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Part 1 – Storms Gather
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Like the Dires, wolf-like hexa-pedal predators found on the Outegion world, Loudon, Alexi Noovin could smell fear. And the briefing room he’d had set up in the highest level of his space-elevator offices reeked of it.

A holographic map of eye-popping detail rotated slowly in the center of the chamber, displaying the galactic arm of the Milky Way settled by humankind in the last three centuries, nearly a thousand inhabited worlds, and many more that weren’t. Notations accompanied each speck, names, statistics, color-coding to indicate political alignment. Dotted lines linked most, hyper-lanes, an intricate web of transit routes and connectivity, the sinews of galactic civilization.

A figure stepped through the hologram, for a moment fracturing the illusion. Coming to stand before an audience seated in a half-circle of opulent comfort, he halted and folded his hands behind him, the picture of military authority in his crimson and black uniform of the Fleet. Only the faint glimmer of sweat along his hairline undermined it.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “the forecast is even more precarious than we’d previously been led to believe. At its current rate of consumption, the Alliance will have exhausted its supply of the transuranic ore in seven months, galactic standard time.”

Noovin glanced at the other High Councilors. Nine of them, they represented entire sectors of the Grand Galactic Alliance, the highest elected executives for hundreds of worlds, each of them. But as the words echoed in the still, recycled air of the chamber and the moment of shock passed, they erupted like a schoolyard of children who’d just been told recess was over early.

“Preposterous!” spluttered a whip thin woman of bleached hair and a hatchet-narrow face. She sat up from the couch upon which she’d recline and jabbed a finger at the naval officer. “We had assurances only weeks ago that there was over a year remaining!”

The officer nodded grimly. “That is so, Councilor Moffit. And at the behest of this august body, Naval Intelligence conducted an independent audit of the Bureau of Transportation’s analysis, and found numerous discrepancies.”

“Discrepancies?” Another Councilor slammed his fist upon the coffee table before him. “The bastards lied to us, Admiral!”

“Relax, Chambris,” Noovin growled from his own recliner.

“Relax?!?!” the High Councilor from the planet Breckenridge squawked back at him. A man given to putting on weight with stress—and there’d been plenty of that in the last two and a half years of war—he jiggled as he turned to glower at Noovin. “The man’s saying the galactic order is on the brink of collapse, Alexi!”

“That’s not what he saying—”

“Are you absolutely daft, Noovin?” Moffit snapped over the rising babble of the other Councilors and their attendant staffs. “Mobility amongst the stars will all but cease. It’ll be a New Dark Age!”

“It won’t be for them!” Chambris barked and pointed at the holographic map.

The color-coding of the worlds showed an obvious division, roughly two thirds shaded gray, the rest a baleful orange. Chambris’ shivering digit skewered the latter: the planets of the so-called Union of Free Stars, who’d broken away from the rest of the Grand Galactic Alliance and had fought for their independence ever since.

“They will still be able power their hyper-drives,” Chambris seethed. “And you can bet that as soon as they realize our weakness, they will pounce!”

And that was the truth of it, plainly said. The central, older worlds of the Alliance had stripped themselves bare of the ore and come to rely on its extraction from newfound worlds, further out towards the galactic rim. That extraction, that all-consuming hunger had been the fatal flaw in the balance of power. The Alliance had become so ravenous, so uncaring, someone had finally had enough.

Looking over the orange worlds of the Union, Noovin couldn’t help a derisive twist of his lip. The upstarts. The fools. This game was longer than any one war, any single crisis.

“So, when you tell me to relax, Alexi,” Chambris was bleating, “you’ll have to forgive me when I tell you to go to hell!”

The other Councilors growled as one and turned their ire towards him.

Noovin had to suppress a snarl of disgust with these lesser humans, these mortals. He couldn’t let any of his true nature show. The short-lived creatures, they couldn’t begin to see the possibilities in this calamity. Only one as long-lived as he, a Methuselah, one of the last of the Sabbat that had once guided all affairs in the galaxy, could have the vision to see beyond.

But it was too soon for them to know it—too soon for them to learn respect, fear.

So, Alexi Noovin, who’d had many other names, had seen many other ages, let the guise of a Foundation World politician settle back upon him like a heavy coat and sighed. “For pity’s sake, Chambris—all of you—let’s let Admiral Severson at least finish before we start the bickering, why don’t we?”

With grumbling, the others settled back into their chairs and couches. Even Chambris waved off another glass of wine brought on a tray by one of Noovin’s servants, focused his bleary eyes.

Grand Admiral Timothy Severson nodded once, caused the row of ruby stars on his high collar to wink in the holographic light. “Thank you all.” He turned to Moffit. “It doesn’t appear to have been any kind of nefariousness, to your point, High Councilor. More, it seems the Bureau was rushed.”

“More likely incompetent,” she sneered.

Severson shrugged, rather than argue the point. Noovin almost felt sorry for him, having to navigate this viper’s nest. But rumor was, Severson had his mind set on a Council seat for himself, after the Fleet. Have to watch that one, Noovin thought, ambitious and dangerous.

“The Navy’s assessment,” Severson went on, “has been triple-checked. I’ve seen the numbers myself. Our conclusions are solid.”

“So, what do we do?” Chambris groaned.

“What about the new worlds?” Moffit asked. “What about the fresh mining efforts down the galactic arm?”

“The Galactic Survey Corps has uncovered fresh veins,” Severson replied with a nod. “You’ve all seen the early findings. And extraction is well under way. But it will be years, conservatively, before they begin yielding enough to support the Alliance’s current appetites. And the transit times are long.”

“You said seven months, Admiral,” Noovin spoke up. “That’s how long before exhaustion of our current supply. Did your staff estimate contingencies? How long can we sustain with rationing?”

“With severe rationing,” Severson replied, “we can perhaps stretch out the key trade and communication lines for another eighteen months. But that will mean a significant reduction in the quality of life for the average citizen, likely a damaging economic downturn” his nostrils flared slightly “certainly a slashing in luxuries.”

“Unrest,” Chambris proclaimed. “We’re already seeing it! Riots and crime and desperation. And with every new restriction, the radicals get louder. The people begin to wonder if the Union had a point all along.”

“We see no such thing in the Foundation Worlds,” Moffit scoffed. “The citizenry is stoic and resigned to the long fight.”

Noovin couldn’t help a little smirk at her words. Nothing spoke to her utter detachment from the reality of the planets she was supposed to represent more than her ignorance of their actual state of affairs. He’d seen the holo-recordings of bank runs on her own home world of Plymouth, food riots between rag-clad vagrants and fur-clad matrons.

“Well, not all of us have the benefit of Council Guard legions to ‘stiffen’ their resolve,” Chambris sneered.

“Enough of that,” Noovin rumbled, feeling a chill in his blood. The Guard was his special project. Chambris had no idea. None of these fools did. But the project had certainly gotten off to a rough start. “The HoloMedia already has enough fodder for that particular attack, without us throwing it around amongst ourselves.” He fixed the man with a baleful stare. “Of course, if you feel your local forces aren’t sufficient to maintain order, Councilor, we can always provide you a garrison.”

Chambris smirked, but a twitch at the corner of one of his eyes betrayed unease. “No thanks,” he replied coolly. “My security details are quite sufficient.”

“You let me know,” Noovin said with equal chilliness. They matched glares for another moment before he turned his gaze back upon Severson. “Admiral, the Councilor did ask a pertinent question earlier. What does the Admiralty recommend we do?”

Severson fixed him with a ferocious grin. “We do have an opportunity, sir. The battles of the last month have been costly—”

“I should say!” Moffit exclaimed.

“For us, certainly,” Severson replied without showing annoyance at the interruption, “for the Union, assuredly. And while we face a fuel crisis in the longer-term, in the short-term we still have far more ships and a window of opportunity to use them.”

“Wasn’t that what we hoped with Bolingbroke?” Chambris asked, pointing at the huge star map. “And then with Fury? Yet the Union still holds both.”

“Admiral Harrison had only the Fringe World Fleet,” Severson replied, “and really only part of it, the rest attempting to hold gains elsewhere.” He cocked an eyebrow theatrically. “Next time, we will bring the entirety of the Alliance Navy to bear.”

