mister President. Retreat is one of those. But the Alliance is stretched thin. If we can inflict enough damage, we may be able to force them to recalculate.”

“Geiger is commanding the invasion force,” Levine scoffed, “he’ll never retreat.”

“It’s that recklessness I’m counting on,” Greer replied. “The Alliance already miscalculated by attempting to invest so many of our worlds at once. These slow, grinding sieges require pinching off space lanes and extensive patrols and dozens of ships. There’s been little progress and their people grow impatient. They’d been told it would be over by now.”

“I thought it would be over by now,” Levine lamented.

Greer nodded to hide a grimace of irritation. He’d heard that from a lot of people, even some of his own officers. He’d always cursed such fantasy. As pampered and decadent and parasitic as the central worlds of the Alliance had gotten, he knew their desperation to hold on to power would override their complacency.

This was always going to be a battle to the death.

“Geiger,” he resumed, “is a lunatic, yes, but an aggressive one. With the Alliance frantic for some sign of movement, he’s the commander to give it to them.” Greer offered Levine a calculating smile. “We will use that against them.”

“Explain.”

Greer reached for the handheld control on the coffee table beside him and took control of the star map hologram hovering over them. He zoomed in on the Core Worlds of the Union. With a command, he added the positions of the fleets, elements of the Union covering approaches to each world, Greer’s main fleet at New Jefferson, the Union capital, and a sprinkling of blood red symbols for Alliance fleet elements confirmed nearby.

“Loudon,” Greer said and clicked the control. The planet closest to the Alliance border flashed. “The Alliance’s maneuvers up to this point clearly point there. These other groups are strong, but not enough to risk a tangle with our main fleet. They’re a feint. This group, however,” he indicated a bunching of icons near the world in question “is positioned to receive fast reinforcements from Breckenridge. And our intelligence assets tell me Geiger is already there.”

“And as you’ve told me, if they fall upon Loudon, it’s isolated enough they can seize the system.” Levine sighed in despair. “If we reinforce to defend it we weaken our positions protecting the other Core Worlds and the Alliance pounces.”

“It’s a strong force parked at Loudon,” Greer replied. “And they’re improvising some truly imaginative defenses. It won’t be an easy win for Geiger.” He paused. “And I’ll be there, too.”

Levine’s eyebrows shot up. “So you are going to reinforce?”

“I’m going to take a small group, some of our best ships. I’ll assume overall command.”

Levine sagged back in his chair. “You’re placating me.”

Every time Greer saw him, now, the President looked as though he’d aged an additional decade. In the days before the secession, Levine had been the Alliance Assembly’s chief political arsonist, reveling in the controversies and conflicts he stirred. He’d lit the fire of rebellion, stoked it for years, and taken full advantage when it flared to life. But looking at the drained, depressed man before him, Greer could see that that fire now threatened to consume the very man who’d birthed it.

And all of us along with him...

“You’re going to give us a heroic battle, Greer, really fight your hearts out. But, in the end, you’ll have to fall back, to preserve the rest. And—bless you—you’ll give me the cover story I need to face the Legislature...and the people.”

“I intend to fight,” Greer said with force that surprised even him. He could forgive despair, for a time, but defeatism, never. And how could this man, who’d manipulated galactic politics at the highest levels, not see the long game here? Greer had to calm himself before going on. “We will make them pay for every inch they gain, sir. A head-on assault against fixed positions is the costliest of all tactical solutions—it’s a sign of desperation on the Alliance’s part.”

“But you’ll still have to abandon the planet,” Levine said softly. “Seven hundred million people, Carson.”

“We’ll get them back.” Greer lifted the handheld control and the star map shifted, the fleet poised to hit Loudon moving in, occupying, other formations swirling, and then a long, dotted-line extending back towards Alliance space from Loudon’s orbit. “Look at that supply line, sir:  strung-out, vulnerable. Victory at Loudon means defeat in the region. The forces needed to maintain a presence there exposes them to destruction in detail. We will burn every small task force guarding their rear areas to cinders and leave Geiger isolated. That in turn relieves pressure on the other Core Worlds, indeed, on the rest of the Union.”

“Relieves pressure,” Levine said meditatively. He grimaced. “We sound like physicians debating treatment over a terminally ill patient.”

Greer started to snarl at the other man, to snap out of it, to rally, as he would to one of his star sailors. But he saw Levine’s face and knew the hard blow would only shatter. He tried another tactic.

“The patient is very sick, aye, sir. And this next procedure will be very painful. But it will save the Union.” He manipulated the holographic control again. The image shifted once more, showed Union formations slashing across the dotted line of the supply route and Alliance icons fleeing, scattering—and Loudon freed. “Geiger’s aggression will be their undoing. He will sink their forces so deep into our territory, overextending the Alliance effort so badly that the entire front will have to shift, back to its starting points.”

“It won’t be enough.” Levine raised a silencing finger when Greer began retort. “Won’t be enough to end the war, is what I mean.”

Greer pinched his lips together. “Not yet.”

“I know those people, Carson, the Alliance High Councilors, even many in the Assembly, all utterly implacable. And utterly removed from the consequences of all this. It’s icons on a map.” He pointed at the hologram. “It’s not lives to them. That was always something I hated. The job—the people—didn’t matter, only the next election, the next bribe.” His face twisted bitterly. “They’ll never give up because this isn’t real to them. It’s a fire across the pond, as the saying goes. It’s someone else’s problem.”

“We’ll make it their problem,” Greer snarled.

Levine chuckled softly. “You know, Carson, a number of my confidantes advised me against giving you the command. They said you were the reckless one, the aggressive one” he hesitated with a mischievous glint to his stare “ambitious.”

