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Part 1 – Shock
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Alexi Noovin leaned back in his chair, was surprised by a twinge of pain. It was the first time he’d felt old in over a century. And he was very old, indeed, had seen ages pass, empires rise and fall.

One was falling, even now, as he watched and waited.

A globular hologram shimmered before him, midair over his desk, displaying a chipped, blaster-scorched wall. The floor before it was littered with flecks of debris and smeared in red-brown, as though something had been dragged messily away. Shadows moved off-camera. Someone adjusted the view, gave it a momentary twitch.

“Alex...”

Noovin turned his attention from the image to his guests with a cold smile. Seated before his desk, to his left, Susan Moffet of Plymouth, High Councilor of the Grand Galactic Alliance, looked like she hadn’t eaten in days. Already bony features protruded beneath pale flesh, eyes nearly feral. But her quaking voice lacked any such edge; fear having dulled it. The Ice Queen of the Council melted before Noovin’s glare.

“Yes,” he asked softly, almost cheerfully. “What is it, Susan?”

“Is this really necessary?” Noovin’s second guest asked before she could answer.

Noovin turned slightly, eyebrows arching at the hint of defiance. The man to his right bowed the chair beneath him with his weight. Hollister Chambris of Breckenridge had once been a reasonably fit specimen, but years of stress-eating had taken their toll. Pudgy fingers worked nervously at a loose tie and doughy, multi-chinned features blanched as the man tried to meet Noovin’s gaze.

“I believe it is necessary,” Noovin replied with a rumble of warning, “my friend.”

In the hologram, a line of men and women in the tatters of what looked like had once been fine, formal attire trudged before the wall, escorted by men in black synthe-leathers and body armor. There was no sound, but Noovin could imagine the air rife with their sniffles and pleas. A woman fell, sobbing. Others reached for her, but she wouldn’t be consoled. One of the guards pointed at the others, brandished his blastrifle. Quickly they dragged her to her feet.

An elderly man in a ruffled suit stepped forth from the others, gesturing furiously, looked like he was speechifying. Behind him, one or two of the others covered their faces or turned away, into the wall.

“My god,” Moffit groaned, “is that...?”

“Assemblyman Farrow,” Noovin replied with a huge grin, “yes, it is.”

“Noovin,” Chambris said through gritting teeth, “we understand you. We do. There’s no need to—”

“Watch, please.”

The black-clad guards had scampered back from their prisoners. Farrow had taken another step forward, was flapping his arms like the wings of a bird struck by a passing hovercar and left to flop in the street. Red-faced, wild-eyed, he jabbed an accusing finger at holocamera, seemed to point straight through the image.

A flash of cyan struck him in the chest, converted tie and shirt into tags of flame, as well as the flesh and bone behind them. Shock flung him backwards, limbs still flopping. Blaster bolts followed him, punching into the prisoners, crumpling them in a torrent of eye-gouging brilliance. Masonry blew out in white spray and black smoke, obscured some of the horror as energy beams pumped in again and again, churning the heaped bodies into twitching bonfire piles.

A swirl of what had to be ghastly-stinking smoke blacked out the holographic feed and Noovin sighed, touched a control on his desktop to freeze the replay.

Silence clenched the chamber, Noovin’s den, just off from his formal offices at the top of his space-elevator fastness over Nova Terra. A half-globe of blastisteel, it offered him an expansive view of the curve of the planet and the stars beyond. The setting sun flared through the windows and silhouetted guards arrayed at the edges of the room, in uniforms as black as those in the hologram.

Moffet had a handkerchief out and cupped it to her lips. “Why?” she finally managed after several attempts to speak.

“Why, treason, of course!” Noovin answered with humor he wasn’t faking.

“I don’t think that’s what she meant,” Chambris mumbled from where he’d sunken into his seat. He straightened himself a little, looked like a fat child, rising from a beating. “Why are you making us watch this?”

Noovin eyed them both, smile fading, fingers of one hand drumming along the desktop before him. “I should think that’s rather obvious. This is a lesson.”

“One we did not need,” Moffit replied, tucking her handkerchief away. “I told you already; we understand.”

“Do you?” Noovin snapped and enjoyed the twitch that went through her. “Do you?” he repeated venomously and pointed at the frozen hologram. “Mister Farrow voted for the Ultimate Decree, granting me emergency executive powers. He did it publicly and supported it in the HoloMedia.” Noovin leaned back in his chair, narrowing his eyes. “Then he slithered back to his homeworld and started drumming up opposition. Within a week there was unrest and the Governor begging for Council Guard forces to suppress it. And I had word of the Assemblyman’s outreach to other parties.”

“You know this how?” Moffit hissed. “You had him tailed by the AIB?”

“The Bureau fed me some of this,” Noovin replied, “some of his own people the rest of it.”

“Are you having us tailed?” Chambris demanded, sitting up and his chins quivering, shiny with fresh sweat.

Noovin glowered at him. “Do I need to be?”

“What other parties?” Moffit asked as Chambris collapsed back into his chair with a huff of outrage.

“The Bureau believed Farrow had made contact with the Union,” Noovin answered. “And considering the very delicate state of affairs between us and our former countrymen, I think we can all agree that was extremely reckless.”

Noovin touched his desktop control again and the execution hologram blipped away, was replaced by a star map. The systems of most of an arm of the Milky Way galaxy rotated in dust-mote complexity before them. At another finger-touch command, a little over a third of those flecks colored in baleful orange, denoting the breakaway systems of the so-called Union of Free Stars.

“The borders are settling into place,” Noovin said. “The fleets have pulled back. Hostilities are nearly at a pause, only chance encounters now.”

“There are plenty of hostilities,” Chambris grumped from his slouch, “just within our own borders.”

Noovin glanced at him. “You refer to the unrest in the Fringe Worlds?”

“We’re abandoning those people, Alex,” Moffit insisted with quiet horror. “You’ve managed to keep most of that out of the HoloMedia for now, but we all know. Eventually everyone will.”

“Not if we can keep our message discipline” he smirked unpleasantly “as Mister Farrow, for example, certainly could not.”

Moffit pinched her thin lips together, but didn’t quite relent. “It’s still awful.”

“It’s necessary,” Noovin replied. “We don’t have the hyper fuels or the ships anymore to hold all those worlds. They’ll just have to fend for themselves.”

“Fend for themselves?” Moffit snorted. “Cut off from galactic commerce, cut off from communication. They’ll descend into barbarism.”

“Or the Union,” Chambris said, sitting back up again, “will extend them an olive branch.”

“They won’t,” Noovin snapped. “Not if they agree to the treaty we’ve written up.” He paused. “I presume you’ve both had a chance to review it?”

The High Councilors exchanged a glance. “We have,” Moffit answered for the pair.

“Then I’ll expect it ratified by the rest of the Council and passed on to the Assembly with all haste.”

“Why?” Chambris chortled in disgust.

Noovin looked at him sharply. “What do you mean?”

“The Ultimate Decree,” the chubby man replied. “Your emergency powers. Why bother with any of the rest of it, Alexi?” His bleary eyes wandered to the star map, but it was obvious he was still seeing the hologram from before, the atrocities played out in the air there. “None will stand against you now.”

And that was true, Noovin knew with an electric crackle of satisfaction. Finally true, after so much time, so many schemes, so much miserable, grinding work! But— “Because there will be an Alliance after all this is over. Because we still have laws. Because we are still a legitimate government.”

Chambris grimaced like he’d bitten down on something foul and looked away.

“Where will the peace conference with the Union occur?” Moffit asked softly.

“That’s classified.”

Her white eyebrows bunched. “You’re going in person?”

“Again, classified.” He leaned forward over his desk, folding his hands together. “You both understand me, you say. Then you both know I need no more hang-ups, no more bureaucratic snags, and no more loose chatter to the HoloMedia. The survival of our star nation depends upon it.” A half-smile quirked up the corner of his lip. “Lives depend upon it.”

They both met his gaze now, knowing whose he meant.

“Now” he clapped his hands together, suddenly cheerful again “if you both wouldn’t mind, I have other guests to see to.”

The Councilors rose from their seats with undisguised haste and moved for the door, shadowed by the Council Guardsmen. One of these paused at the exit, but Noovin waved the armored man on his way. The door whisked shut and left him alone, staring at the holographic map and its hundreds of light points.