Shocked silence greeted his proclamation. Even Noovin, whose informants had given him no reason to expect this, struggled to respond.

“You’re talking about stripping other sectors of their forces and gathering them in one place?” Chambris asked. “For a knockout blow?”

“That’s exactly what we propose.”

“But from where?” Moffit asked. “If you pull out from the front along the Outregion anywhere, the Union will take notice and strike. They’ve done it before. Those accursed Hell’s Jesters specialize in such raids!”

Noovin grimaced at the mention of the partisan band that had become all too dangerous of a threat, of late—not just to the Alliance, but to plans that when far beyond anything discussed in this room. But since the fighting in the Fury System, a month ago, there’d been little word of them.

Severson turned back to the massive hologram and touched the dust mote of light representing the world of Nova Terra, capital of the entire Alliance. A globular hologram sprang out and within it in prowled a swarm of lesser lights around an image of the planet. “The Foundation Fleet,” Severson said, “while no longer the most modern formation in the Navy, boasts the highest concentration of capital ships, outside of an active zone.”

Moffit stiffened. “Your plan is to strip our defenses?”

“The Foundation Worlds have not seen a serious threat since the war began,” Severson replied. “And that fleet contains fifteen battlecruisers, not to mention heavy and medium cruisers and their attendant escort groups.”

“No carriers,” Noovin pointed out. “Few starfighters.”

“We believe the carrier assets still with Harrison’s Fringe World Fleet will be adequate for the operation we have in mind.”

“What operation?” Chambris asked.

Severson glanced at a cluster of his lesser officers lurking in the far corner of the chamber, seemed to gauge the moment before touching the hologram again. All of the display fell away for a moment, before being replaced with a dizzying shift in orientation by a regional star map.

Noovin recognized it; the Galactic South Theater—the strip of space and star systems out along the thinly-spread fingers of the galactic arm, furthest from the heart of the Milky Way. Several of these systems winked to indicate recent activity, were joined by crimson swarms of prowling starships. Noovin read familiar names, too, places that had become depressingly familiar. For defeats. Bolingbroke, Fury, Saipan...

“Surigao,” Severson proclaimed, pointing to a particular point of light. “Like several of the other systems in this region, it declared for the Union in the last six months. Like several other systems, it boasts rich deposits of the transuranic ore.” He turned to glower fully at his audience. “Like several others, its relatively small population means it cannot defend itself, alone.”

“That’s your target?” Noovin asked.

“The Union Fleet is our target, Councilor,” Severson replied. He turned and pointed again, each gesture causing a different world to flare. “They’ve concentrated their forces here, here, and here, close enough to one another for mutual support, but far enough apart to respond to multiple axes of attack. A thrust at Surigao will draw them even further. It’d be the deepest penetration we’ve attempted.”

“A lure,” Chambris said.

“Yes,” Severson answered, “into the largest fleet engagement of the war. Admiral Greer of the Union has made his reputation not so much by winning battles, but by keeping their Navy intact after so many setbacks.”

“He seems to have won plenty,” Moffit said snidely.

“He has handed us in defeats in detail,” Severson responded with an edge to his voice. “He has dazzled us with grand raids. But when forced to stand in place, such as at Loudon, he’s been compelled to retreat.”

“They retook Loudon, eventually,” Chambris pointed out. “And we’ve been stymied elsewhere.”

“Because we have held back,” Severson insisted.

“And why have we done so?’ Moffit demanded.

Severson hesitated and now Noovin really felt sorry for the man. The answer to Moffit’s question sat in the room around her, and she a part of it. The High Council couldn’t afford debacles and deprivations. Their minds always on the next election, they couldn’t afford to ask the citizenry to bear too much. Ironically, their timidity had led to that very thing, and they were all now very desperate.

“Our war aims to this point have focused upon star systems, worlds lost, taken back, or preserved,” Severson replied finally. “But as I said before, I propose a change in focus. Our aim now should be to destroy the Union’s means of defending those.”

“And Surigao’s the place?” Noovin asked.

Severson’s nodded with obvious relief to move on. “That’s right, Councilor.” He touched the pinpoint of the star and the holographic perspective changed once more, zooming in with dizzying speed to show the single system. A common G1 yellow sun burned at its heart, circled by two worlds at close proximity—long-since scorched to cinders—a larger marble of rich blue-green, hinting at oceans and tropics and life, then a vast belt of asteroids.

“The third world’s the populated one,” Severson explained, “Surigao Prime. But it’s the belt where the transuranic ore was discovered, notably on some of the larger semi-planetoids. Of course, the logistics of extraction require the resources and work force of the third planet. So, it won’t be sufficient to simply seize the outer orbits and cut the rest off. At least not right away.”

“But the ore isn’t the point here, is it?” Noovin pointed out.

“No, it’s not.” Severson shook his head. “The battles of the last month have isolated Surigao. Union forces that had been patrolling its space have been siphoned off.” The Admiral smiled hungrily at his audience. “It’s vulnerable, exposed, a pressure point we can strike to compel an instant response.”

“And you think you have the forces,” Moffit asked warily, “and the fuel?”

“My staff have run the numbers,” Severson said. “We’ll have ample resources to conduct the operation and maintain our readiness elsewhere.”

“For now,” Chambris rumbled.

“Oh, cheer up,” Noovin snapped at him, while accepting a glass of wine brought by one of the meeting’s grooms. “Victory here ends the shortage.”

“Our hope, ladies and gentlemen,” Severson said, “is that it ends the war.”

“Here, here!” Noovin raised his glass.

“How do you plan to do it?” Moffit asked with narrowed eyes.

Severson folded his hands behind his back again, looked suddenly a little less at ease. “You’ll understand that the specifics of the operation are still sealed, ma’am.”

“Of course,” she replied in a voice so chill it burned.

“But the general goal is to bring Greer and the Union Fleet to battle with a force large enough to be believable as a serious thrust, and then to surprise him with overwhelming reinforcements.” He shifted a little on his feet. “As I noted before, part of that surprise force will be the Foundation Fleet.”

“Part?” Chambris squeaked.

Severson paused. “We will require part of the Rimward Fleet, as well.”

Noovin winced as the other Councilors once again erupted in outrage. Chambris sputtered on the wine he’d finally accepted, speckling his ill-fitted suit. And Moffit was shouting to be heard over the others, pointing a stiletto-slim finger at Severson over and over again.

He hated them. All of them. And his guts seethed to be finished with the charade of representative government, this foul scrum of lesser beings. The Methuselahs—with the Sabbat at their head—had once strode across them all. Till the AI Wars, at least. Till a homicidal machine brought it all down. But that was forgotten by the fools in the room. It had been concealed, just as the existence of the Long-Lived had been obscured.

Like the Devil of Ancient Terran myth, the Methuselahs had convinced humanity that they’d never existed.

Almost time, Noovin promised himself. He watched the mortals, their grasping, their desperation. The nearness of catastrophe made them pliant. Soon, yes, soon they’d look to one to steady the order of things.

But that was not yet.

“Councilors!” he exclaimed. “Friends, let the man finish!”

“Really, it’s too much,” Moffit went on, even after the others calmed themselves. “What else is the Admiralty keeping from us? Fuel stocks crashing and now this crazy, frantic plan!”

Severson look aggrieved and he governed his voice with respectable care. “Councilor, the Admiralty has always been open with the High Council. This is why I requested this session with you all this evening.”

“Then have a care how much else you request of us,” she hissed.

“Of course.” Severson nodded with accentuated formality that no doubt hid anger. “I should say one more thing. Because of the critical nature of this operation, I will be taking direct, overall command of the combined forces.”

Moffit swirled her drink and eyed the man with cool respect. Chambris accepted a fresh glass from a groom and took a hearty swig, red-faced and muttering something. The other Councilors murmured in vague approval.

Noovin smiled, outwardly admiring, inwardly cold. So that’s what he’s playing at. Severson was coming out from behind his desk in order to be in on it, at the end. Noovin glanced at Moffit. Stupid cow doesn’t even see it. She’d survived a harrowing reelection campaign only two years ago. But the time the next cycle came around, she’d be facing the by-then retired war hero, Timothy Severson.

Of course, Noovin had his own reelection woes to worry over at the moment.

“Bravo,” he said softly, lifting his glass. “Admiral, I’m sure I speak for the entirety of the High Council when I say, good luck.”