Greer started to snap back but held it in, saw the merriment to Levine’s smile. He often forgot who he dealt with, here, the man who’d talked a hundred worlds into leaving the Alliance. Games within games, never forget. Greer thought of himself as a dangerous man; he was not half the player as Levine.

“I’m a soldier, sir; nothing more.”

“We both know that’s not true.” Levine leaned back in his plush, leather seat—real leather, like everything else in his office, the clock, the bookshelves, all genuine. “That’s why I ignored them and their worries. I needed someone who could see beyond the immediate, who could see the possibilities.”

Greer wasn’t certain how to respond to that, decided not to.

“I don’t know if you remember this,” Levine went on, “but I sat on the Committee that heard the petition for your third star, your promotion to Fleet Admiral, back when the Assembly had a say instead of the High Council handing them out like candy to their favorites.”

“I don’t remember, sorry, sir.”

“That’s all right; I was a very junior Assemblyman at the time.” He leaned elbows on his desk, folded his hands together, and stared at Greer in a searching way that seemed to pierce to the marrow. “You were asked what was more important, understanding the past or planning for the future. I remember thinking it was both a stupid question and a trap.”

Greer nodded slowly as the memory warmed. “It was a trap. Some of the High Council’s troublemakers were on a fishing expedition. They were looking to dismiss faculty from the Academy they considered undesirable—history and philosophy.”

“It was then-Assemblyman Noovin,” Levine said with a smirk, “now the esteemed High Councilor of Nova Terra.”

“I do remember that.”

“And you remember what you said to him?”

“Of course, I do. I said that those who forget their history are doomed to repeat it, but those who let themselves be ruled by their pasts will never build a better future.” Greer shrugged, smiled. “I have to admit, I was pretty proud of that, at the time.”

“It was a good turn of phrase, worthy of a politician.” Levine smirked, but the expression turned grave. “Do you still believe that?”

“I do. We, each of us, needs to understand where we came from; but our pasts are not who we will be.” He met the other man’s stare. “This has something to do with our present predicament?”

Levine frowned. “If Loudon is soon to be our past, Admiral, you need to make certain it does not rule us. You need to keep our people pushing for the future.” He chortled. “You need to keep pushing me.”

“I know no other way, Mister President.”

“Good.” Levine leaned back and slapped his thighs, got up, suddenly, reenergized—or at least giving the appearance of being so. “And with all that said, Carson, it sounds as though you’ve got travel plans. I shouldn’t keep you.”

Greer rose from his seat and accepted Levine’s hand as he came around from behind his desk and offered it. “I will remain in constant contact, sir.”

“I appreciate it.” He let go of his hand but hesitated. “You’d mentioned it earlier but I don’t know if we covered it:  you said you reached out the Hell’s Jesters? God knows we can use all the help we can get.”

“Intermediaries of mine did, yes, sir. They’ve been hard to reach, of late, carrying out their raids on the far side of the galaxy.”

“You think they’ll come? Tearing up supply lines would seem to be their specialty.”

“They’ll come, and for the main event.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. Before the rebellion, the Core World region was actually a prime recruiting ground of theirs. A number of their senior members are from Loudon.” Greer smiled grimly. “So, you see, this isn’t just another raid of theirs.

“This is fighting for home.”
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Part 2 – Holocaust
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HOLOGRAPHIC RECEPTOR ON>>>

SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 422550>>>RECEPTION>>> A meaty-faced man with the figure of a barrel wrapped in a thousand credit suit grins at the camera. The expression looks poorly-placed on reddened features, causing small, piggish eyes to squint.

“Good day to you, folks. I’m Charlie Pratt, founder and CEO of Zebulon Blaster Weapons. Those of us at Zebulon have never been ones to knuckle under to adversity and we’re not going to start now.” He steps to one side and a rack of blastrifles lines the wall behind him. “That’s why we’re proud to be selected as a partner to provide technology and support to your Alliance in these times of crisis.”

A young, blonde woman in high heels and a scandalously short skirt steps to his side and hands him a long-barreled blaster. “Thanks, dear.” He accepts the weapon and slaps her on the backside as she walks away. “Zebulon’s not running away from war or terrorists or traitors.”

He aims the blastrifle at the camera and his smile suddenly seems genuine.

“You shouldn’t either.”

SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 1010-UNION>>>Pirate Transmission>>>RECEPTION>>> A thud sends men and women in ragged, drab green fatigues and armor hunching low in a trench. The camera angle shakes and dirt patters down into the space.

“This is Aisha Malone,” an ebony-faced young woman in a poorly-fitting helmet says as the view steadies, “reporting for Union Free News, from the front lines on Fury.” She turns to a broad-jawed woman with the single bar of a Lieutenant on the corner of her chest plate. “You were telling us...?”

The officer chews something and spits to one side. “It’s quiet at the moment. They ain’t tryin’ us real hard. Just like that last blast, they throw a little our way every once in a while to keep it interesting. But it’s quiet.”

“How long have you been here, on the front?”

She shrugs and starts fidgeting with her blastrifle. “I’d say two months. You lose track of time, y’know? First few weeks were tough. They were really hitting us. Probably thought they could break the beachhead, keep us contained. Now it’s slowed down, just these damned waiting games and hide-and-fucking-go-seek.”

“How is morale, Lieutenant? Are you keeping your spirits up?”

She snorts. “We’re Thirteenth Corps, Miss, former-Alliance Marines. Our morale is always up!” She hesitates, scratches some dirt from her cheek. “It’s a hard business, though. We hear the Alliance has landed the old Sixth Corps on-planet. They call us ‘treasonous’ and swear ‘no quarter’, but those are still brother and sister dogfaces out there.” She pauses and blows out a breath as her eyes glisten.

“War sucks.”