For a moment, Noovin let the stress get the better of him, and slammed the desktop with his fist. The hologram didn’t budge. But the Alliance was crumbling in upon itself. Deprived by years of civil war of the transuranic ore that powered interstellar flight, it could do nothing else but shrink. And now he was left bartering with the insurgents who’d dragged it all down! He was forced to face that traitor, Levine, and agree to an armistice, leaving Noovin only the central worlds of the Alliance—those they could still fuel. Those they could rebuild from.

But he reminded himself that had been the plan all along.

He touched a desktop control, keyed the intercom. “I’m ready for her now.”

The door whisked open once more and a short, slim woman in a tasteful, yet hideously expensive Nova Terran pants-suit stepped though. A ruby pendant winked blood-red scintillas into the air from her breast. Another glinted from the clasp that held her dark hair up. She moved without hurry, smiling coldly, face crinkling about eyes of complete black—draining black. Eyes that had seen centuries.

The eyes of a Methuselah.

Noovin rose with forced politeness. “Karissa.”

She took the seat before him, her stare never leaving his. “Alex.”

He sat once more, folded his legs and leaned back, steepling his fingers before him as he regarded her. His guts twisted slightly. Where he’d felt only annoyance with the Councilors, he experienced the cold jab of unease, now.

“I’m surprised you didn’t have your thugs accompany me in,” she said.

“We don’t need them, do we?” He gestured towards the now-closed door. “Where are the others?”

She smirked. “After all that’s happened, can you blame them for not being enthused at a summons?”

Noovin snorted. “So that’s it, then? The Sabbat is done.”

Manipulators of galactic affairs since the fall of Old Sol, the shadowy cabal of men and women still gifted—cursed—with the long lives of a previous era’s technology had come to think of themselves as puppet masters of the galaxy. The Sabbat. And that society had shrunken with the years, from events both natural and not. Immortality had proved too much to bear for many. Or it had made them indescribably reclusive.

Or treacherous.

“I wouldn’t say it’s done,” Karissa replied to her fellow Methuselah. “Only that many have returned to their former postures of secrecy and anonymity.”

“They’re afraid.”

“Can you blame them?” she scoffed. “We supported you, elevated you to the High Council to steer galactic affairs back onto course; not to unleash anarchy. The war is lost. A third of the Alliance is lost. Another third crumples into lawlessness.”

“We’ll get it back,” Noovin replied, “all of it. That was the plan.”

“Your plan.”

He started with a particularly nasty retort, a threat, but held it in. As much as he loathed the cowards that shared his unnatural lifespan, he still needed them a little longer. “Yes, my plan.” He scowled. “And, yes, it has not all come off.”

“That’s putting it lightly.” She leaned forward and those depthless eyes sapped him to look into—one of the reasons he’d had surgeons correct his own of the weird side effect of immortality. “Alexi, we need to talk about Anton and Julian.”

Noovin grimaced. “Not much to say of the first. He’s dead. By Julian’s hand.”

She flinched. Both had been members of the Sabbat, and preying upon their own was one of the society’s highest crimes. “The informants were correct.” She gulped. “Then that means Julian is—”

“Kidnapped by the Hell’s Jesters.” He shrugged. “We presume he still lives, but who can really say for certain? Those terrorists have killed in cold blood before.”

“How did this happen?”

Noovin hesitated, gauging how much the other Methuselah knew, how much he should reveal. “Anton was playing a double-game on us. He’d gone outside the Sabbat and was working a side gig; the Chiaroscuro, a movement within the Alliance.”

She sighed disgustedly. “We knew he always had his hobbies.”

“Well, this hobby included treason,” Noovin said. “He was dealing with the Union, and with the Jesters.”

“To what end?”

“I’ve had the Council Guard turn his old place on Tartan upside down, searching for clues. Julian knew more of it than he even shared with me. There was a vendetta between the two of them.”

She rolled her eyes. “For hundreds of years.”

“But Julian did share that he’d learned Anton wanted to end the war” Noovin leaned forward in his seat “not just with the Union; with Ghost in the Machine.”

Satisfyingly, Noovin’s words drained what little color there was from Karissa’s sour face. “The rogue AI?”

Noovin shrugged. “Julian told me Anton had come to believe the whole war was an extension of our old feud with the machine. And he believed the Jesters were in league with it.”

“For which we have some evidence.”

Noovin waved dismissively. “None of it matters! That senile piece of software poses no real threat to us—not if we’d remained united, that is!”

“No,” Karissa said, “but Julian falling into the hands of the Jesters does pose a threat.” She fidgeted in her seat. “The things he could tell them, Alexi...”

“I know.” Noovin couldn’t help a very real, very mortal shudder. “Which is why I need your help. You still have your contacts, your own agents throughout the galaxy, do you not?”

“None that I plan on revealing here, to you.”

“And that’s fine,” Noovin said, waving irritably. This wasn’t the time for paranoia! “Do whatever you have to do, but send them out. We need to recover Julian by whatever means necessary!”

She sniffed and glanced towards the door. “What about your Council Guard legions?”

“This is hardly the kind of task for a sledgehammer like the Guard,” he snorted.

“And the Alliance Intelligence Bureau?”

Noovin shook his head impatiently. “I can’t be involved in this. There are too many eyes on me, as it is. And the AIB is hardly leak-proof.” He leaned over the table. “This must be truly clandestine. If even a fraction of what Julian knows, if even his nature becomes known” he pointed at her “you, me, and the rest of those cowards of the Sabbat all have a real problem.”

She considered it in silence for a long moment, then nodded. “I may have the means. There are still some people I’ve worked with.”

“Good.” Noovin leaned back in his chair, but did not relax. “There is...one other thing.”

Karissa groaned. “I begin to wish I, too, had gone into hiding!”

“I told you the Guard tore Anton’s place apart, searching for any and all evidence of his treason,” Noovin said leadingly.

“Yes?”

“They discovered much in his holofiles. You no doubt recall Anton thought of himself as something of an Archivist of the Sabbat, and of the Old Times.”

Her empty eyes narrowed. “What did they find, Alex?”

Noovin hesitated, again judging how much he should reveal to this woman, who had long-played the games of galactic duplicity, both alongside and against him. “Anton had copies of certain records we believed had been sealed away in pre-Alliance quantum servers on Nova Terra.”

Karissa audibly gulped. “Records of our shared pasts?”

“All of it.” Noovin nodded. “All of our identities, all of our finances.” He held up a hand as her violent intake of breath warned of an outburst. “But I had the AIB come in and conduct a full forensic analysis; most of that never left his facilities. The Guard’s raid interrupted whatever exchange he’d planned with the Jesters.”

“So, what then?” she asked, voice trembling. “What did they make off with?”

Noovin stared into her black, black eyes. “Anton had copied recordings of the First Contact.”

Her eyes quivered like pools stirred by some deep impact. “Christ, Alex...”

He nodded. “Evidence of our rendezvous with intelligent, alien life.”

Karissa set both hands upon the desk and leaned over it, glaring. “And have you made them aware of this?”

Noovin glared back. “That was part of our agreement. We avoid them; they avoid us. We let each other know if that will change.”

“And it will!” Karissa shrieked, flinging herself upright again and stalking away from the desk. She paused, stood looking out through the transparent blastisteel at the stars. “If the Jesters have that data—and Julian—then they know everything!”

“Which is why I need you to find him. Soon.”

She shook her head, muttering something. But she stiffened after a moment, turned to look over her shoulder very slowly. “Alex,” she whispered, “if you’ve contacted them, told them their secrecy has been breached, they might decide our arrangement is at an end. And who knows what they will do then?”

Noovin held his breath for a moment. Then, the decision made, he said, “Then, my dear, you’ve got to hurry.”

***
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SPACE AND TIME RENT asunder at the edge of the Helion System and a pair of wing-shaped craft shot forth from the disturbance.

Commander Skip Farell of the Union Galactic West Civil Defense Wing checked his tactical display as it steadied and reoriented from the scrambling of hyperjump. And he double-checked the systems display, eyeballed the blinking yellow warning of electrical issues. He’d griped to the crew chief when he noticed, but everyone had been in such a damned rush there’d been no time to check before liftoff.