The others echoed the sentiment heartily—or grudgingly, in Moffit’s case—but all with an almost-relief. They’d unloaded the worry of it on someone else. They could return to their palatial estates on their various homeworlds, return to their individual schemes and families and fortunes. The focus never lasted. Their vision remained ever on the near-term.

Noovin sipped his drink and despised every damned one of them.

And kept his vision on the longer-term.

***
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THE TACTICAL SIMULATION ended in with a hellish flash, a convincingly-rendered vision of hi-tech immolation. The hologram dissolved and lights came on in the private office of Ansolm Levine, President of the Union of Free Stars.

“Hell of a show, Carson,” Levine said from behind his polished wood desk. “But explain it to me again.”

Admiral Carson Greer, commander—really, founder—of the Union Starfleet, was still squinting in the sudden glare as he looked at the President. “We based the designs on the stealth package from the Herakles.” He touched a control on Levine’s desktop and a new globular appeared, displayed a small, sleek starship. “And I’ll say it again, getting her and her crew to defect at the beginning of the war was perhaps one of our most critical victories.”

“Yes, yes,” Levine replied, waving off a story he’d heard often enough, “your chariot of the gods. But how does it work?” He fixed him with a glower simultaneously humorous and threatening. “After all, you’ve hijacked a fifth of our starship production capacities for it.”

A chuckle buried the edge of Greer’s irritation. Levine had grown increasingly frantic, pushy of late. Moving on quickly, he pointed at the holographic schematic and the auxiliary nacelle, flaring out separately from the gravity drives like a dorsal fin along the ship’s shark-like profile.

“Fourth-dimensional baffling,” he said. “Next-gen stealth technology.”

“Yes, I’ve seen the write-ups,” Levine replied. “And I don’t mind telling you, Carson, the math of it all is quite beyond me.”

“You and me, both, Mister President,” Greer said with a laugh the other man quickly joined. That seemed to ease the tension from the room a little and he proceeded. “The main thing to understand is that everything has four dimensions—really infinite dimensions to hear the techs babble—but that our senses aren’t evolved to perceive them.” He leaned forward. “In the same vein, starship sensor packages aren’t designed to pick them up.”

“So, it’s an...invisibility device?”

“Not exactly. The baffle perceives the vessel’s fourth dimension and highlights it, creates what I guess you could think of as a shadow—or a cloak—one that current sensor technology cannot mathematically reconcile.”

Levine regarded the schematic thoughtfully. “Sensors will still pick up their gravity drive wakes, especially at high speeds.” His eyes widened with comprehension. “Which is why in the simulation the new ships accelerated from a distance and then killed thrusters and coasted the rest of the way in to the targets.”

“Exactly,” Greer replied, reminded, again, that his chosen star-nation’s executive was, in fact, a frightfully bright man. “They execute a high-speed battle pass, except that the last leg is done on maneuvering fields, alone, and they hold fire until the last moment.”

“Nervy business,” Levine snorted.

“Yes and no. They’re undetectable for the most dangerous part of their run, while closing. Admittedly, the moment they unmask to fire is gut-check time, but by then the damage is already being done.” He looked over the holographic ship with affection he didn’t bother hiding. This project had been, almost as much as the war, itself, an obsession of his. “Really, the bigger danger is overshooting the target. The captains have to judge the timing and trajectory before they uncloak pretty carefully. That’s why I chose destroyer chassis for these, and destroyer officers. Fits the mindset.”

“Not starfighters?” Levine asked.

Greer shook his head. “The miniaturization is a barrier, for one thing. But more than that, you’d be tying a ridiculously expensive piece of hardware—if we got it to work at that scale—to a relatively fragile spaceframe. Not worth it.”

What he didn’t mention, and what his Intelligence assets had gotten back to him, was that the damned Hell’s Jesters may have figured that out, somehow, with their pirate technologies. But there was no way to know for sure. After the holocaust of the battles around Fury, the Jesters had gone ominously quiet. More, though, his best insight into their operations had been put out of action. The Succubus...that loss still stings...

“So, this is your war-winning gadget?” Levine asked.

Greer shrugged. “I don’t know about war-winning, but deployed at the right moment, it’s going to prove one hell of a shock. Might even turn a battle, at that.”

“And you’re calling them...?”

“Panthers,” Greer replied with a chuckle. “They’re already painting them black.”

“And what of your other toys?” Levine asked. “You’ll have to forgive my prying, Carson, but the Union’s factories and labor forces strain near the breaking-point and the Legislature howls for some sense of the worth of it all.”

Greer smiled tightly as some of the warmth between them fled the room. “The first two of the Gallaton-series strike carriers are running through their space trials now, should be ready for action in weeks.” He touched the hologram control again and it switched to a different schematic, a far larger, but still sleek profile. “The third is set to leave drydock in a few days and begin its trials, might even be available to us in a month. The fourth should be done another month after that.”

Again, Greer touched the holo control, this time adding a second globular to the air, showing a lean, vaguely-familiar craft, almost like an unfolded switchblade, bristling with weaponry. “Each of them carries two squadrons of the new Marauder-class starfighter.”

“Mean looking,” Levine remarked.

Greer nodded eagerly. “We based them off a combination of the Alliance Valkyrie, of which we’ve had plenty of live examples, and the wreckage of a Jester Hellhound, since they’ve shown little interest in sharing. The Marauder’s between the two models for speed and maneuverability, but heavier on weapons than either.”

“Have any seen action?”

“A few scraps,” Greer replied. “We’ve started flying them off some of the older carriers, the Sacramento most recently. And they’ve done very well. We’ve begun replacing the old Firestorms in favor of them, relegating those to defensive roles or longer-ranged missions, where their hyperdrives are an asset, instead of a liability at conventional speeds.”

Levine leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers before his lips in an attitude of almost-prayer. “So, you think we’ll be closing the gap with the Alliance, finally? At least from a technological standpoint?”

“Mister President, we’ll be ahead of them,” Greer replied with a fist clenched before him. “By all accounts, their yards are still churning out the same ten-year-old models. When their High Council nationalized the starship industry out from under Syntar Fleet Corporation it actually stifled innovation.”

“But will this growing technology edge be enough to overcome the Alliance’s numbers?”

Greer hesitated before answering, could see the dilemma facing the President, but also the trap of sorts he’d laid for him. It’ll be hung around my neck if I’m wrong. Carefully, “I believe it will be.”

Levine set his hands upon the desktop and appeared to sag over it, as if the tension holding him upright snapped suddenly. For a moment, he looked terribly aged, staring aimlessly at the polished wood surface. Swiping a curl of unruly graying hair back from his large forehead he straightened again and met Greer’s gaze.

“Thank you, Carson,” he said softly. “I know I’ve been exacting. I know this hasn’t been easy. And I know all that you’ve suffered and given up for the cause.”

“There’s no place I’d rather be, sir.” And that was the truth.

“No?” Levine offered him a little smirk and Greer wondered for a moment if the President was needling him. But the expression passed. “Doesn’t matter. We’ve got to get through the next few months. Worry about the rest later.”

“Mister President?”

“Nothing.” His voice strengthened, sounded more like the garrulous tone that had once castigated the Alliance Assembly chambers, had sounded the call for rebellion, and later had consoled a newborn star-nation in its darkest hours. “Politics...pressures. I don’t know if you’ve heard the latest. Cupp of Halcyon is telling everyone he has the votes to trigger the Recall election.”

Greer blinked to feign surprise—he kept tabs on the politics but, in truth, he hadn’t known how far it’d gotten. “When will it happen?”

Levine scraped his thin hair back again, scowled. “In the New Year, along with the legislative elections, which is perfect for the snake! He’s going to try and ride the tide and sweep his whole bloc into power.”

“The anti-war bloc?”

“The surrender bloc!” Levine snarled. “The fools actually think they can negotiate a peace with the Alliance!” He shook his head. “That damned hick and his credulous rube cohorts have no idea. Noovin and his High Council will accept no peace that doesn’t include complete subjugation.”

Greer leaned forward in his chair, cold suddenly. He knew the stakes. He was no fool. But the reality that this lunacy might actually happen shook him. “Do the people understand all that?”