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 666789 - NOVA TERRA - GOVERNMENT SPONSORED>>>RECEPTION>>> Harvey Grantholm straightens his gaudy tie and leans forward over holopads and hardcopy documentation on the desk before him. “On behalf of the Committee for the Conduct of the War,” he says into a microphone, “I’d like to thank you, Admiral Harrison, for joining us once more.”

Resplendent in his crimson and black, the blocky-jawed, green-eyed officer nods. “It is my pleasure, Mister Assemblyman.”

They face each other across the space of one of the sub-chambers of the Alliance Assembly complex—not the monstrous, amphitheater of the full Assembly. The smaller space is nevertheless packed with hovercameras, Holomedia reporters, Assembly staffers, and a smattering of the curious.

“And, just as a reminder and just for the record, this Committee was formed as part of a Joint Resolution between the High Council and the Assembly. This is an inquiry, not an investigation, but an ongoing inquiry into the cost and, frankly, the duration of the war with the Union traitors.”

“I understand, sir.”

“Excellent! We were discussing before the lunch break the Battle at Junction.”

“We were.”

“I’d like to pick up there, then. You were telling us how previous tactical assumptions about deep space fleet engagements no longer seem sound.”

“That’s correct.” He takes a quick sip of water from a glass at his elbow. “Doctrine up to this point had assumed that large vessels with heavy firepower made smaller ones—notably starfighters—obsolete for a stand-up fight. Junction proved that to be woefully incorrect.”

“I would have thought the Hell’s Jesters made it so.”

Harrison winces. “The depredations of a single criminal band seemed more the exception than the rule before the war, Mister Assemblyman.” He nods grudgingly. “But, yes, Junction made it clear that their heightened maneuverability, their ability to deliver distraction, slashing attacks, and—most importantly—to appear anywhere makes it clear we have to rethink things.”

“Could you expand on that?”

“Certainly. It’s not just starfighter doctrine or matters in a pitched battle. The Union is an improvisation, just like their fleet, just like the Jesters. They try new things, they throw stratagems at us that we’d never consider. It’s desperation. It’s sometimes lunacy. And they’re going to keep doing it, across the whole war.” He took another drink and looked up at Grantholm. “I worry that the Alliance war machine is not built for this.”

Murmurs ripple through the onlookers and Grantholm frowns. “Am I to understand you’re saying we can’t win?”

“No,” Harrison replies hurriedly. A streak of sweat glitters at his hairline. “No, that’s absolutely not what I’m saying. We are winning. We will win. What I’m saying is that if we want to end this war sooner, without the ongoing costs I know you’re so concerned about, Assemblyman, we need to change our way of thinking. The Union will continue to employ unorthodox tactics; we need to have a response to that.”

“Was it these unorthodox tactics that were our undoing at Junction?”

Harrison flinches and barely keeps a snarl from his voice as he answers, “We were unprepared and off-balance at Junction, as I have testified before. In fact, as I have said—already today—I was attempting to deescalate the situation when matters got out of hand.”

“You’re referring to the fact that the Union fleet fired on us?” Grantholm asks snidely.

“Assemblyman, you apparently want me to keep repeating myself. As I already testified, the holographic evidence is not at all conclusive about who fired first. “

“Admiral Geiger has testified before this body they did.”

“And I’ve already laid out my concerns about that.”

“Yes you have.” Grantholm shuffles through holopads. “In fact, I’d like to revisit—”

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 152435>>>RECEPTION>>> “Communication,” says a tall, willowy-thin woman of skin so pale as to be nearly translucent. “It is the life-blood of the galaxy. It is the breathed oxygen of community. It is the medium through which we are human.”

A hologram of a sunrise serves as a background as the woman steps to one side and gestures. Holographic globes materialize, showing various views:  HoloDramas, documentaries, news broadcasts, and scrolling lines of text between friends and family, punctuated by smiling avatars and merry mini-videos.

“It is the medium we provide,” the woman says soothingly, but with an undertone of command. She turns to look right at the camera. “I’m Ellen Astrid of Omnipresent Media, assuring our customers of our dedication to clean content and truth. In these times of upheaval and disinformation, rest assured that Omnipresent outlets will keep you informed.”

The holographic sunrise behind her swells into a full, golden dawn bathing her in its light. She smiles as though emerging refreshed from a long sleep.

“Omnipresent:  your medium – your truth.”

SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 1010-UNION>>>Pirate Transmission>>>RECEPTION>>> The ground shakes and the sky howls. Smoke and debris shower into the trench. Flashes like heat lightning rip the air and figures crowd by Aisha Malone. The holocamera jostles off sandbags and the view flips sickeningly, clangs off the ground. Boots stomp by over it until the cameraman hoists it once more.

The Union Lieutenant is slapping her helmet on. “You’d better get into the bunker, Miss. This sounds like more than just playtime!”

“A full blown attack...?”

The Lieutenant yells at a man rushing by with the shoulder chevrons of a sergeant. “Get that repeat blastcannon up here, Cintas! Now!”

“Lieutenant—”

The officer grabs Aisha by the arm and starts hauling her down the trench, the camera following them with a chaotic, bouncing perspective undercut by the operator’s heavy breathing. They reach a bunker entrance and the Lieutenant shoves Aisha in before turning to point a finger right at the camera.

“Get below!”

The operator half-tumbles into the bunker, tossing images showing Aisha crouched in the dark under a swinging lantern. The view swings back to the bunker entrance.

The Lieutenant is crouched close to her sergeant as another blast sprinkles them with dust. “Charge packs are drained down to sparks!” he tells her. “Goddamn it, Loot! We never have enough of anything!”

She grips his arm, yanks him close, nose-to-nose. “We’ve got guts, don’t we?” She snarls and shoves him on his way.

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 666789 - NOVA TERRA - GOVERNMENT SPONSORED>>>RECEPTION>>> “Am I to understand, then,” Grantholm asks incredulously, “you’re questioning your own superiors’ decisions concerning Geiger’s promotion?”