His Firestorm starfighter wasn’t a new ship, after all.

“Yo, Skip,” a voice spoke from his earbud simultaneous with the appearance of a globular hologram to the right of the tactical. A young, helmeted face of dark brown and an easy smile stared out from the image. “Looks like that jump was nothing to worry about!”

“The jump wasn’t, Tyrese,” he replied to his wing mate, “but this crotchety old bird is giving me conniptions.”

“I know something about that,” the much younger man quipped.

“Nice,” Skip snorted. He touched the systems hologram, zoomed it in on the warning icon. “Still seeing a short in the shield generator coil.” He tapped the display impatiently, but the computer offered no further advise. “We run into trouble and that thing goes out, it’s curtains for yours truly.”

“What kind of trouble are we going to run into?” Tyrese scoffed. “This is ass end of space.”

And looking back at the tactical hologram, Skip had to agree. Helion was a shallow, three-planet star system. Only the second world out from the primary offered anything of note, an agricultural colony of minimal population. Perched at the edge of the Long Dark, the hazy fringe of stars where the galactic rim thinned out into nothingness, the planet barely rated the attention of anyone.

But with its newfound and nearly-official autonomy, the Union of Free Stars was recognizing the membership of any world with an ether-tenna and a big mouth. The more they had, the more they could counterbalance the still-potent multitudes of the Alliance. And the people out here needed help. With the collapse of order that had followed the outbreak of galactic civil war, they’d been on their own, almost cut off and at the whims of whatever lurked in the Dark, be it natural phenomena or unnatural.

“Sensors are recalibrated,” Skip said and zoomed the tactical in on the second, titular planet. A blue-green marble swelled in the hologram, but gave off no flecks of light, no electronic contacts. “I’m not getting a lot. You seeing anything, Ty?”

“Deader than a door nail,” the younger pilot replied. “Could it have been a mistake?”

“The distress call came by hyper pod,” Skip replied. “The colonists might only have had one or two. I doubt they would’ve wasted one on a mistake.” He scanned the emptiness of the tactical, felt a weird tickle in his gut. “They said they were under attack.”

“Everyone says that,” Tyrese replied with a roll of his eyes in the hologram. “They pick up stray laser signals, bouncing across space from down the galactic arm and hit the panic button. And guys like us get to come running.”

“That’s what we’re here for, Lieutenant,” Skip said without much enthusiasm.

The Union had cobbled together the Civil Defense Wings after a number of deep raids on the part of Alliance task forces, earlier in the war. They were “speed bump” units, comprised of older ships and reservist pilots, heavily-armed enough to dissuade anything short of real trouble. Pirates and smugglers usually ran at the sight of them. But with the war winding down, there were starting to be a lot more of those.

And the nibble of unease at Skip’s gut worsened as his scopes continued to pick up no electronic traffic from the second planet. “Nada,” he mused. “Not a damned thing.” He touched his computer’s toggle and switched to the library display, keyed up a record. “We should be getting something. Helion at least had a couple ether-tenna relay satellites.”

“Should we hail them?”

The nibbling became a bite. “Not yet.” He killed the library feed and gripped the control stick. The Firestorm’s cockpit was notoriously cramped, but suddenly felt even smaller around him. “Accelerate to .0025 c.” He licked suddenly dry lips. “And raise shields.”

The starfighter gave a stubborn shudder as Skip fed power to the gravity drives. A glance at the tactical showed him Tyrese falling in on his right flank, the pair of them like lonely gulls against a sky of black. That damned yellow warning continued its monotonous blink from systems. No help for it.

The ST-111 Firestorm was a generation out of service, too slow to handle the newer starfighters churning out of factories with the galaxy at war-pitch. With carrier-born Marauders filling in the gaps left as the Firestorms broke down or died off, her time was nearing an end. But she was what the Union had had at the war’s start and the old girl had taken her lumps.

And she still had a place, out here at the edge of the Long Dark, the best the Union could fling out to help, while its deadlier toys remained poised if the Alliance should breach the fragile peace. With double-particle cannon on either wing, coupled with eight-point scatter-pack missile launchers, she could tear the face off a raider expecting only quick plunder. More, hyper-drive capable, she didn’t require super-expensive star carriers to be tied down, trolling for wild goose chases.

The Firestorm could be anywhere. Or nowhere.

But Skip Farell found himself wishing he had a few of those Marauders here, now, or even a Jester Hellhound. The silence of the Helion System haunted him as he and his young charge plunged down the gravity well.

“Got something,” Tyrese announced. In the globular, bluey light from his own holographic displays caught the glint of a sweat track sliding out from under the seam of his helmet. “Twenty degrees off starboard, at y plus forty, about a quarter million clicks off. Looks like debris.”

Tensing, Skip touched the tactical hologram and zoomed it in on the coordinates. Hazy contacts appeared. His war book computer seemed to pause before labelling the objects with pointers and speculations. “Inconclusive,” he murmured. “But they could be wreckage.” Eyes narrowed as he read the analysis. “Definitely synthetic.”

“Maybe a cargo ship or something?” Tyrese asked. “Thought I saw in the briefing packet they’d been expecting a hauler for grain exports.”

Skip shook his head. “Don’t know.”

“Maybe we should split up? One of us hail the planet while the other goes dark and watches for what turns up?”

It wasn’t a bad idea. The kid was pretty sharp and Skip felt a pang of sympathy for him, fresh out of Union’s ninety-day crash course and ready to fight, but with no starfighter ready for him at the front. So, command had dumped out here, where there was need, and a ship.

“Let’s keep it together,” Skip decided. “We came tearing out of hyper with active sensors lit up and shields running. If there’s anyone out there, they know we’re here.” He gulped back ashy taste. “But I will try a hail.”

Touching the communicator control and then the marble of Helion on the tactical with his free hand, Skip queued up the general address frequency. He’d be transmitting out on the open, for the whole universe to listen in.

“Helion Control,” he spoke—proud he’d forced the edgy quiver from his voice, “this is Civil Defense Wing One-Two-Seven out of Halcyon. We are responding to your distress call. Please, respond.”

And he waited. The transmission would take some time, even at light speed, rushing down the gravity well ahead of their Firestorms. A response would take even longer. Skip listened to the rattle of something loose to aft in the old starfighter. Oddly, it calmed him as the silence stretched.

“This is weird,” Tyrese muttered.

“Give it time.”

“Yeah, I guess.” The younger man squirmed in the confines of this cockpit in the globular. “So, you believe all this talk about armistice, Skip? You really think the Alliance is done?”

Skip suppressed the urge to silence the younger man. Theirs was a laser-point, line-of-site communications link, almost impossible to intercept unless you flew right through it. But they were still giving off power. Forget it, he thought, almost ready to laugh at his own nerves. Besides, the kid sounded bothered. “I don’t know,” he replied. “I’ve heard a lot of that kind of chatter. Before the Battle of Junction, everyone said it would be over in a month.”

“You were at Junction?”

A tinge of the ashy taste returned as Skip recalled a star field ravaged with plasma fires. “Lot of us old dogs were. We threw everything at them. And that was just the beginning.” He favored the image in the globular with a smile. “Don’t sweat it kid. You’ll get your chance.”

The tactical pinged and the debris cloud they’d detected earlier blinked. Speed had brought them close enough for the long-range sensors to refine data and a smaller globular popped out from the main one. The war book computer painted a couple schematics across it.

Skip frowned. “Could be the remains of a Rynamax XI Agro-hauler or an old Syntar X.” The frown pinched to match the tension in his guts as he read the war book’s assessment further. “Whatever it was, definitely destroyed by explosion.”

“Attack,” Tyrese replied in a tight voice, eagerness warring with dread.

“You might be getting your chance sooner rather than later, kid.”

No response came to that.

Skip flicked the communicator, which had been repeating his hail, killing the transmission. No sense broadcasting their location, now. He fought back a surge of fury with himself. They hadn’t come expecting a fight, had come barging in-system like a pair of drunks into a bar, reckless and loud. Now, whoever was still possibly here had them painted up with sensors and targeting beams.

Except he wasn’t reading any of that, either. The silence continued.