Levine snorted. “You’d think they’ve heard it often enough from me! But this is the danger of democracy, Admiral. The people have the power, and sometimes that’s the power to do the stupidest things!”

Senator Cupp of Halcyon was a blowhard. Greer knew the type well. The man had ridden Levine’s coattails since the rebellion and amassed power in the shadows while Levine burned up in the spotlight. Of course, there were other factions at work in the shadows, too, players who’d never tolerate a return to the Alliance, but also thought the Union needed a stronger leader at its head.

Greer shook such thoughts off. “Madness.”

“It is,” Levine sighed. “Reminds me of one of my teenagers; you’re trying to save someone who’s constantly choosing self-destruction.”

Greer chuckled. “I wouldn’t know.” He’d avoided that particular snare. Oh, there’d been plenty of woman, just never one he’d allowed that close. It’d been a source of controversy in the old days, amongst the stodgy, traditionalist Alliance Admiralty. The Union was thankfully more libertine.

Levine leaned over his desk, reached out suddenly, and gripped Greer’s hand. It was one of those surprisingly personable, almost uncomfortably earnest impulses that had allowed the President to talk hundreds of worlds into breaking away from the government that had ruled them for centuries. But his hand shook as he held on.

“Carson,” he said, “we’ve got to have victories. The people are scared. It’s been two and a half years and millions—maybe billions—dead. I can almost forgive them their need to just have it over.”

“It’s not just surrender, though, they’d be accepting,” Greer replied, surprised that his own voice trembled with fury. “It’s defeat. It’s domination. The Alliance won’t just welcome any of us back in with open arms. It’ll be tribunals and terror and if the people thought the Alliance’s exploitations were bad before, wait till they’re treated as traitors to be punished!”

“I know.” Levine gave his hand a shake and released. “I know. But they need to be shown the way, again. Victory is the only tonic, Carson. Victory will chase that viper, Cupp, back into his hole. Victory will stiffen spines.”

“What do they think we’ve been doing?” Greer snapped with sudden rage. Realizing how it might get out of his control, he sat back in his seat, tempered it. “What is it you’re asking of me, Ansolm?”

Levine set a hand upon the desktop, drummed fingers upon it while his eyes considered Greer. “I need you to gamble, Carson. Defensive victories aren’t enough, anymore.” He nodded at the hologram and his voice cooled as he spoke. “You’ve assembled your playthings. It’s time to put them to use. The Alliance will come again. We both know it.”

Greer nodded. “Somewhere along the Galactic South Theater again, my people think. Maybe in the next few weeks.”

Levine’s fingers stopped their patter and the hand came up, pointed one digit at him. “That’s got to be your moment, then. When the Alliance sticks its head out, this time, you’ve got to chop it off.”

“Throw everything at them?” Greer asked with what he couldn’t help was a giddy tremor.

Levine hesitated. “Yes.”

“Those are your orders?”

The second hesitation was longer. “Yes.”

Greer felt a predatory grin work its way across his face. “One last throw of the dice, then.” He stood and offered the President his hand, waited until the other man did the same and accepted it. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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Part 2 – Rising Tides


[image: ]




HOLOGRAPHIC RECEPTOR ON>>>

SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 1010-UNION>>>Pirate Transmission>>>RECEPTION>>> The viewpoint ducks low as flashes kick dust into the air and the ground shudders. The scene is a blasted urban wasteland. Rubble smolders all about. A chewed skyline smolders above.

“We’ve got ‘em on the run!” a voice says.

The viewpoint swivels to its left—is clearly a helmet camera.

The speaker is a man in mismatched body armor with thick glasses who looks like he’d be better off in front of a classroom than the squad of armed men and woman huddled amidst wreckage around him. He straightens his glasses and taps his helmet mic. “You hear me? Good. They’ve fallen back to the Municipal Building!”

The view whips about again, steadies upon an open square, wreathed in smoke and cyan flutters. Ruin litters the open space, as do the black-clad bodies of Council Guardsmen. A mauled portico rises above the fumes of battle, bleeding smoke from glassy rents in its marble into the sky.

“Heavy weapons teams and maybe a couple dozen holdouts,” the man with the glasses is going on. “One more push! But I need another pass from you. It’s wide open out there.” He listens to something, then tenses. “Thirty seconds. Right!”

Looking around at the others, the apparent leader pauses. They’re a motely bunch, some in pieces of scavenged battle armor and surplus fatigues, some with helmets, some with headbands and t-shirts, weighted down with bandoliers of charge packs and blasters that seem completely out of place in their hands. Men and women of every age, tired, filthy, scared, but tense with jaw-clenching determination

“One more time, gang!” the rebel leader says. “Got another starfighter strike coming. One more time and we push these Alliance slugs off Homage for good. You with me?”

Weary nods answer him. The viewpoint bobs, as well.

He clenches a fist and barks, “Union forever!”

His last syllable is drowned out by the roar of gravity drives, then the scream of blaster bolts. Thunder fills the city square. Azure lightning punishes the portico and the columned façade below it. Through pluming smoke, black figures can be seen scattering, falling.

“Let’s go!” the rebel leader bellows and rises to his feet. “Union forever!”

SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 422497>>>RECEPTION>>> Alexi Noovin chuckles from behind a podium while applause hisses from off screen. A hologram of the Alliance crest glows behind him, on the stage, catches the glint of sweat on his face.

“Really Assemblywoman Kerrigan,” he says in that cloyingly polite tone of his that patronizes without actually breaking decorum. “You give me too much credit. How could one man sit at the center of so many conspiracies?”

More laughter issues from the picked audience watching the debate between candidates for the third Foundation World seat on the High Council of the Grand Galactic Alliance.

“Perhaps,” he goes on, “you’ve spent too much time listening to your friend, Harvey Grantholm?”

Noovin’s opponent faces him from behind another podium, a tall, slender woman of tight, angular features and precisely-cut blonde hair. “The Councilor seems to think my friendships are a vulnerability to be exploited.”

“Well,” Noovin holds up his hands, as if what he says should be obvious “when your friends are noted radicals and trouble makers—”

“Harvey is making trouble,” she cuts him off, “good trouble. He’s peeling back the lies and corruption that have infested the High Council.” She points at Noovin. “Things that have gotten completely out of control thanks to Councilor Noovin’s influence and pressure.”

More applause, now, accompanied by a growled undercurrent.

“He’s also known to have supported the Reconciliation Bloc in the Assembly,” Noovin fires back as the clapping subsides. “He supported peace talks with the rebel Union! Why, for all we know, his agitations on behalf of his little committees are to weaken the Alliance war effort to pave the way for more such surrender talk!” He jabs a finger back at Kerrigan. “One can only assume the Assemblywoman from Prospero also supports such nonsense!”

Scattered shouts from the audience sound out over increasingly scattered acclamations. The audience seems to squirm and a low murmur starts, then stops.

Kerrigan shakes her head, almost pityingly. “Empty patriotism isn’t going to sweep away your laundry list of scandals, Councilor...”

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 920549>>>UNION-BROADCAST-RESTRICTED>>>RECEPTION>>> President Ansolm Levine leans a hand on the podium in the midst of shouts and argument in the House of Legislature on New Jefferson, capitol of the Union, and shakes his head. “And there’s only so many ways I can answer your question, Senator Cupp...”

“Senate President Cupp,” a bespectacled, white-eyebrowed man with the crimson-tinged cheeks and nose of a heavy drinker corrects him.

Levine waves dismissively. “If there are campaigns of intimidation going on against the Recall effort, they are organic and of no part of my offices.”

“So, you don’t deny there has been intimidation?” Cupp snaps while the Senators and their staffs mutter at their seats behind him.

Levine winces slightly, perhaps recognizes his error. “If there is, it goes both ways! Passions are high, Senator, as you well know, having stirred them, yourself!”

Laughter and no small amount of jeers issue from the rest of the Union Senate. Features reddening to a near-purple, Cupp hammers his desk with the gavel of his position as senior ranking member of the legislature. Only after a sustained murmur does quiet resume.

“We’re not here to talk about me—”

“Are you sure?” Levine sneers.

The Senate bawls with dueling mirth and outrage. Cupp’s gavel pounds for another full minute to return order. Shaking, his cherry face beaded with sweat, the Senate President points at Levine. “I’ll not have you turn this session into another circus, Ansolm! The threats have been real! The destruction of campaign materials is real! We have evidence!”