“The Admiralty has shared its concerns,” Harrison replies. “I have shared them, in documentation and testimony. Admiral Geiger’s elevation to Fleet Admiral came at the recommendation of the High Council, which I’d add is highly irregular.”

“Command of the Fringe World Fleet?”

“That’s right.”

“Your former command?”

Harrison scowls but manages to quell the expression, keep his response even. “Again, I’d stress the unusual nature of his elevation. We are here to discuss Conduct, are we not?”

Grantholm smirks a little at the jibe. “Grand Admiral Severson signed off on the order, did he not?”

“The Grand Admiral has always been friendly to the High Council’s overtures.”

That starts fresh murmurs throughout the chamber and Grantholm chuckles, shakes his head once, and glances at the Assemblymen at the desks adjacent to his. “Well, as you know, Admiral, the High Council and I have had our tiffs, too.” That triggers laughter from the onlookers, most knowing of Grantholm’s failed bid for the High Council seat for Plymouth a year before—his ongoing feuds with its current Councilor. “But are you suggesting some kind of conspiracy here?”

“Nothing of the sort,” Harrison snaps back, “I’m simply pointing out irregularities to a committee claiming oversight for the Conduct of the War.”

“And thank you so much for reminding us,” Grantholm drawls. “To that end, and back to unorthodox solutions, can you articulate for us what those might entail?”

“Certainly. We’re not just talking about guerilla tactics, here. We’re talking about propaganda. We’re talking about tearing people apart, mentally, emotionally. We should have seen the Jesters as a test case. Their heroic imagery, their folk-hero status should have been a warning. They’ve cast themselves as these downtrodden defenders of the oppressed. People who’ve bought into that will buy into any kind of radicalism.”

“Some would say they already have.”

“If we believe that then we’re in bigger trouble than we know, Mister Assemblyman.”

Grantholm nodded, seemed to affect thoughtfulness. “Am I to believe, then, from your testimony that you believe Admiral Geiger will make matters even more radical?”

“You seem determined to talk about Admiral Geiger, sir.”

That brings a titter of nervous laughter from the audience. But Grantholm isn’t smiling. “Answer the question, please, Admiral Harrison.”

“Geiger is like a hammer. That’s easy to admire because it’s direct, it’s simple. But people aren’t nails. Hammering them builds nothing; it destroys.” Harrison tapped the desk before him to accentuate his words. “The point of the war is to bring the rebel planets back into the fold, is it not?”

Grantholm glances at his fellow committee members, shrugs, and nods. “Of course, it is.”

“How do we do that if we’ve hammered everything into dust?”

***

[image: ]


THE WEIRD VORTICES and phantoms of hyperspace lashed by Tim Watkins’ Hellhound as it streaked for Loudon.

“How long, Jeanie?” he asked the AI that helped copilot the star fighter.

“I estimate fifteen minutes,” the machine replied.

He gripped the control stick, ground his teeth, and wanted to will more speed into the spaceframe. That was ludicrous; hyperspace already had them moving at speeds vastly beyond light, a reckless careen that would carry them from the far periphery of the galaxy to the fighting around Loudon.

But his soul screamed for more. They had to get there now, had to.

It’d been a long, hard road just to end up right back at home. He’d been a failure as a farmer—really, a failure as anything but a Jester. Loudon folk admired constancy, stability, and hard work. Tim had always been willing to pitch in, but the drudgery of the existence, the sameness had poisoned him. The lure of the stars always had drawn his eyes skyward. After mom and dad died in that factory explosion, it eventually drew him whole.

But the space ways were a trap of their own. The Alliance had been terminally ill by the time Tim threw off the yoke of Loudon, already rent by the stresses that would eventually tear it asunder. Galactic governance was up for sale and the mega-corporations were buying, using that power to exploit and drain and destroy. Tim got caught up in that whirlwind. He’d never been any kind of radical, and the Hell’s Jesters had started out as a way to plunder for profit—even if it really was anger that drove him. But when the piratical became political and the Jesters threw in with the rebel movement, he suddenly found himself a freedom fighter, a folk hero—a terrorist.

But Loudon had always been home, even if she’d rejected him, and he her.

He’d tried returning, once, had failed at that like everything else. He’d slunk back in the night, like a thief, like a man afraid to have his face seen. He cursed himself, even now, wondering what the hell he thought he’d accomplish.

That ended with Nikki.

Of course Tim had failed as a husband, too. And she let him know it, standing there on that humid night when he came to her, denying him, calling down all the curses of hell upon him. And he deserved it. He didn’t belong. Like Loudon, she’d valued that which Tim rejected.

But he couldn’t let her go.

Loudon.

Nikki.

He wasn’t going to let them down, not this time.

Tim touched a control, brought up a globular hologram showing a star map of the Loudon system. Four planets circled its primary, Loudon the second one out. An asteroid belt separated it from the outer two, both unremarkable gas giants, clearly forgotten by the fleets spread out on either side of the debris field. Union and Alliance ships had been at it for at least two days, maneuvering, sniping, and sometimes colliding in spurts of real battle. But fresh ships had been arriving the whole time, building towards an inevitable collision.

And most of them were Alliance.

Tim swiped the hologram, drew its perspective to the edge of the system, beyond the outermost, ringed gas giant. A halo blinked there. “This is our projected re-entry spot?”

“Projected, yes,” Jeanie replied. “We’ll come in on the far side, galactic-west from the battle lines and right at the ecliptic plane.” A dotted line drew itself from behind the gas giant, looping around behind the Alliance fleet and into the smaller formations of support vessels. “They won’t see us coming. Their reserve area will be completely exposed.”

“This data’s thirty six hours old, Jeanie.”