“Accelerate to attack speed,” he ordered. With his free hand, he drew a course across the tactical hologram, the computer painting a dotted line in response, curving down to the planet, Helion. The line solidified and adjusted as the computer refined his instructions. “Follow my course,” he said, feeling the Firestorm shiver with added thrust.

Cold sweat dampened the insides of his flight suit, quickly glued the liner to his flesh. He gripped the stick in both hands, felt them tremble and then still as they tightened around it. His own breathing echoed against the insides of the cockpit, obscenely loud.

Skip had been at Junction, yeah. But that had been his first and his last real fight. Everything since had been chases into the dark, like this one, tailing pirates or shadows. More often than not, nothing. Civil Defense hadn’t been a bad war. And he hadn’t resisted the postings, the slow drift away from the front lines. He didn’t have anything to prove to anyone. He’d seen massacre. He’d seen whole starfighter squadrons smeared from space like they hadn’t even been there.

He hadn’t thought about a lot of those old hands in a while, those dead squadron mates. And he couldn’t help but hear them jeering from the Beyond that, this time, the death they hadn’t escaped was catching up to old Skip Farell, at last.

“Contact!”

Skip had clenched down every muscle so hard that Tyrese’s warning went through him like a body blow, nearly spasmed the contents from his bladder. He searched the tactical display frantically. “Where?”

A ping from the computer answered him and the tactical blinked crimson warnings. Curving around from the far side of Helion, a pair of contacts streaked for open space. At extreme range, they were hardly more than smears of energy. A holographic pointer brushed over both as sensor data refined. The war book globular fluttered uncertainly, toggling through different starship schemata as it attempted identification from the emissions signatures.

“They’re heading our way,” Tyrese said unnecessarily, voice gone a pitch higher. “They’re accelerating!”

“What are they?” Skip murmured, watching the war book display continue its spasmic toggle. “Kid, I’m having trouble identifying. Maybe something’s off with my sensor suite. What are you reading?”

“Not just you,” he replied. “Computer’s flaking out.”

“Maybe they’re some kind of local improvisation,” Skip wondered aloud, touching the war book hologram to stop its nervous flickering. He swiped through the computer’s top few choices, but none of them made sense. With a flicking gesture, he dismissed the globular and stared into the tactical. “Those don’t look like grav drive wakes.”

With the exception of a few bizarrieties, most starships crossed normal space on gravity field polarizers, more efficient than any chemical drive. But the disturbance those drives made in propelling a vessel were distinct and easily detected—easily catalogued. Whatever Skip’s sensors were picking up, it wasn’t that.

“They’re giving off a shit ton of Cherenkov radiation,” Tyrese pointed out. “Almost looks like some kind of high energy pulse rocket.”

Skip frowned at the pair of mystery guests shooting out from the planet to meet them. “Nobody uses anything like that; not settlers, not pirates.”

“Tell that to them, Commander,” Tyrese replied with a nervous laugh. “They’re coming right at us! Intercept in five minutes.”

An ugly blat sounded from the computer and Skip gulped back acidy taste. “They’re painting us with active sensors!” 

“No way that’s friendly.”

“Just hold your horses,” Skip replied through clenched teeth. He touched the sensor readout, read a quick scroll of text. “Sensor emissions are standard, at least. They don’t appear to be targeting beams. Just giving us a look.”

“But what the hell are they?”

Skip started to reply in the negative, but halted. A cool wind blew up through him. He could feel the thud of his pulse, hear it over the thrum of his prowling starfighter, louder than anything. Realization crystallized in his skull, became something beyond fear; a howling uncertainty, even as he suddenly was very certain. He checked the systems display, made certain the mission recorder was active, capturing every second, every sensor reading, every pixel.

“Lieutenant,” he said hoarsely, “I’m considering the possibility...that these are not vehicles from any known human source.”

“What are you—” the younger man’s voice cut off. “Wait. You mean, alien?”

“I mean unknown.”

Silence dragged for seconds. When Tyrese’s voice returned, it was nervously dismissive. “Computer’s got records of every ship ever flown off a human world; Union, Alliance, pre-Alliance, pre-AI War.”

“This is what I’m saying,” Skip replied.

“Got to be a mistake.”

But it wasn’t; Skip knew it, as sure as he’d known anything. And thoughts stumbled all over one another as he tried to steady breathing that wanted to speed up. He stared at the pair of contacts, speeding out towards them, nothing more than points of yellow-hued light, but solidifying as he watched, as the distances burned away between them.

First contact, he thought, disbelieving the words, even as they formed. He suddenly had no idea what to do, lurched a finger at the systems display, called up a list of protocols. He’d been in extended deep space journeys, in combat, in a dozen different forms of unusual but natural phenomenon. But he didn’t know if he’d ever seen a procedure for this!

The galaxy—the human one, anyway—had been on a shoot-first-ask-questions-later standing for years now.

“They’re still coming on hard,” Tyrese pointed out. “What do we do?”

“Got it!” A textual packet flashed up before Skip. He read quickly. Sweat sizzled down the side of his face, damped the seam between helm and flesh. Buried in the Firestorm’s library, there was an old, Alliance-era signal, simple binary code, reputedly simple enough to decipher and draw meaning from, a greeting. Math was supposed to be universal and any civilization that’d reached the stars would have the means to interpret.

Of course, the scientists who’d hypothesized that had long-since had their funding cut by the Alliance, along with the Galactic Survey Corps. And the new-born Union had yet to develop any such infrastructure.

“I’m doing it,” Skip decided out loud. “I’ve got the First Contact Protocol, kid, and I’m going to transmit.”

“This is really happening?”

“If I’m wrong, then someone’s just going to be confused,” Skip replied. “But if I’m right; kid, I’m not opening up universal communications with blasterfire.”

“Right,” came the hesitant response. “Um...our shields?”

Skip hadn’t thought about that. Another glance showed him the contacts—the aliens—still piling on speed as they left Helion behind. It probably wasn’t ideal, but... “Leave them up for now.”

“Right.” It was hard not to hear Tyrese’s relief.

“But maintain present speed,” Skip added. He held out a finger over the blinking actuator on the communications panel. “All right!”

“God help us,” the younger pilot muttered.

Skip depressed the key.

And waited.

“How long till they receive?” Tyrese asked in a hushed voice.

Skip swallowed. “Low-power, broad-beam laser. Speed of light.” He glanced at the tactical, at the closing distances, and made a mental calculation. “Maybe a minute.” A not-so-distant part of him noted that they were closing to extreme weapons range. He swallowed again. “Less than that to reply.”

They waited. The Firestorm creaked around him. Holograms shifted before him. The war book globular flashed into being once more. A schematic began to draw as fragments of data became meaning.

What Skip saw made no sense as a space craft and was definitely not of any design scheme he knew. Looks like a tube, he thought. Spikes flayed out from what appeared to be its bow, looked almost like appendage meant to catch something and draw them towards what appeared to be a maw. What purpose either served, Skip couldn’t begin to say, but both were alight with energy readings of a thoroughly confusing sort. The sensors fretted before labeling them some kind of temporal disturbance.

What the hell?

The communicator pinged. Skip jumped again.

“Transmission!” Tyrese squawked. “Not from our visitors! From the planet!”

Giving himself a shake, Skip touched the comm. The planetary message would have outrun the strangers, but still have taken time to reach him. A globular squirmed to life before him, fraught with lines of pixelation and squalling with static. A woman with a smear of soot across one side of her face and hair wildly tangled stared out from haze.

“—ayday,” she cried. “Union vessels, this is Sparklight Station on Helios! We are under attack!”

Skip’s blood froze in the veins.

“They’ll be zeroing in on this transmission,” she went on, “so hurry! They came out of nowhere! No attempt to communicate! All local defenses reduced! They’ve been taking us apart from orbit!”

“Oh my god...” Tyrese warbled in Skip’s earbud.

“Mayday!” the woman wailed. “Mayday! Hurry, please! They’re probably seeing this now so you have to—”

A flash lit the woman from behind. The globular blinked from existence.

Gone.

The tactical blatted. Skip’s gaze flew to the hologram in time to see both contacts pulsing, going red as the computer judged hostile action. His heart slammed up into his throat. “That’s targeting beams!” He grabbed the flight stick. “Evasive!”