“Then I suggest you present that to the people,” Levine replies.

“We will,” Cupp snarls back. “And the Recall effort will not be halted!”

Levine grins back at him coldly, then lets his gaze lift to the surrounding Senators, and the hovercameras and reporters watching from the galleys. His eyes twinkle with a little of the old fire that once blazed as he led the worlds of the Union in rebellion against the Alliance.

“It may not be halted,” he says, “but it will be defeated.”

SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 422496>>>RECEPTION>>> “Good evening, everyone, this is Sandra Brookes on behalf of Galactic Daily, coming to you with the latest from the election trail!”

Behind her a holographic chart materializes, showing a horizontal bar chart showing approval percentages beside smiling images of the candidates for the third High Council seat for the Foundation Sector. The bars are perilously close to one another.

“In what continues to be a close, bitterly-fought contest, the most recent batch of polling shows veteran High Councilor Alexi Noovin to be increasingly in jeopardy, leading Assemblywoman Kathleen Kerrigan in approval ratings by hardly three points, and well within the margin of error.” Brookes, seated behind a desk, turns to a guest to the left. “With me to discuss these new findings, even as the most recent Councilor’s Debate is drawing to a close, is Art Etherton from Memetics Research and Policy. Art, thanks for joining us.”

Her guest is a mousy, twitchy man of thinning hair and pale, waxy complexion, who looks like he doesn’t see enough sunlight. An uncomfortable snort-laugh completes the image of an analyst rousted out of his lab. “Thanks for having me, Sandra.”

“What can you tell us about these results,” Brookes asks. “Is Noovin really in as much trouble as the numbers suggest?”

“Oh, most definitely,” Etherton replies a little too quickly, scratching at his nose. “The cross-tabs are quite clear. His support amongst the working and welfare classes has never been good—and their support never as important. But the erosion amongst the management and investor classes has to be giving his campaign heartburn.”

“What do you attribute that to?” Brookes asks. “Is it the growing unrest? Dissatisfaction with the war?”

“It’s those things for certain,” Etherton replies, “along with, I suspect, the degradation in the standard of living. But politicians across the board are experiencing disapproval for those. This is more. I think it’s pretty obvious the scandals plaguing him, of late, have made him the face of all that’s gone wrong in the Alliance, for some.”

“Do you think he can recover?”

Etherton shrugs. “He has the power of incumbency on his side. And Kathleen Kerrigan is still considered by many to be a neophyte. But should anything more break out...”

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 666789 - NOVA TERRA - GOVERNMENT SPONSORED>>>RECEPTION>>> Harvey Grantholm, chairing the Assembly’s Committee for the Conduct of the War, straightens one of his trademark power ties—eye-piercing orange this day—and glowers down from his desk.

“The Committee welcomes Vikki Hellas, formerly Senior Vice President for Operational Security at Syntar Fleet Corporation. Welcome, Miss Hellas.”

A lithe, jet black-haired woman sits at a table before Grantholm and the committee members and takes a moment to smooth wrinkles from her pants-suit. A nervous glance around at the sub-chamber of the Assembly, filled with onlooking reports, staffers, and a constantly-revolving constellation of hovercameras appears to trigger a visible gulp.

“Thank you for having me,” she replies at last.

Grantholm eyes a holopad for a moment before affixing her with a baleful stare. “Miss Hellas, a reminder; you’re under oath.”

“I understand, Assemblyman.”

“Very good.” He pauses to again scan his holopad. “You are currently under indictment for seventeen counts of Galactic Fraud, Lying to Investigators, Bribing Public Officials, and assorted other misdemeanors. This is true?”

She gulps again. “It is.”

“And in the course of your work at Syntar you had cause to witness numerous communications and transactions between its CEO, the late Bradley Boxer, and High Councilor Alexi Noovin. This is also true?”

“It is.”

Murmurs go through the onlookers as Grantholm leans over his desk, smiling predatorily. “Please, for the Committee and the Public Record, go on...”

***
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“HEAD’S UP, SLASHER Squadron!” Kelly Harrison barked into her helmet mic. “We’ve got party crashers!”

The Marauder starfighter thrummed around her with what she couldn’t help but imagine as feral glee. It wasn’t a Hellhound—nothing could be—but damned if she wasn’t coming to love the Union’s newest. A little faster, a little fleeter, it prowled through space, licking the chops of its double-particle cannon on each wing, a pair of scatter packs at its hardpoints, and a full plasma quad-blaster at the belly.

But something was interrupting its prowl through the Saipan System, this day. The tactical hologram pinged with a spread of halos, hyperspace emissions rippling out at the edge of the gravity well. From these emerged speeding icons too small to be starships. Kelly touched one of these on the hologram and a separate globular popped out, the Marauder’s war book identifying the craft from its long-range sensors.

Kelly eyed the familiar silhouette in the schematic and frowned. “Ravens again,” she announced. “Just like last time.”

“You almost got to feel sorry for the guys.” Another globular materialized, showed a young woman’s olive tanned face framed by a helmet as gleamingly new as the pilot. “Flying one of those glass guns is a death sentence.”

The AFX-4 Prototype Valkyrie Hyperspace Variant—the Raven—was a well-known disappointment for the Alliance. In their desperation to contain the brush fires of rebel movements across the Outregion, before the war, they’d improvised on the design of their primary Space Superiority model, the dread Valkyrie. Stripping out weapons and armor in favor of a hyperdrive allowed the starfighter to operate independently of a carrier group, considered at the time an advantage in facing a low-level insurgency, rather than risking expensive starships vulnerable to hit-and-run tactics.

But, as was often the case with half-measures, the Raven had proved the worst of both worlds; a rabid fuel-consumer and not heavily-armed enough to stand off against a carrier-based fighter. It’d failed to reach the balance only the Hell’s Jesters had matched with the Hellhound.

And it sure as hell wasn’t a match for a Marauder.

“This is the third probe in a week,” Kelly said to the younger pilot—Slasher Three, one of her wing mates in the three-fighter patrol flight. “A full squadron, this time.”

“Think they’re scouting ahead of something bigger?” Three asked.

Himari, Kelly had to remind herself of the kid’s name. Kid. She smiled a little to herself. I’m the old woman to them, at twenty-seven. Of course, Kelly had lived a couple lifetimes already, in their eyes; onetime Valkyrie pilot, then a Hell’s Jester, and now with the Union Fleet. The way they looked at her, talked about her when they thought she wasn’t listening—they make me out to be some kind of demi-goddess...

Perhaps seeing her expression, Himari asked, “You think the Alliance Fleet is on their way in, too?”

Kelly’s smile fell a little at the eagerness in the woman’s voice. She was one of the newbies, a replacement after the lion’s share of Slasher Squadron had been blown to shreds at Fury. The kid had seen a few patrols now, even a few scrapes. But she had no idea how bad things could be.

She didn’t know that the cheapest thing in space is life.

“I think they’re looking for the Sacramento,” Kelly replied, “and the rest of the task force. Alliance wants to know what we’re holding the system with.”

“Well, they’re definitely not being shy, this time.”

No, they weren’t. On the tactical, the twelve-fighter squadron accelerated and came together, sorting themselves out after the scattering that typically took place after a hyper jump. An arrowhead formation quickly took shape. Speed increased and trajectory changed, the point angling down-system, towards Kelly’s flight.

“They’ve seen us,” Kelly growled and twitched the control stick to port, nosing the Marauder for Galactic North, just below the ecliptic plane. “All right Slasher Three, Slasher Six, let’s see if we can dissuade our would-be window shoppers!”

“Roger, One!” Himari replied, and her globular blinked out.

Kelly vaguely noted Six’s acknowledgement, too, but was already focusing on the oncoming interlopers. The Marauder quivered as she poured power into its thrusters. She touched the weapons-control globular to her right, waited for all weapons to flash back green and ready. A touch to another control brought up the shields. The work kept the thrill of fear at bay, at least a little.

It never quite went away, of course.

For a moment, Kelly almost missed the AI co-control of a Hellhound. The Jesters had the benefit of simulacrum intelligences—themselves copies of a super-intelligence back at their hideaway on Shangri-La—to see to the lesser tasks of star flight. It made a pilot better able to focus on the fight. Also made them lazy, she’d come to realize as she’d gotten used to the Marauder.