“That’s true.”

The accusation wasn’t fair to the AI; it’d been the best they had, transmitting right up till the moment before the Jesters jumped from Shangri La. And they couldn’t update while in hyper. But Tim wasn’t feeling fair. “The situation could’ve changed.”

The AI seemed to hesitate, a human affect it approximated. “You sound like you have another idea.”

“Shooting up transports isn’t going to make a difference. The fight is here.” He put a finger to the hologram and highlighted the belt. “We’ve got to get down-system from this, get between Loudon and the Alliance.”

“The invasion fleet needs those support vessels to keep up their advance,” Jeanie pointed out. “Damage there delays the main battle—”

“Delays,” Tim snapped. “Forget delay, we need to get stuck in!”

“Tim, we have our orders from Red.”

He scowled. “Maybe I’m tired of taking orders from her.”

“The plan was Chief of Staff Harrison’s.”

Kelly.

Where Red was the founder of the Hell’s Jesters, their face, their spirit, Kelly Harrison—former Alliance star fighter pilot—was their brains. Her gift for organization and planning had transformed the Jesters from an outlaw band snapping at the flanks of the galaxy’s great conflict to the terror of the space ways, the Union’s unofficial partner in the war with the Alliance.

For Tim, she’d gone from being the outsider, the ball-buster who’d usurped what he’d seen as his place in the group to a friend, a trusted comrade, and...well, yeah, something probably a little more than that. He snorted at himself. Probably a lot...

But he couldn’t think on that now, not with hell coming their way the moment they left hyper. He couldn’t let one woman, one person cloud his thinking.

“Jeanie,” he said, “we ready for this?”

The AI brought up a globular systems display, showed a schematic of his Hellhound. Scratch built from a common inner-system flitter chassis and retrofitted in the Jesters’ fabrication suites on Shangri La, the simplistic, vulpine shape had come to represent the Jester way across the galaxy:  predatory, opportunistic, fast. Particle cannon sprouted from forward-swept wings and a plasma blaster mounted in the chin served as its close-range fangs.

The Hellhound had showed its worth in countless skirmishes and scraps against the drone hunter-killers of Syntar Fleet Corporation, when the Jesters’ main prey had been merchant convoys. When the schism amongst Alliance worlds erupted finally into civil war, the Hellhound had faced the mainstay of the Alliance head-on, the dreaded Valkyrie space superiority fighter. Jester tenacity and skill had kept that contest even, but recent fights had started exposing the Hellhound’s tender spots.

The schematic Tim viewed showed some of the innovations come of that realization. The originally sleek silhouette of the ‘Hound had acquired a little meat. Bulkier grav drive nacelles gave it even more of a hunchbacked profile, but more speed against the Valkyrie’s sprint. Bulging ablative plate added last-resort armor, but also protected augmented electronic counter measures, better stealth and scramblers to throw off targeting sensors. And in place of a foursome of six-missile scatter packs at the hard-points, they’d swapped out eight-packs of shorter ranged birds—less individual hitting power, but better for overwhelming point defenses.

“I would’ve liked to have had a little more shake-out time before we took these new toys to the dance,” Tim grumbled.

“All systems show nominal,” Jeanie replied with her approximation of cheerfulness.

Tim chortled at her, swore that the longer he spent around the AI, the more he was certain it was trying to annoy him. All the Jester AI’s did that, melded themselves to their pilots, each one becoming a highly-individualized simulacrum that then reported back to a shadowy super-intelligence the Jesters called Overmind, nestled back at Shangri La.

Knowing as much as he knew about the AI’s, Tim sometimes thought the Jesters would be better off without them. But he suppressed the thought with a shiver. We made our deal with the devil...no living without it now.

“Ten minutes, Tim,” Jeanie said after his silence dragged.

“I hear you.”

“We’re not going to do something stupid are we?”

“When have you ever known me to do something stupid, Jeanie?”

“I don’t think you actually want me to answer that.”

Tim laughed. 

“There are people counting on us.”

“I said I heard you, you big pest!”

People counting on us...the Jesters, the Union, Loudon. And Tim had his own wing to worry about, three squadrons of fifteen, following him into what was likely hell. People counting on me...that’s never gone wrong before.

But it wasn’t this time. He was going to do right.

***
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FLEET ADMIRAL HARLAN “Hal” Geiger stood on the bridge of his longtime flagship, the Immolator and grinned till the scars stiffening the left side of his face would let it spread no further. The ancient Earth conqueror Alexander had once said “Fortune favors the bold”. Well, Fortune had carried Geiger far this day.

The Loudon System spread before him like jewels for the taking. The planet occupied the center of the massive tactical hologram filling the forward third of the bridge compartment. A stirred hornet swarm of icons spread out before it, barring the way, the silly band of the Union’s fleet, armed merchantmen, outdated militia craft, and a bare handful of more modern capital ships. Still, there was a hell of a lot of them, the largest mustering the Union had managed for a fight since the Battle of Junction.

Junction...

If Geiger could’ve smiled wider, he would have. That day had made him. That day he’d shown the galaxy. While Harrison, the coward, had dithered about what to do, Hal Geiger had made the choice the politicians wouldn’t. He’d triggered the battle that had given them the war, driving his ships right into the traitors.

He hadn’t stopped since. And the Alliance had rewarded him for it.

That reward sprawled in formation around the Immolator:  the Fringe World Fleet, largest of the Alliance’s offensive forces. With reinforcements, it numbered one hundred and forty eight ships, not counting fighters and support vessels, a monstrous host, a hammer. Finally, I have the power, Geiger mused. And now I’m going to use it.

More troublesome than the Union craft jockeying for position were the asteroids, several of them still being towed into place by repurposed construction tugs wielding tractor beams. As each asteroid was seated into a stable orbit and released, fusion signatures flared to life from installations welded into their crusts. Energy fields blossomed outward from each, linking them to the others in a shimmering web.