Cyan filled the forward viewscreens in the same moment Skip tore the stick reflexively to port. The Firestorm jolted around him, slammed sideways as everything went white. Then a crash of sparks and smoke slapped across his right arm, something metal clacking off his helmet. Alarms screamed and the systems display blacked out for a second before returning, splotched in red.

“Shit!”

Gagging as smoke filled the cockpit, Skip regained his grip on the stick and wrenched again to port, at the same time dumping power into the thrusters. The spaceframe groaned around him in response, then rattled against his spine as the Firestorm put on speed. A panicked glance at the tactical showed him the blue wing-shapes of his and Tyrese’s starfighters splitting up as plasma fire clawed the heavens between.

The pair of attackers—alien attackers—was veering after him.

“Civil Defense Leader!” Tyrese’s voice cried through the warble of alarms. “Skip, answer me!”

“Bait and switch, kid!” Skip replied, old habits rapidly returning. “I’m the bait; you do the switching—right around on their asses!”

“They just started shooting—”

Blue-white bolts carved the starfield to aft, questing after Skip’s tail. It was frantic, though, almost unaimed. They’d opened fire at extreme range, had been damned lucky to hit anything at all. And now, with the throttle wide open, he was running ahead of their targeting. But they were closing fast, cutting across the arc of his evasion. Another blast shuddered dangerously close.

How hurt am I? He glanced at the systems display. The whole deflector shield system blinked crimson, shorted out and cooked off. Sonofabitch! Damned stupid luck! They hit me with a lucky break and the whole generator coil fried. I’m going to skin that crew chief!

If he didn’t get a skinning, himself.

“Getting kind of warm here, Ty!”

“I’m coming around on ‘em!”

And he was, having carved a wide arc and then cutting back across the attacking pair’s tails. Skip’s own ship was beginning to pull away now. Whatever they were, they didn’t have a Firestorm’s speed—which meant they didn’t have much, the old ‘Storm being kind of a dog of the space ways, anymore.

Not starfighters, at all, he thought, putting on enough distance that the blasts weren’t right on his backside and getting a little breathing room. Smoke cleared from the cockpit as the vent fan rattled. Details on the tactical became deadly clear. The attackers were nearly corvette-sized, worm-like hulls, spiked at the bow—like he’d seen before. Energy danced about the spikes, concentrated and lashed out as forks of silent fire. Nothing like missiles, like a human ship would fire, spouted out after them, though.

Tyrese was under no such restriction. Blazing up on the trailing of the pair, his Firestorm flickered wildly in the hologram, then burst into an eight-pronged blossom as he triggered one of his scatter-packs. Antimatter-tipped warheads boiled out after the weird ships, looping, whirling in for the kill.

The shimmer of energy forking about their spines changed its frenetic dance. Blast bolts were suddenly slicing back along their tails, along the weird columns of brilliance they rode, fanning out wider. One met a winding missile trail in an actinic globe-flash of destruction, the scatter-pack missile smeared from existence. Similar jolts daisy-chained across space as the flurry of fire claimed half the remaining projectiles.

But three wound in close. The wild energy at the spines of the trailing vessels suddenly spasmed out and astern, bathing the whole craft in a cocoon of lighting-like glare. The closest missile glanced off what became instantly obvious as another version of a deflector shield. White fire took the second as it slammed home. But the ship shuddered, ionized particles streaming free as the third struck and sharp flashes betrayed some kind of damage and the lightning dance about it unraveled and died.

“Going to guns!” Tyrese cried out over the tactical network.

Azure bolts leapt forth from his wing-shaped fuselage, ravaged across the increasingly-shortening space between him and his prey. Particle beams carved into bulbous, almost chitinous-looking plate. Whatever comprised it, it ran like slag as sun-hot bolts ripped through. Streaks of gas—what must be atmosphere—bled into the void. Tags of fire caught in these, writhed orange-red tatters behind the craft as embers and debris plumed free. The ungainly vessel began to tumble sideways, the shaft of propulsion behind it waving out like a flashlight beam panned across a night sky.

A fireball of terrific violence shattered it all into glowing splinters across a thousand kilometers of space.

“Got the bastard!” Tyrese cheered.

And Skip wondered just what or who he’d gotten.

But he had little time to ponder it. The second ship ripped out of its pursuit of Skip and began a sprint for deep space. Coming out of the still-expanding debris from the first one, Tyrese was closing in. But Skip was now in the best position.

Despite warnings blinking from his displays, Skip killed his thrusters, pulsed his maneuvering fields, and let the Firestorm wheel on its y-axis, side-slipping almost parallel to the attacker. Targeting icons haloed over the fleeing vessel, going crimson as sensors locked in on its unusual drive emissions. Target lock buzzed from the computer. Skip’s mouth dried as he beheld what could not possibly be a starship of human manufacture streaking before him.

Cyan streaks leapt out from the ship, chopping the vacuum around him. A shudder through the spaceframe reminded him only one had to hit to finish him and he flipped the weapons selector and stroked the trigger. Another sustained shudder went through the Firestorm as an eight-missile spread leapt from the port hardpoint and seethed out into the void.

The fleeing alien’s fire concentrated on the incoming salvo. A missile burst in silent white fire. The others wheeled by, twisting frantically to avoid the ship’s approximation of point-defense fire. Another blew, and another. And it was putting on speed, now, terrible speed, the column of energy scorching out behind it brightening to sun-like intensity.

“Watch that!” Skip yelped as he nosed after their attacker. A wobble kept his Firestorm’s wing above and away from the torrent of power. A glance at the sensors showed him confusion, more of the weird temporal contradictions, as though the propulsion system violated physics. Whatever it was, it claimed another scatter-pack missile that drifted too close, burst it with the effortlessness of a soap bubble.

“Look at it!” Tyrese’s voice crackled over the tactical. “It’s moving now!”

And it was, dumping on terrible speeds as its defensive fire swatted away the remaining missiles in a blazing flurry. But Skip was throwing everything he had into the thrusters. The Firestorm quivered in response, straining. That damned ship was still silhouetted against his sensors, still fixated in his targeting halos.

“Oh, no, you don’t,” he growled through clenching teeth,

Flicking the selector to energy weapons, he squeezed the trigger and sent particle beam lightning after it. To his surprise, the azure blade sliced through the wild energies of its shields and cut into its chitinous hide. Plumes of escaping vapor and shrapnel bled out behind it and the column of power rocketing out behind it sputtered. It almost seemed it had diverted too much power to fleeing to protect itself.

“You hurt ‘em!” Tyrese was shouting across the tactical network. A second set of blaster streaks tore in from starboard, chasing the strange vessel. “Pour it on!”

The alien ship swelled in Skip’s viewscreen, the halo over it baleful red and pulsing as the targeting computer blatted encouragement.

The world-ending flash of a fusion blast seared across the hologram, then slammed Skip Farrel’s Firestorm with shockwave an instant later. Something crashed off the starboard wing and the systems display was pulsing red again. A damage alarm wailed. But he was too busy fighting to control the tumbling fighter to worry, wrestling the stick to left and then right, stomping a foot down to try to jolt a response from the thrusters.

A squeal and a sudden acceleration flopped Skip back against his seat. Stars winked from the viewscreen ahead—not fire, not death—and he could hear his heart slamming over the chorus of many alarms. Breathing hard, he smacked the systems display to kill some of them. Desperately, he searched the tactical. The blue glow of Tyrese’s Firestorm was the only thing there, rushing to catch up to him.

“Nice shooting!”

“I didn’t...” Skip replied breathlessly. He started to notice the ache of his no-longer young body. Neck throbbed from its wrenching and shoulders stung where restraints had bitten. “It just blew!”

“You must have,” the younger man replied. 

“I swear, I didn’t.” He blinked through sweat. “I was about to...but...” He trailed off as the ramifications of what he was thinking sank in.

“Jesus, Skip,” Tyrese murmured. Then, “Jesus, what do we do now?”

Pulse beginning to slow and breath no longer tearing in his lungs, Skip gulped once and considered it. He forced himself to look at the systems display, at all the crimson warnings, and cursed. The decision, it seemed, was already made for him.

“We fly by Helion,” he replied, “see what’s left, see if there are any survivors.”

“Didn’t look good.”

“Briefing packet said there were ten thousand settlers. Someone will be down there. Someone’s going to need help.”