Still, it wasn’t home, no matter how hard she tried to make it. A Hellhound was home. The Jesters were home. After over two years and so much more, they were. And if she didn’t govern her thoughts, didn’t keep an intense, almost fierce focus—like she’d failed to do some teary nights in her bunk on the Sacramento—they’d be drawn to the memory of a crooked smile, sandy-brown hair, and hazel eyes flickering merrily as strong arms wrapped around her.

Tim.

Stop it.

“Got a group breaking off,” Himari warned.

Sure enough, on the tactical a threesome of Ravens peeled away from the right flank of the formation. Trajectory suggested a course far and wide from the Slashers, and deep into the system. The rest kept their course, coming on at increasing speed.

Kelly touched her console, keyed up the squadron channel on her communicator. “All Slashers, this is One. Converge on my position, as soon as possible.” She was going to need numbers, if she hoped to keep the Ravens from poking too far. Replies came slowly across the vastness of the system, the rest of the squadron scattered across a full astronomical unit with their sweeps. No one had been expecting trouble today.

An alarm blatted and Kelly’s innards knotted. Icons of Ravens on the tactical began pulsing red.

“Weapons lock!” Himari squawked.

“Easy, Three,” Kelly growled back. “They’re messing with us. We’re at extreme weapons range. Anything they throw at us is barely going tickle our shields.” She gripped the stick till knuckles creaked, though, knew the words were a reassurance for her, as well. You never get used to it. She licked suddenly-dry lips. Never. “Remain on this course.”

She thought about the Jesters again, couldn’t help it. The Slashers were a fine bunch, the old hands having flown rebel Valkyries with Alliance before defecting to the Union cause—tough nuts, willing to put up with someone with her unique experience. And the kids were fanatics, born into galactic civil war and as indoctrinated into the Union’s ideology as you could make any religious convert.

Admiral Avery had given her command of the squadron, after its decimation at Fury—she suspected almost out of exasperation, not knowing what else to do with her. And it had fit about as well as anything could have. In scarce weeks, she’d welded the disparate parts together, whipped them into shape, just like she’d done as a part of the Jesters.

But it wasn’t the same. Nothing could be the same. And, God help her, she yearned for it, scoured her brain for some plan, some scheme that could somehow get her back to them.

The hostile targeting alarm blatted again, its note taking on a heightened urgency, smashing away all other thoughts, distractions. Range closed at an insane rate, the Slashers and their antagonists rushing across hundreds of kilometers a second at one another. That was deep space combat; the maniac race across the long, long dark, and then the sudden, crushing collision of battle.

The void flickered azure and ravening streaks of coherent lightning lashed through it. One glanced off Kelly’s port deflector shield with a splat of sparks and a crash translated through the energetic barrier into the hull. She wobbled to starboard a bit, a little subterfuge should the blast prove to have been more than luck. But the remainder of the bolts fluttered through emptiness.

“Taking fire!” Himari cried.

“Spoiling volley,” Kelly grated back, keeping her nose aimed on course. “Stay on me!”

The alarms changed tone. The oncoming icons of Raven seemed to burst outwards into sprays of debris. But that debris changed direction as one, lurched suddenly towards the Slashers, tails drawn behind them by the tactical computer to indicate missile launches. Kelly counted the clusters of them, their sources, noted only half the fighters had launched.

“Hold your scatter-packs!” Kelly ordered and the thumbed the weapons selector on the control stick to plasma blaster. A targeting halo slid across the heads-up display crimsoned with lock as it acquired the nearest of the approaching missiles. “Engage with energy weapons.”

She squeezed the trigger and the quad-blaster opened up, a crackle felt through the hull, individual reports too fast to discern. Packets of cyan death streaked across the vacuum in firefly patterns, fluttering into the path of the Raven’s salvo. A missile intersected with a bolt and both flashed from existence in antimatter white. Then the fireworks were walking through the rest of the volley, picking it apart.

Kelly hosed the stream of blaster fire across one missile, twitched over to another just as the first shattered, then jumped to a third, firing till only superheated gases remained to fill the dark. A trickle of sweat burned its way into the corner of an eye. She tasted more on her lips as she crushed the trigger, watched the missiles die, watched more still coming on.

“Release one scatter-pack, apiece!” she barked. A flick of the selector queued up the number four pack on her weapons display, left it pulsing green. “Independent targeting!” She jerked the trigger.

The Marauder juddered as the six-missile spread vomited forth. Rushing into the void, they immediately twined apart, wheeling after their opposites in the Raven volley that had survived the plasma blaster flail. A final frenzy of fire globes blossomed before Kelly as missile met missile at immeasurable speeds.

“Pour on the speed!” she shouted into the mic. “Go right through them!”

The Raven pilots had gone with the predictable opening moves; particle cannon harassment at long range, missile volley, and then follow it all in, counting on the confusion of shooting down the volley to blind and distract their foes. It made sense facing reasonably-matched fighters, getting the enemy to waste ordnance and then drawing them into a dogfight.

But Kelly was about to show these Ravens how poorly-matched they were.

Particle beams and plasma bolt chopped through still-expanding fireballs to find the Marauders. For a terrifying instant, the Ravens were everywhere, spouting energy death, slashing straight through the midst of the Marauders. One passed so close to port Kelly saw the flaming angel’s halo denoting some Alliance squadron on its fuselage.

Gonna send that angel to hell!

Killing the thrusters with the flick of a switch, Kelly spun the Marauder on its y-axis and whipped the nose about to bring guns to bear on the passing Raven—the old “turn-and-burn” of the Jesters. She was already firing, sawing the quad-blaster’s cyan torrent across the fighter’s shields, snowing them in splotches of impact that suddenly flashed white with overload. The Raven veered out of its pass, whipped from sight, but trailed a spume of sparks and debris.

Kelly almost felt another Raven coming before she heard the warning blat of hostile weapons lock. Pulsing the maneuvering fields, she stood the Marauder’s nose up at a ninety-degree angle relative to her course. Slamming the thrusters sent her rocketing “up” and away from the convulsion of the dogfight.

Particle beams sliced the space she’d occupied, followed by the Raven that’d thought to pounce on her. This one pulled a bone-pulping turn to follow, choosing to hold on to speed rather than pivot and fire as she’d done. A pair of its comrades followed, the threesome accelerating with obvious eagerness.

Kelly flicked the selector to scatter-pack, touched the lead icon to designate as the target and fired. The missiles frothed out straight ahead, seemed to bunch, and then sprayed back, seemingly right for her. They sizzled by recklessly close, chasing back down the path she’d taken, into the pursuing Ravens.

The leader of the trio on her tail opened fire with blasters frantically, the chase suddenly reversed. Kelly’s volley withered as its comrades joined it, clawing space into a whirlwind of antimatter brilliance. One had the presence of mind to trigger a volley in response, but rather than target her, sent it rushing uselessly into her salvo.

Again, she killed the thrusters and whipped about, reengaged them with a jolt that punished spaceframe and her spine. The gravity drives slammed her back towards the explosions and the Ravens just rising through their settling fumes. They were close, so damned close, shields still fluttering from near-misses.

Kelly didn’t miss, plastered the lead Raven with the full fury of her quad-blaster. Shields flared up through the spectrum of colors to white, flashed out as the Raven’s generator coil blew with overload. The spew of sparks from its destruction was lost in the fireball the Raven became an instant later as plasma bolts walked its length, left only splinters showering through the endless cold of space.

Debris flamed across Kelly’s shields. The remaining pair of Ravens streaked by to either side. Knowing she couldn’t give up speed this time, with them about to be right on her tail, she wrenched the stick to starboard and groaned as the inertial compensators fought to keep up with the bone-crushing maneuvering. She knew it was a gamble, with g-forces pushing grey into the corners of her vision; the Ravens might not be there when she finished the turn.

Or they might be right on top of her.

Turned out, they were neither, had peeled off the opposite direction together in a tight arc that left them exactly opposite her maneuver. Bad for her, but good for Himari and Slasher Six, who appeared to have cut an arc back across the rear of the scattering Raven formation, rather than mimicking their leader’s maniac course. Their position put them practically on top of Kelly’s adversaries.