“They appear to be little more than augmented tractor beams, sir,” Flag Captain Harriet Prescott said from her seat at the center of the bridge. “Each asteroid station acts as an anchor, allowing them to weave these overlapping strands. Individually, they’re mundane fields we could break with shields or enough acceleration. Altogether, though...” She shook her head, caused the short ponytail tied at the back of her head to wave.

“Ingenious, I’ll give them that.” Geiger turned to her. “Can we target the stations, knock out the anchors?”

“The stations are nestled in amongst the fields, which will dissipate the effectiveness of our energy weapons.” She frowned. “And any missiles we fire will just get trapped in that. It really is a spider’s web. Anything that goes in there gets caught.”

Geiger turned to Lieutenant Curry at the Tactical station. “Can we go around it?”

“They’ve positioned several outlying rings of these asteroids that aren’t tied to the web, sir,” he replied. A short, normally snide little man, Curry became almost chipper in action. “We identified a few, but there are certainly more. If we maneuver, it looks as though they can just shift the web into our path.”

“I’ll say it again, it’s clever.” Geiger shook his head. “It looks like the traitors used the time the Admiralty gave them while they pissed our forces away on other, lesser fronts.”

An awkward hush filled the bridge. Geiger smirked a little. The crew didn’t like it when he sneered out loud, Harriet especially. Any more, the Academy built cogs in a machine, not star sailors. Knowing one’s orders was paramount, of course, but the younger officers lacked initiative, always sought it from on high—just as the Alliance politicians wanted it.

Of course, in this environment, the decisive man stood out. And Geiger rarely lacked for initiative.

“We could break off part of the fleet,” Curry suggested. “While we attack here, they outflank this position.”

“You’re so certain the Union doesn’t have another force lurking out here, waiting for that very thing?” Geiger said slyly.

Curry pinched his lips together in frustration.

“No,” Geiger went on, “we’re not going to dance to their tune. He turned to the Communications station, where a tall, yet trending towards fleshy officer stood. “Commander Chandler, are we in contact with the Revelation?”

“She has just pulled abreast of us, yes, sir.”

“Tell her to stand by for orders.” He held his chin up. “In fact, inform all commanders to stand by for orders.”

“Aye, sir.”

He turned back to Curry. “Can her mass driver penetrate that web?”

The Tactical officer turned back to his console for a moment, fingers flying over a holographic keyboard. His expression pinched in the bluey light as he read analyses.

The Revelation was the last of the Alliance’s planet-busters. Built on a Retribution-class spaceframe, just like the Immolator, a third of its structure had been gutted to make room for a monstrous gravitic impeller core. In theory, it was just a huge gravity drive, but inverted. It carried a magazine of building-sized, hyper-dense slugs that could be loaded, energized, and flung with astronomical force at a target.

That target could be anything, up to and including an inhabited world.

“The web will catch her incoming at this range,” Curry replied finally. He pivoted his seat to face Geiger. “But if we get closer, she should be able to pound the asteroid stations out of their orbits, one at a time.”

“How many do we need to take down to cripple their web?”

Curry hesitated, turned to scan his holoscreen. “I estimate four, sir.”

Geiger nodded. “Modify our plans accordingly. Assimilate the battle package and prepare to transmit. Quickly, Lieutenant.”

“Aye-aye, sir.”

“How close does the Revelation have to get?” Harriet asked.

Curry hesitated. “She’ll need to be within at least a half a million kilometers.”

“Practically point blank,” the Captain snorted. She looked at Geiger. “The rebels are going to see what she’s doing. They’ll try to stop her.”

“Then we’ll have lured them out of their web,” Geiger replied and offered her a smile his scars no doubt made hideous. “We didn’t come here for a tickle fight.”

That sent nervous chuckles through the bridge and even humorless Harriet had to smirk in response. “Aye, sir.”

“We’ve come here,” Geiger rumbled, “to win this war.”

Finally.

In the eight months since Junction, the Alliance had done little but trip over its own dick. The politics of open civil war had stirred a predictable morass in the Assembly, committees formed, accusations thrown, and scandals kindled. But that snarl had spread to the Admiralty. They’d given Harrison another chance, one he’d botched on feeble half-thrusts into Union space, before finally “kicking him upstairs”, as the saying went, with a promotion to Grand Admiral Advising the High Council. The position meant nothing, of course, a salve to the fool’s ego while the politicians cleared the way for a fleet commander with real vision.

It’d still taken Geiger months to sort out the Fringe World Fleet, get his plan approved, and muster the resources. So much goddamned time wasted. But they were here, now, with Loudon in the noose. The rest of the Core Worlds would follow. With those snuffed out, the Union would die quickly.

And Loudon promised other rewards, of course. Geiger’s benefactors at Syntar had shown him the unearthed Survey Corps records. He knew what riches lay on the planet. He knew the riches a partner in this scheme stood to reap.

Victory, glory, and wealth!

It was a hell of a thing, standing on the bridge of his ship, with all the power in the galaxy and all the future opening up before him. Not for the first time, Geiger pondered something beyond the uniform, beyond the war. Really...what can stop me now?

His hand went to his face, scrawled at the itch of scars he long should’ve had cleaned-up, his trademark—his reminder.

“You think they’ll make a showing?” Harriet asked quietly.

He turned to her. Like most of the Immolator’s crew, she’d been with him through the long months chasing the Hell’s Jesters, before the war and during its early weeks. And though she hadn’t been present for it, she knew the story of how they’d given his hideous half-face, over Gallaton, back when the fighting had been war in everything but name—a nasty brushfire the Alliance hoped would just burn out.