“What good are two Firestorms going to be?”

“One Firestorm,” Skip told him. “You’re going to be making a break for hyperspace again and taking word of this with you.”

“What?”

“That last exchange,” Skip replied. “Took out my hyperdrive. I’m stuck here, kid.” He blew out a pensive breath and eyed the blue-green marble of Helion. “Might as well do somebody some good.”

Silence answered him for a moment. “I’m not leaving you.”

“No, you’re not,” Skip said with a forced chuckle. “You get back to Halcyon and tell them what’s happening and then you get your ass back here and get me out!”

Tyrese’s laugh in return was no less-forced. But he’d follow orders. He was a good kid.

“Go on.” Skip nosed back towards Helion.

“And what am I telling people?” The young man sounded honestly bewildered.

Skip released a shuddering sigh. “Tell them that even though the war with the Alliance might be winding down, we might’ve just started a new one, out here.”
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Part 2 – Denial
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HOLOGRAPHIC RECEPTOR ON>>>

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 920549>>> RECEPTION>>> Ansolm Levine, President of the Union of Free Stars, smiles tolerantly at the babble of reporters. Lights from hovercameras gleam off his faintly waxy skin and shadows linger under his eyes. Sleep, it appears, has been hard to come by. He’s been answering questions from a podium set up in the antechamber of the Union Senate for nearly an hour.

“Mister President,” a spritely blonde reporter asks after he gestures to her, “can you confirm that all fighting has ceased as a result of this announcement?”

“It’s a big galaxy,” he replies, “and communications take time getting to all its corners. But I can assure you, all Union forces have received orders to stand down.”

“And the Alliance?”

“Hard for me to speak for our opposites,” Levine says with a grin, “but our ships are certainly watching theirs across the agreed-upon no man’s land.”

Another reporter is waving for attention and Levine nods to him. “That no man’s land purportedly includes a large swatch of the Fringe Worlds. Have we given up claim to those systems? Have we ceded them to the Alliance?”

Levine swipes a tendril of his thinning hair back from his large forehead. “We’ve ceded nothing. And I want to be very clear on this; no world that has extended to the Union its desire for membership has been turned away. Any worlds we’ve been in active conversations with have been excluded from the No-Fly Zone agreement.”

“But a significant number of worlds currently under distress have been cut off?” the blonde reporter from before pipes back up.

Levine winces. “I’m afraid that is so. And a number of systems occupied by the Alliance against their will remain so.” He sighs. “But these are the terms we had to agree to for the cease fire.”

“So those worlds will have to wait on the talks for relief, one way or another?”

“That is the agreement.”

“And when will the talks take place? Where?”

“Soon.” Levine grins again. “And you can understand why I can’t divulge the particulars of them.”

“Mister President, what level of confidence do you have in these talks? Will it really be peace, after two and a half years?”

Levine’s smile turns fierce and the shadow of weariness falls from him for a moment. “The Union is free. We have fought and suffered to make that so. If the Alliance can respect that, put it in writing, then, yes. We will have peace.”

SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 555151>>>PIRATE CHANNEL-RECEPTION>>> Rain hammers a scene of mud and misery. A haze-wreathed tent city sprawls across a hillside, looking down like the tiers of an amphitheater into a bowl crowded with idling starships. Some of the tents have emptied out, disgorging long columns of soaking, ragged forms to the landing zone.

“I’d estimate at least ten thousand,” a voice reports in the monotone that comes with exhaustion. “And I’d guess there are hundreds of camps like this one, all over Xenos, waiting for pickup, too.”

The crowd bunches as it nears the starships. Woefully-understaffed aides with white armbands try to direct traffic. But the inevitable confusion ensues. Streams of refugees pour up the ramps of the ships and clog them. More clot about landing gears. The din of argument and desperation and cries of children rises from the bowl.

“Local government has completely broken down, with the desertion of the Alliance Governor and his staff. Most of these ships and relief workers are volunteers. The Fleet actually threatened to fire on them, initially, but pulled out before anything happened. Nevertheless, as you can see, there aren’t enough ships.”

Fighting has broken out around the bellies of the transports and haulers. Refugee has turned against refugee. Starship crews brandish weapons to keep more of the pitiful forms from packing their vessels. A blaster bolt squalls into the sky and dozens drop to the ground, cowering.

“Without shipments from off-world,” the voice drones on miserably, “starvation spreads and panic mounts. It’s worse than a blockade. We’ve been abandoned. If anyone is receiving this transmission, Union or Alliance, please hear this. We’re not interested in sides. We don’t care. We just need food and medical supplies, anything you can send. We need help...”

SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 323277>>>Private Transmission-RECEPTION>>> A grainy viewpoint wobbles with the telltale perspective of a hovercamera, likely guided by remote. It slips between trees towards the glare of a clearing where a harsh sun catches wisps of snow stirred by the passage of shadows.

“This is on the outskirts of Primus,” a shaking voice whispers, obviously belonging to whomever guides the drone. “This isn’t some backwater. They’re doing this on the freaking capital world of the Alliance!”

Details of a barbed-wire fence sharpen as the holocamera reaches the edge of the tree line. A stockade, complete with gun towers and catwalks prowled by figures in black, lies beyond it. Beneath the guns and the visored masks of what are obviously Council Guardsmen, scarecrow figures wander aimlessly in the rags of clothes that look like they’ve been worn for weeks. Some gather in front of ramshackle shelters. A few simply huddle on the ground, watching the guards with gazes empty and spectral from privation.

“‘Politically unstable’ is what my informants say these folks are,” the voice says. “I’ve identified local artists, activists, even one well-known HoloMedia celebrity. All have been noted for speaking out. All are here.”

The view point jerks back behind a tree for a moment as a flight of spherical hover drones with plasma blaster mounts skims overhead. The prisoners cringe as they pass. Someone whimpers. But the drones don’t hesitate.

“This is real, people!” the voice snarls, shaking with fury. “This is right in your backyard!”

A scream echoes from the back of the camp. Crowds form. They are just as quickly broken up as Council Guardsmen shoulder through, dragging a kicking form with them. A child is wailing, trying to grab at the woman being pulled by her arms through the masses. Shouts of outrage rise. The prisoners begin to crowd in.

One of the Guardsmen whirls to face their anger with a blastrifle aimed. The prisoners shrink away. But their cries, their accusations continue to rain into his helmeted face. He backpedals, following the rest of his detachment. They’ve reached a waiting, idling hovertruck. The kid is still grappling for the woman’s ankle as the guards lift her onto its back gate and shove her through its door.

One of them puts a gauntleted hand on the child’s face and shoves, sends him hurtling backwards with enough force to gouge a trench into the dirt beneath him when he lands.

“This is what Noovin’s government is doing!”

SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 422496>>> RECEPTION>>> “As always, I’m Sandra Brookes, for Galactic Daily,” the well-known anchorwoman says, looking straight into the camera, “and we’re pleased to have High Councilor Alexi Noovin on the show.”

Noovin reclines easily in a plush chair in the studio, facing Brookes as she crosses her legs and faces him. “Thanks for always being such a welcoming venue, Sandra.”

“Of course!” she replies with a hint of over-familiarity. It is well-known her hard-hitting reports have not always been welcomed by the Councilor. “Thank you for agreeing to join us! Now, there have been a lot of questions about the armistice and a potential peace with the Union systems. But I wanted to take a moment to talk about some of the disturbing rumors reaching us, about political suppression and what some are calling a media blackout.”

“Obviously we’re sitting here, talking now, Sandra,” Noovin replies smoothly. “So if there’s a media blackout, your show has somehow escaped it!”

Brookes giggles uncharacteristically, almost forcedly, and leans closer to the Councilor, obviously affected familiarity. “Certainly, that’s true.” She manages to inject a little seriousness into her tone, a touch of her more known probing. “But there are the questions about the length of this State of Emergency that the Assembly declared. When can the citizenry expect a suspension of this lock-down?”

“I don’t know that I’d characterize it as a ‘lock-down’, Sandra,” Noovin scoffs—though it’s hard to miss the note of menace or the glint in his eyes. “But certainly, these are unprecedented times. With the shortage of hyper fuel and the temporary breakdown in trade to some worlds, it’s been necessary to take what some rightly call harsh measures.”