“Got ‘im!” Himari cheered prematurely. But it proved predictive. She hit the trailing Raven with the full load of particle and plasma bolts. Shields flared apart like an eggshell of pure energy, shattering into sheets of fire. What remained of the Raven after that blazed briefly across the stars like a bottle rocket and abruptly blinked from creation.

The second one veered away violently and Himari followed tightly, drunk with her success. Their path took them across the T of a second three-Raven flight rocketing up from behind their chase. Azure and cyan licked out from the newcomers, missed Himari, but converged on Six.

The Marauder’s shields dazzled with the punishment and the kid didn’t have the experience to know to just accelerated through the storm, tried turning away, instead. That only left him in the cone of their fire longer and he paid for it, shields finally blowing out with the telltale puff of sparks and shrapnel from the fighter’s dorsal surface.

“Thrusters, Six!” Kelly screamed. “Run for it!”

In the same moment, Kelly was coming around from her turn, putting her right on the chasing Ravens’ tails. The Marauder still shaking from the violence of the maneuver, she dumped more power to the thrusters, came careening right up on the trio’s grav drive wakes. One of them must have been minding his sensors, because he panicked and broke off to port. The remaining pair lined themselves up as perfectly for Kelly as if by plan.

A buzzsaw of plasma fire took the trailing Raven in the tail. Where a Hellhound’s single chin blaster might have mauled but not broken the fighter’s aft shields, the Marauder’s quad threw a pile of bricks at it. The deflectors popped like a bubble before a jabbing finger and the Raven simply crumpled into flames and wildly spinning embers.

“Glass guns...” Kelly muttered, recalling Himari’s words.

The remaining Raven haunting Six’s tail sliced away to starboard, abandoned its pursuit. Kelly turned after it, but found it was putting on an explosion of speed. A glance across the tactical showed her all of the Ravens following suit, scattering away, running for the edge of the system. Expanding her scan, she quickly saw the reason why.

The rest of the Slashers were arriving.

“Running!” Himari crowed, the elation of her first kill causing her voice to crack with overexcitement. “Look at ‘em go!”

“Let them go,” Kelly ordered, powering her Marauder up alongside the other two. A glance to port at Slasher Six showed scorch marks and a spark-sputter of heavier damage. “Six, you all right over there?”

A cough crackled in the audio. A moment later, another baby face filled a globular hologram, this one aged a little bit from the last ninety seconds. “Smoke in the cockpit, but I’m all right,” the young man said. “Shield coil’s blown. It fried the number two grav drive when it went up.”

Kelly nodded. That was turning out to be a common problem. The Marauders were mean pieces of work, but a little high-strung. “Can you make the Sacramento on just the one engine?”

“No problem, Slasher Leader,” he replied. “And Commander? Thanks.”

“Any time.”

“Slasher Leader, this is Flight Two,” a new voice sputtered from the communicator, distorted by distance. On the tactical display, the flight coming from the far side of Saipan, itself, blinked to indicate the signal’s source. “Ravens in front of us, but breaking off.”

“I see you,” Kelly replied, watching as the Raven flight that had tried to work their way around the fight veered away to follow their comrades. At the edge of the system, the furthest of the Alliance fighters was already blinking into hyperspace. “Good work, everyone.”

“This is getting to be a regular thing,” Flight Two’s leader said—Slasher Five, one of the old hands, former Alliance, who’d flown a Valkyrie before this.

“And, yet, kind of forced,” Kelly said. “They were looking for a fight, this time, like they wanted to rattle us.”

“Don’t think this system’s going to be the place?” Five asked.

“I don’t know about that,” Kelly replied, hearing a hint of unease creeping into her voice. “Just seems to be a lot of noise the Alliance is making.

“Well, if it is,” Himari cut in, “they’re going to get a Slasher welcome!”

“Hell, yes, they are,” Five replied with a chuckle.

Kelly smiled, but didn’t quite manage to join the laughter. A glance to port again showed her Slasher Six falling back along her wingtip, the damage to his starfighter all the more obvious. Kid was lucky. Her eye went to the unblemished fuselage, the squadron decal there, a machete—like from a Holomedia horror flick—that Six looked to have embellished with a painted-on blood smear.

They were a good group—really, they were. But she couldn’t help missing the Jesters, again.

Because she had the feeling there was real blood coming.

***
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JERRY RODANN STARED through the force field into the cell beyond. Polarized, the view was one way, but he couldn’t help the crawling sensation under his flesh that the prisoner within glared back, like a feral hound, whipped, starved, and beaten to a near-mindless menace.

Prisoner. He sighed. Damn, but that’s my little girl in there.

Tina leaned back in the cell’s single seat, sagged and vaguely bored-looking. She was working her jaw into a smirk, glancing about at her surroundings, no doubt aware she was being observed.

That insolence was the only thing about her that still felt familiar. The rest of her was a fragment of what she’d been. Old bruises darkened her otherwise drained-out complexion, which would normally been of the richest chocolate tones. Flesh hung off bones, robbed of the coiled spring athleticism she’d once possessed. And the eyes—twins to her late mother’s—fluttered with a desperate, hateful light, even as they pretended to nonchalance.

Not just a prisoner, he thought, a plant. A spy. Has to be. No other way she could have ended up here.

He’d left her on Cerelon, when their grand heist to steal a fleet of transports for the Loudon relief went to hell. Left her. Jerry winced. Left her for dead. He’d almost wished for that, too. Looking at her now, he couldn’t imagine where she’d been, what had been done to her, what the men who’d dropped her in the Jesters’ laps again intended for her to do.

They’d recovered her after the Battle of Fury, marooned in the wreckage of an Alliance transport. But it’d been such a clumsy fiction, her the only survivor on an otherwise empty and evacuated derelict, that the Raider boarding party that recovered her quickly sedated her, fearing what she might do. And, of course, Jerry had suggested it. He’d been there, by the cruelest of cosmic jokes, with the rescue party. He’d begged them to knock her out.

He knew how dangerous, how treacherous she could be.

Josie put a hand on his arm and half turned him to her. The leader of the Jesters’ ground assault group—the Raiders—had grown as close to Jerry as he’d let anyone get since Tina’s mother had finally imploded into addiction and self-destruction. And her blue eyes gleamed with worry for him.

“You don’t have to go in there,” she said to him. “Maybe it’s not a good idea.”

“I’m sure it’s not,” a second voice said.

Jerry glanced over his shoulder at Red, leader and founder of the Hell’s Jesters, leaning against the doorway to the antechamber just outside the holding cell. Her green stare smoldered out from a mahogany face at him, the kinky, red-dyed mop of her hair adding an infernal aspect to it.

“She’s my kid, Red.”

“We also know she’s a double-agent,” the woman replied and straightened, stepped into the room. “Playing both sides.”

“I think she only ever plays her own side,” Jerry replied.

“Even more dangerous,” Red said and came to stand before him, not nearly as tall, but somehow towering with the force of her personality. “But I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know.”

“No.” Jerry looked at Josie, who winced, likely seeing the pain on his own features.

“Someone left her for us to find,” Red said, “to mess with us. If you go in there, that’s what she’s going to do, starting with you, Rodann.”

Josie squeezed Jerry’s arm. “Maybe you should just wait. We have interrogators. Let them ask a few questions first, warm her up.”

“Warm her up?” Jerry’s voice rose with the sudden fury of a parent’s alarm.

Josie winced again. “Not how I meant it. But we have people who specialize in getting folks to talk.”

Jerry chortled humorlessly. “Not her. You don’t know, babe. Even when she was a kid, she was tricky. And now she’s had a whole life learning the game.” He sighed and looked back into the cell. “With me, at least, I’ll maybe have some kind of advantage.”

Red sidled up next to the cell door and looked in. “I don’t know about that. But she’s cuffed to the wall. Don’t get too close. Don’t give her any opening.”

“She’s not going to hurt me, Red.”

The Jester leader glared at him. “You sure of that?”

Not physically, she’s not, he thought. “Just let me in.”

Josie tugged once at his arm before Red disabled the force field. “Be careful in there, all right?” She touched his cheek with her other hand, looked like she wanted to kiss him, but restrained herself, released him, instead. Had to be impossibly weird for her. They’d only just become a thing, and now this.