Geiger had to consciously stop scratching. “It doesn’t matter.” He lowered his hand. “But if they do, they’ll die with all the rest.”

“Admiral,” Curry said from Tactical, “the package is programmed. It’s ready to transmit.”

“I can open the general address channel,” Chandler suggested, “if there’s something you’d like to say to accompany it, sir.”

“No need for theatrics, this time, Commander. Just one word to accompany:  ‘attack’.”

Curry keyed his console. “Transmitted, sir.”

“All command are receiving,” Chandler added. He nodded towards the hologram. “And they are complying.”

Geiger’s great host lurched for Loudon. Almost immediately, flecks of fire lashed out from the asteroids, the stations there armed, obviously, and flinging particle beams and torrents of missiles from the safety of their web. Shields flared as Alliance ships absorbed the punishment. They fired back, quickly confirming the nature of the tractor beam tangle as their return blasts dissolved before reaching their targets.

“Let’s go,” Geiger rumbled—needlessly, as he could feel the acceleration of the ship building, despite its inertial compensators.

A formation with the Immolator at his heart and the Revelation at its side slid through the blazing battle line. A jolt went through the deck plates and Geiger had to steady himself with a hand on the back of Harriet’s chair. That’d been a lucky shot, to get through at this range. But he knew many more would follow.

“Let’s go...”

“Admiral!” Curry cried from his station. “We have hostile contacts to aft!”

Geiger’s gaze leapt to the tactical hologram. Icons blurred into being at its edge. A quick correction of Curry’s pulled the perspective out to take in the full star system. More of the icons were coming, lashing around from behind the closer gas giant. A pointer brushed over one of them and a familiar schematic materialized in a smaller globular.

“Of course...” Geiger looked at Harriet with bared teeth. “It appears they didn’t intend to miss this.”

“War book identifies them as ‘Hellhounds’, sir, Hell’s Jesters!”

“I know who they are, Lieutenant,” Geiger growled to calm the young man. “Near space patrol screen is to move to engage.” He folded his arms to keep from scratching his scars and riveted his gaze on the real prize today. “My orders stand for all other ships:  press the attack.”

***
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KELLY HARRISON DOVE into hell.

“Watch that!”

Her warning came a heartbeat too late as a spray of missiles converged on her wing mate. A one-two-three pattern of blasts lit the Hellhound to port in anti-matter white that Kelly winced away from to save her eyes. A glance back showed her the star fighter still impossibly there for a moment, wreathed in sparks and slag and beginning a tumble. An energy bolt took it in the nose an instant later and the mortally wounded ship crumpled into a silent fireball.

Kelly wrenched the control stick to starboard and put her Hellhound into a shuddering bank as Alliance Valkyries shot through her formation. “Go through them!” she barked into her communicator. “Go for the support ships!”

Her three squadrons of Hellhounds punched through the Alliance patrol screen only to meet a storm of anti-starfighter fire. Energy bolts carved the vacuum around her into a thousand slivers of flame. Alarms squalled from her control console to warn of hostile targeting and incoming missiles. Another Hellhound icon flashed and was gone from her display.

“Welcome to Loudon!” she cackled without humor.

The sheer scope of the clash around them threatened to overwhelm the senses. Icons as numerous as stars spun around her, lacerated with energy streaks and roiling balls of plasma. Their ripping light gleamed off the hulls of the rival fleets like sunlight off the fins of shark packs, backgrounded by the blue-green orb of Loudon and the granite sprinkling of the asteroid belt. She’d been at New Jefferson, at Junction. Those had been scrimmages compared to this cyclone of death.

“Chief of Staff Harrison,” the Hellhound AI said, its pedantic, lecturing tone contrasting the anarchy, “we have a target.”

A globular materialized to Kelly’s upper right, showed a war book schematic. Kelly nodded at the AI’s selection. The lumbering craft looked like a pair of flattened, stretched hexagons laid parallel to one another and linked with an intricate webbing of superstructure and gantries:  a mobile fleet repair dock. Nearly seven kilometers long, Geiger had likely brought it along anticipating the possibility of a lengthy siege and the need to repair capital ships on the fly. Also, the bastard likely saw a lengthy occupation after that. Either way, the dock would be an expensive loss.

“That’s the one,” Kelly told the AI. She keyed the tactical network. “Harrison Wing,” she touched the icon on her hologram—would, in turn, transmit it to her teams, “that’s our target!”

“We’ve still got ghosts!” one of her squad leaders squawked.

Kelly looked to the tactical, saw the hostile blips swarming behind them. The Valkyries they’d raced by on the way in had pulled tearing turns to come about on their tail. And despite all the upgrades Cory and the Jester engineers had made to the Hellhounds, it was obvious as the distance closed between them that the Valkyries still had the advantage of raw speed.

Leadership is a series of compromises and sacrifices. Kelly gritted her teeth as she recalled her father’s words. At least the Admiral isn’t here, this time, on the other side of the battle lines. But the words bit with their truth.

“Third Squad, beak off,” Kelly ordered. “Scramble them up! First and Second Squads, stay on me!”

She heard the acknowledgements, tried not to notice the hint of accusation in Third Leader’s voice. She’d gotten the shit job, tangling with pursuers who both outmatched and outnumbered them. Sacrifices, Kelly thought with a sick turn of the stomach as Jester and Valkyrie icons rushed at one another, mixed, and flashed.

The ripping glare of anti-starfighter blasts came as nearly a relief.

“Picket vessels,” the AI announced, highlighting a pair of icons on the tactical. “They are falling back to screen the mobile dock.”

Kelly grunted as she juked the Hellhound to dodge an energy bolt. They were corvettes, retrofitted with extra plasma blasters for close-in work. But blossoms of missile tracks erupting from each showed they’d still saved space for other things. Proximity and tracking alarms warbled, reached an insane atonality.