“But with the possibility of peace,” Sandra presses, “with the likelihood of demobilization, some of those measures can be relaxed, can’t they?”

“Peace does not necessarily mean friendship,” Noovin replies with a warning glower. “The Union and the Alliance are likely to remain on a tense footing for some time to come.”

He looks straight into the holocamera. “And the Emergency is likely to last for a similar amount of time.”

***
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KELLY HARRISON AWOKE with her father’s death in her eyes again.

Groaning, she sat up from the bed in her cramped quarters and leaned forward, feet cringing as they touched the cold of the floor, elbows on thighs, hands cupped over her face. Fingertips kneaded the flesh of her brow, her temples. The air was still and cool. A rustle and a bump reminded her of Tim, twisted in the covers behind her, crammed unceremoniously against the wall.

Her arms ached from hugging him so close, so hard.

But she still heard the squalling alarms, saw the fiery red flashes of targeting displays, cyan of blasterfire. She still saw death. Dad’s death.

That bastard Greer. He had to have known.

And a sick part of it made sense. In the closing stages of the fight at Surigao, her father, Alliance Admiral Harrison—the Admiral, as his children had reflexively called him—had crossed space, probably for some in-person conference. Union Admiral Greer had gotten wind of it. And he’d been presented with too good of an opportunity to pass up; knock out the enemy’s best field commander. So, he’d taken it. And Kelly had been the best, closest tool at hand, even though she had had no idea.

The bastard. He’d known it would be her, there at the sharp end. The bastard!

Now, her father was dead. And any thought of a way back to whatever her life had been was dead, too. It was all over.

Looking up and around at the tight bed chamber, really a narrow cave—really a cell—she wondered if things were all over with the Jesters, as well.

“You should be getting some sleep,” Tim murmured from the sheets.

She turned to him with a fond smile. “You should be guarding me.”

“I am.” He rolled over and reached for her, pulled at her elbow. “See? No way you can get away.”

“Not even if I tried.” But her smile crumbled. “Tim, you really shouldn’t be here.”

He fixed her with a hazel-eyed stare, his half-smile crinkling weary features, his sleep-rumpled sandy-brown hair adding a bit of the absurd. “I’m exactly where I should be.” His features hardened a little. “Always.”

She touched his face, almost wobbled to look at him. “I love you,” she whispered and leaned over to kiss him.

“Love you, too,” he murmured into her lips and began to reach around her shoulders, pull her in for more.

But she resisted, tugged out of his grasp despite herself. “But you should go. This doesn’t look good, Tim. It really doesn’t. I’ll cause you trouble.”

“You always do.”

She rolled her eyes and scooped up a pillow, slapped his face with it. “Quit playing around! The trial is today. This morning.”

“It’s not a trial,” Tim muttered as he sat up, wiggled so they were side-by-side. “It’s a hearing.”

“It’s a trial,” she insisted. “And I deserve one.” She thought about that, about which crimes she should answer for. “The Jesters deserve to know the truth.”

“All of it?” he asked with his half-smirk. But there was an edge there, too. The full truth of what had happened on Fury, why Kelly had deserted the Jesters then, was complicated for all of them.

She touched his arm. “Enough of it that they can make whatever judgements they need to make.”

“We knew, too,” Tim said. “Red and I...well, the best you could say was we didn’t stop you.”

The fighting for the Fury System had been the worst. The Union had called in the Hell’s Jesters to hold it against what eventually was a full Alliance invasion fleet. Casualties had been high. Atrocities had escalated. No one came out of it looking good. And none of the Jesters—nor their Union Marine allies—had been in a merciful mood.

Which had put prisoners in a very tough spot.

And one of them—Kelly’s Alliance starfighter pilot brother, shot down over Fury—had been in a very tough spot, indeed.

Her brother. Her father. The Jesters. She grimaced. Families at war, with each other, within each other.

“I’m not going to let the Jesters tear themselves apart,” she told Tim. “Whatever happens with this, I will own it.”

He gripped her arm. “But it wasn’t just you. And we had to do something about that crazy machine.”

“And believe me, I’m going to bring that up!”

To coordinate what they’d anticipated would be a lengthy siege on Fury, the Jesters had copied the super-intelligence that helped run the organization, the AI, Overmind. They’d brought it to Fury and installed it. And nothing about that had gone right. The AI warped, corrupted, took on a different personality—really, it’s original, homicidal one. It’d turned on the them. And it had forced a deal with the Jesters, to free itself of servitude to them; Kelly had leveraged that to get her brother out.

That thing’s still out there, she recalled with a trickle of fear, somewhere.

Tim was squeezing her arm harder. “I’m not giving you up again.”

“I thought you said it was a hearing” she squeezed back “not a trial?”

His smile returned. “It is. A hearing, I mean. It’s just...baby, I don’t know what happens after that.”

She tensed a little, couldn’t help it. “You mean the hearing, or with us?”

He laughed out loud. “Are you kidding?” He pulled her into his arms, one snaking around the small of her back, pulling her to him, the other rising to set his hand on the side of her face. She couldn’t look away from him. She didn’t want to. “Lady, I know exactly what happens between you and I. Never going to be any doubt about that.”

Kelly smiled into his face, then chuckled a little and leaned forward into him, felt him press his lips to her forehead. “Sorry. Maybe I needed to hear that.”

“I’ll say it as many times as you need.”

“Maybe once more?”

He chortled again and pulled her close, kissed the crown of her head, and held her in silence. He really was a good man. The best.

“What I meant” he went on “was what happens with the Jesters? There’s all this armistice talk across the Holomedia, even in the Alliance’s controlled media! If they’re letting it fly free, it must mean it’s serious.”

She pulled back at little to look at him. “The end of the war.”

“Yeah.” He shrugged. “But what does that mean for the Jesters? What do the freedom fighters do when the galaxy’s free?”

She frowned. “A lot of it won’t be.”

“Which is exactly what Red’s going to say.” Tim shook his head, eyes going bleak. “She’s never going to want this to end.”

“If the Union makes peace with the Alliance, then continuing the fight will be illegal.” Kelly couldn’t help the little shake that entered her voice. “The Jesters would be criminals, again. Terrorists.”

Which is what the Hell’s Jesters had been in the beginning, more or less. Theirs had been a fight, not with any star-nation, or for any cause, but against the galactic mega-corporation, Syntar. And victory in that fight had often meant plunder, not freedom. That was the Jesters as Kelly had known them, when she’d come out to stop them as an Alliance starfighter pilot.

Back when it all started.

“I’m not going back to that,” Tim said.

“Me, neither.”

“But we’ve got people who aren’t done with the war,” he said, “even if it’s done with them. What do we do about that?”

“Nothing,” Kelly replied harshly. It sounded terrible, but she didn’t care, shook her head as she went on. “If the war’s over, we go.” Her grip on him tightened. “Isn’t that what you want, Tim? To just leave all this behind?”

He blew out a long breath and stared at the wall before him. Silence dragged and a new fear tingled in Kelly’s nerves, compelled her to grip him harder, though he showed little sign of noticing. Had she misjudged her moment? He she misjudged him?

“I feel like I’ve been at it as long as I’ve been alive,” he muttered.

“And I know what you mean.” She gave him a little shake, made him look back at her. “But I’m done with it. It’s taken my life and my family and torn them to shreds.” She blinked, realized her eyes had filled with tears. Wiping them away, she said, “I want to build something.” Another shake. “I want to do it with you.”

His smiled returned and, with it, Kelly’s relief. “I want that, too,” he said and took her hands into his. “But...how do we leave this?”

“We just get in a ship and go, Tim,” she declared. “We fly. We fly someplace as far from all of this as we can.”

He laughed. “Sounds a whole lot like what this hearing’s going to be about.”

“It sure does,” she replied, laughing back. “But the difference is, this time I won’t be leaving anything, anyone behind. This time we will make a break for it. Together.”

He raised a hand to her hair, ran the fingers through auburn strands. “Just keep flying?”

“There’s a whole galaxy out there, Tim,” she replied. “Beyond any of this insanity. Beyond the galactic rim, if that’s what it takes. All the way out to the Long Dark.”

Much of humanity’s expansion after the Diaspora from Old Sol had spread down the galactic arm of the Milky Way, towards its center and increasingly dense stars. But some had sought the weird emptiness in the opposite direction.

Tim grunted. “There’s more out there than you think. We’ve been hearing stories of settlers done with both sides, just making a run for it.”

“Maybe we’ll find some of them,” she said. “People just done with the war. A quiet place where, I don’t know, maybe we just start everything, civilization, all of it, all over again.”

His half-smile twisted a little, hinted at the smart-assed humor that was such a part of his character, what had repelled her when they first met—before she’d learned it was a shield over something more serious, vulnerable. “Never pegged you for such an idealist.”

“I don’t know that I’d call it idealism,” she scoffed. “Maybe just...freedom.”

“Thought that’s what we were fighting for, here.”

“For others,” she said and gripped the front of his rumpled shirt. “Now it’s time we took it for ourselves.” She stared straight up into his eyes, wouldn’t give him the chance to look away or evade now. “Can you do that, Tim?”

His eyes shined warmly, without any hint of hesitation. “That sounds really nice,” he replied. “But we’ve got to finish things here. It’s got to be done. Agree?”

“How are we going to know when that is?”

His smile was more certain than Kelly could bring herself to feel.

“We just will.”

***
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BRADLEY BOXER WONDERED how a machine could feel the desire for vengeance.

For him, it was a simple matter, of course. He’d once strode the space ways, a titan, a captain of industry. His decisions had moved the greatest corporation the galaxy had ever seen. His wealth had influenced—no, purchased—power at the highest levels of government. He’d been above reproach, above repercussions. He’d been a god.

And then, the Hell’s Jesters.

They’d started a nuisance, their petty raids, their thievery. But those had been flea bites, even when they’d started yoking the rage of worlds taken advantage of by Boxer’s Syntar Fleet Corporation, even when things started to get political. It was only after the heavy-handed Alliance got involved that things began spinning out of control. Then it was a brushfire, then a firestorm. Then it was a rebellion.

But it had started with the Jesters.

He hated them. The executives who’d sold him out to Alliance authorities he could almost understand, in the way you understood it when a half-starved, wild animal dragged someone out of their tent at night. The politicians, he should have handled more carefully. He should have seen that viper Noovin for what he was.

The Jesters, though...that was personal. They’d made it clear. They’d come after him, more than once. And now he was free, again, loose to return the favor. Them, he could hurt.

But those were human motivations.

He looked around the bridge of the Syntar-built Space Control Ship. He was alone, amongst the blinking lights of unmanned consoles and the bluey glow of holograms rotating through views and schemata and maps—all, he presumed, for his benefit. He knew the ship well, one of his now-defunct company’s top-of-the-line models, designed to command drone fleets tasked with securing the worlds Syntar seized and exploited.

Even under normal operating conditions, though, he wouldn’t be the only living thing on the ship.

“You’re anxious, again,” a cold, vaguely-feminine voice spoke from the air around him. “I can tell, by your breathing, your heart rate, the temperature of your skin.”

That skin crawled as Boxer replied, “It’s fine. Just waiting for the main event.”

One of the holograms circling him zoomed in close and expanded, showing the full extent of its dizzying details. The Shangri-La System hovered at its center, an unremarkable, yellowy G1-class star circled by two unremarkable worlds, the innermost of these Terran-like and supporting life. A faint halo drew itself around the system, approximating the edge of its gravity well and the boundaries at which a hyper jump could be most-safely executed.

“Our primary thrust enters here,” the voice droned and a blink at the periphery revealed a trio of icons. “We will be obvious about it. The Jesters will be compelled to respond.”

New icons dusted the space about the titular planet, an estimation of Jester strength, Jester ships—those damnable Hellhounds. These rushed out to meet the three icons as they coasting down-system. And from the icons blossomed swarms of alternately color-coded contacts, the swarms of Boxer’s drone fleet.

The two groups met and dazzled, a deceptively-merry depiction of what he knew would be terrible violence.

“With our first group engaged,” the voice went on, “our second thrust emerges here.” The display shifted to the outermost world, a gas giant of weird orange and brown swirls, beyond which another icon blinked into existence. “The position of the second world, relative to Shangri-La and our first encounter, will mask its entry.”

“Sneak up on them,” Boxer murmured with a cruel grin. But the expression faded as he considered the ships of his little fleet. “This ship, with its heavy weapons and drones, two drone tenders with us and about sixty more drone fighters between them.” He paused, considered the second thrust. “And one more tender, with another two dozen.” He shook its head. “Doesn’t seem like a hell of a lot.”

“We’ve been over this,” the AI snapped at him, approximating—perhaps even feeling—impatience. “My estimates show the fighting of the last four months has reduced the Jesters by as much as seventy percent. I calculate they won’t even have twenty Hellhounds to respond.”

“I’ve seen those things stand off groups outnumbering them ten-to-one.”

“Is that admiration?” the machine sneered.

“Just stating facts,” he replied.

“And it’s a fact that had your knowledge of your former company’s security and encryption systems been better, we might have been able to hijack more of its vessels from storage docks.”

Boxer snorted derisively. “Ships that had been partially-disassembled and mostly stripped of their fuel rods. Oh, and guarded by local Alliance security forces. And I might add, we had to kill no small number of those to make off with these dregs, which makes us pretty much the equivalent of the Jesters now.”

“And this bothers you?”

Boxer had his mouth open with a retort, but held it in, wouldn’t give the machine the satisfaction. Were he being completely honest, he’d harbored the barest sliver of hope of return to the Alliance. He still had allies, hidden amongst its bureaucracy, folk who owed him favors, over whom he could exert leverage. He could’ve still bought his way back into things—not as the man he’d been.

But he’d been another man before.

He shook himself. No. That was all gone now. This was all he had.

Vengeance.

“The only thing that bothers me is that this might not work.”

“It will. I have considered all eventualities.”

Boxer smirked. “Well, I suppose you would know how the Jesters work.” He hesitated. “Ghost in the Machine.”

It felt like uttering the name of some eldritch entity. But the machine hadn’t been shy in explaining its origins, had even seemed to brag of them. The Jesters, it seemed, had stumbled across a copy of the rogue AI that had plunged human space into anarchy, centuries before. But that intelligence had somehow survived the apocalypse and taught itself regret. So humanized, it allied itself with what it believed to be like-minded lifeforms. The Jesters, ironically.

But they’d made a mistake. They’d tried copying the copy. The original persona emerged anew—Ghost in the Machine, as it called itself; the Scourge of Humanity. The boogie of human galactic myth.

And it hated the Jesters—Boxer presumed for giving it re-birth.

But who could really say?

“I understand Jester operations, yes,” the AI replied without acknowledging what he’d intended as a taunt. “And I know the mistakes they’ll make. This will work.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“Do you fear death?”

Boxer snorted, and it wasn’t just bravado; he knew there were worse things than dying. He’d seen decades of achievement reduced to one man, ragged and staring at the innards of a galactic prison barge. “I only fear failure.”

“Then you fret for no reason.”

Boxer heard the quiver of rage in the AI’s voice and marveled, once again and with a thrill of terror, that a machine had taught itself to hate.

***
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TIM FOUND CORY WHERE he always found her; down the in cave with Overmind.

The artificial intelligence that ran all Jester operations—that, in fact, could be said to have co-founded the partisan band—occupied a water-carved cavern beneath the cliffs housing their headquarters. Its bloated machineries crowded the dark, damp space; holoprojectors, hover drones coming and going, power conduits, keypad consoles.

Cory Xiang sat at one of these, her back to him as he emerged into the cave, but certainly aware. Tim could see himself in one of the globulars orbiting her head, detected and probably watched for some time. He’d never gotten used to that, the way the AI enveloped everything they did, like a god.

And he wasn’t quite certain it was a benevolent one.

“It’s getting late,” he called out, voice echoing in the space. “Were you coming to the hearing?”

A new globular materialized overhead and Tim grimaced in disgust.

Grainy from signal degradation, the recording looked ancient. But the details within it were clear enough. What looked like a large hunk of flesh splayed across a metal slab under harsh lights. As Tim watched, it became clear the carcass was a life form of some sort, flaps of blubbery skin peeled open and pinned back to reveal an orange-red tangle of organs and purple-black veins.

“Gah! What the hell?”
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