“Second Squad, divide and distract those busybodies! First Squad, let’s take care of business.”

“We have no less than fourteen hostile targeting locks,” the AI lectured as the alarm chorus intensified to even greater heights of nerve-rending.

“Do something about it!” Kelly snapped.

On the systems hologram, the chin-mounted plasma blaster blinked as the AI took control. Kelly felt a shudder through the hull as the weapon ripped the vacuum, firefly patterns of cyan questing into the oncoming torrent, smacking missiles into strobes of oblivion.

Keying the number four scatter pack, Kelly added a bit of insurance to the mix, felt a thunk as the cluster loosed from its hard pack and eight engines lit, sent a fusillade writhing into the Alliance projectiles. The space before her snowed over in antimatter flashes. More missiles coursed into the hell storm as her wing mates fired spoiling volleys, churned the stars into a momentary slice of Judgment Day.

Impact slammed through the Hellhound. Kelly’s helmet saved her skull but not the wrenching of her neck as something jolted the fighter’s nose upwards. The controls went sluggish in her grip a moment and sparks limned the corners of her vision. Yellow damage lights glimmered from the systems display. A desperate glance showed her shield damage, but no lasting harm to the hull.

And then she was through the fracas with the dock spreading before her.

Shit! We’re right on it!

A one-two body blow struck the Hellhound, flung it sideways before she could right it. The corvette that’d raked her fell away to aft, tearing the space around it with fire as Hellhounds from Second Squad engulfed it.

Dense, azure bolts licked the vacuum and Kelly put her fighter through another roll to evade. The mobile dock had no weapons to speak of, but the tug towing it carried basic heavy armaments, meant for ship-to-ship work, but enough overkill to scorch a fighter in one hit if they connected. Sensors showed debris clouds and wisps of escaping atmosphere at the joints between the tug and dock.

Not damage...she’s trying to pull clear to fight!

Kelly put the Hellhound’s nose down, dove into the space directly aft of the dock and into the blind spot where the tug’s weaponry couldn’t find her. Targeting halos slid over its onrushing silhouette, went crimson. Kelly squeezed the trigger till her finger numbed, pumping a torrent of plasma fire into the dock’s deflectors, adding the stab-stab of her particle cannon. The dock shields fluttered and died, its rudimentary generator coils blowing out in gouts of spark along its paired hulls.

“All power to engines and shields!” Kelly gripped the stick in both hands, aimed it for the space between the dock’s halves. “Key up the number two and three scatter packs to fire, aft release, delayed launch!”

Acceleration slammed Kelly back into the flight couch as energy surged to the grav drives. A cliff face of hull plate and gantry superstructure raced towards her. She tasted sweat and bitten tongue as the shadow of the dock swept over her, followed by the under belly of the tug, beginning to tilt away.

“Release and launch!”

She felt the t-thunk of the scatter packs dumping out behind her before goosing the rest of the Hellhound’s power to engines. The starfighter groaned around her. Inertial compensators couldn’t keep up and black crept at the edges of her vision as g-forces ground down. A white flash to port warned of the tug’s crazed fire. She had an instant to wonder if she’d miscalculated before throwing power back to the stern deflectors. But no further blasts chased her and she was coasting free.

Cataclysm washed across her aft view screens.

The scatter packs she’d dropped lit their engines as momentum carried them in slowly-spreading clusters under the dock. Death sprayed out in every direction, the short-range rockets arching up into the midst of the gantry superstructure, into the docking station halves, slamming with such kinetic force that their antimatter warheads were almost redundant.

Those that didn’t find purchase in the docks twined out to catch the tug as lumbered free of its doomed consort. Its shields washed through the visual spectrum to white-hot in a fraction of a second as antimatter blasts punished it. They died with a last polychromatic flutter of dying projectors and one’s secondary explosion chewed through a gravity drive nacelle, sent it into a slow motion tumble.

Twin flashes from the fireball consuming the dock made the tug’s death spasms an afterthought. Thermonuclear hell spewed out from breaching fusion cores to merge into a single writhing ball of annihilation. Without protection, the tug blackened in the glare and dissolved, embers blown free of a firestorm.

“Whoa!” Kelly blew out a breath as the pressure on her lungs eased. “That got ‘im!”

Similar scenes played out wherever she looked, Hellhounds rampaging into the midst of the supply ships, streaks of cyan and white, and explosions painting the hard cold of space in momentary orange-red blooms. The first round of the fight had gone to the Jesters, a brutal body shot to the kidneys of the invasion force. In ten minutes they’d possibly wrecked any designs Geiger had for an immediate landing and occupation of Loudon.

A globular blinked into being to Kelly’s left, contained a mahogany face creasing from ear to ear with a ferocious smile. The Jester’s leader rarely wore a helmet—said she was too pretty to die by concussion or inertial compensator failure—and let the red-dyed shock of hair that’d been her namesake for years ripple free and fiery in the cockpit.

“I don’t suppose you planned on leaving anything for the rest of us?”

Kelly grinned in response. But a glance at the roster hologram kept it subdued. The stomp across Geiger’s rear area hadn’t come cheap. Her wing had lost six Hellhounds, alone, with several more damaged. Casualties had landed most heavily amongst the recruits. She’d protested taking them all, the fully-rebuilt organization risked in this one fight.

But Red had prevailed; if they weren’t saving the Jesters for a fight like this, she’d said, what were they preserving it for?

A terrible flash snapped across the asteroid belt. By the time Kelly found its source on the tactical, one of the asteroids was expanding in a cloud of gas and debris across a space the size of a small continent. A glimmer went through the display as power signatures shifted throughout the defenders’ tractor beam barrier, re-directed, reinforcing. Its vibrancy returned, but fluctuations hinted at weakness.
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