He winked at her and turned to nod at Red, who touched the cell control panel beside the door. The shields unraveled with an electric crackle. Jerry stepped into the room.

Tina looked up at him, eyes flaring with shock, like the moment when Jerry caught her doing something wrong as a child. She blinked it away, though, and her face quickly curved back into the crooked smile—into the familiar, old mask. The eyes rolled and she leaned back against her chair with an exaggerated groan.

“Son of a bitch.”

“Not a very nice thing to call your grandmother,” Jerry quipped, coming to stand before her with arms crossed.

“I wouldn’t know. I didn’t know the lady.” She snorted and shook her head. “I hardly know you.”

“You’re going to lead off with that? The family drama? The aggrieved daughter?”

“Pretty sure I’ve got plenty to be aggrieved about. I mean, last time I saw you, Dad, you were abandoning me to certain death!”

Jerry fought to keep the grimace from his face. Of course, she’d gone right to that. And damned if it wasn’t true. They’d been pinned down by Alliance Marines at Cerelon, right outside the hangar bay to their escape ship. There’d been no other way. She’d known it.

“You told us to go,” he replied with chilliness he almost didn’t recognize as his own.

“Doesn’t mean you had to listen to me.”

“You seem to have come off all right.”

She laughed harshly. “Oh, yes. I’m alive, if that’s what you mean. Lucky me!” She jerked forward with sudden anger, caused the chair to squeak and the handcuff linked to the wall behind her to clack. “You can’t imagine what they did to me, Dad.”

Jerry pressed his lips together, buried the hurt. This was the game with her, always, the guilt. She knew he had mountains of it, over her, over her mother. With someone else she’d try another emotion. But guilt was his pain point.

“Who?” he asked, knowing he had to change the game. “Who had you? The Marines? The Council Guard? The AIB?”

She smiled at him, perhaps a flicker of admiration at his deflection. “Where are we?” she asked rather than answer. “You bring me back to the infamous Jester headquarters?”

“Sure.” He made himself keep his gaze locked with hers. “Tina, we know you were left on that derelict on purpose, to be found by someone. It’s obvious. It’s so obvious I can’t figure out why they bothered.” He leaned towards her. “Be a lot easier on everyone if you told us why.”

She cackled. “If this is all you’ve got, Dad, maybe you ought to send in someone who at least knows that you start with pain, not questions.”

“I think you’re hurting yourself plenty, already.”

“Oh, yes,” she drawled, “you’re so wise. You’re such a good father.”

He groaned, couldn’t help it. The little shit. “I don’t suppose you’re ever going to get tired of that?”

She cackled again. “It’s just so easy.”

“Well, easy was always the way with you.”

Her eyes flamed like a starship’s shields after taking a direct hit. “What the hell would you know of it? You were too busy being on the other side of the galaxy with your failed businesses, while I got to watch Mom spiral out of control with her cyberware habit and her revolving door of johns.”

Jerry started to retort, then held it in. Damn, she’s good. He’d been drawn down a path of her choosing once more, almost without realizing. Guilt, again, and pain. Pain to distract and misdirect. And he wasn’t just hurting; he was pissed, could feel a faint sheen of sweat beading on his flesh, his heart thumping out the rage.

A deep breath brought control back, just like it had during one of her teenaged blow-ups. “You can play the dysfunction card all you want, kid, but it’s not going to work, this time. I can’t change the past. But some of us are working to make the future.”

“Ha,” she barked out. “The Jesters don’t make anything; they just blow shit up!” She tugged against her restraints, got partially to her feet to glower at him. “They just leave things a mess.”

“Why were you on that ship, Tina?” Jerry tried to ask coldly, but a little tremor escaped. “What was your purpose?”

She leaned back again, sagged in the chair and adopted a vague pout. Crossing her arms, she looked away from him. “I was embedded with the Council Guard. They didn’t know who I was, only that they had orders to bring me to Fury and release me to wreak havoc” she flicked a glance at him “on all of you.”

“You switched sides again?” Jerry asked. “You went back to working for Admiral Harrison?”

“Where is the Admiral’s daughter?” Tina sat up straight again and an opportunistic flicker filled her eyes. “I haven’t seen Her Highness, yet.”

“She’s dead,” Jerry replied with pain he didn’t have to fake. That was a lie, but the truth of her departure from the Jesters hurt enough.

Tina frowned a little, looked genuinely disappointed. “Suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. It’s a dangerous line of work you’re all in.”

“We were talking about your work.”

“My work...” she mused and settled back against the chair again “...for Harrison.” She snorted quietly, almost painfully. “No one works for the Admiral. They’re tools of his. The man’s a monster, Dad. Hell, you know. Fed his own kid into the fire, rather than endanger his career. He’s an even worse father than you!”

Jerry ignored the sneer. “Go on.”

“He left me to his Naval Intelligence spooks—that little freak, Omura” she shivered “the things they did. Weeks of it. Maybe longer.” Now she gave herself a shake, as if to physically throw off the memories. “But it was nothing I haven’t seen before. Just drawn out.”

Nausea filled Jerry. He knew this was part of her scheming, again, the guilt. But some of this was true, as well. He could see it on her face, the haunted, damaged look. My God, how did it all go so wrong?

“At first, they wanted to know about all of you,” Tina went on. “But that topic turned stale pretty quickly, as there was only so much I could tell them. You’d all been pretty careful not to share too much when we...collaborated. So, we turned to what I could do for them. And that’s when it got interesting.”

Jerry folded his arms. “How so?”

“I don’t know that I’d call what came next as torture,” she mused, and Jerry knew she was trying to torture him, “but it was definitely unpleasant. ‘Conditioning’ they called it. Lots of sleep deprivation, holograms left on constant loop and full of ultra-violent imagery. Followed by what actually felt like game-stim, forcing me to play and replay scenarios of...” she trailed off suddenly.

Jerry waited. Then, “What?”

She met his gaze and the razor gleam in her eyes was frightful. “Murder,” she said. “I committed it over and over again.”

Jerry gulped. “Anyone specific?”

The cold in her stare thawed abruptly and she chuckled. “I don’t need a course of holo-traumas to be conditioned to want to kill you, Dad.”

He forced himself to laugh back. “No, I don’t suppose you do. Who, then?”

“The Union President, Levine,” she said, “who I’ve never met. Admiral Greer, who I have. Irony is, I really do need to see him.”

“Greer?” Jerry glanced towards the polarized force field at the door. The Union Fleet commander had paid the Jesters a few visits and had, of course, insisted on integrating the Jesters into the regular Fleet organization—which had cost them heavily. “So, you were working for him, too?”

“Dad,” she said, as if pitying a particularly slow pet, “it was always him. He and I go back to before the war. I did jobs for him, spying on the High Council, the Admiralty, corporations. I knew when he intended to defect to the Union. I knew it all.” She stiffened a little. “And I have to see him now!”

Jerry shook his head. “First of all, I don’t have any idea how we make that happen. And second, after everything you just told me, you can’t expect me to just take you to him.”

“It didn’t work,” she insisted. “The conditioning failed, Dad. I’ve been hardened against such things in ways, God, you don’t want to imagine. But through the course of it, I made another contact. Or, rather, someone made contact with me.”

“What are you talking about?”

“There’s a mole in Naval Intelligence,” she replied. “She came to me, during the sessions, and made me aware of a conspiracy, deep in the Alliance. During some of my sessions she fed me the details, as opposed to the” Tina shivered “never-ending horrors.” She blinked away some memory and fixed Jerry with a shiveringly intense stare.

“There’s a plot to end the war and to overthrow the Alliance government.”

Jerry stared back at her for a long time, then sighed. “Baby, I’m sorry but that sounds like the kind of thing that would come out of a game-stim stupor.” He swallowed back a bit of bile taste. “Believe me, I’d know.”

“Oh, and you think I wouldn’t?” she snapped back. “And what are you saying, Dad? That I sound just like Mom?”

“This isn’t about her or the past or even us, now, Tina,” he growled, determined not to be pulled into one of her tangents again.

“So, what is it about?”

“I needed to see you, to see why you’d obviously been dumped in our way again,” he replied. “And now I know.”

“Know what?” she sneered.

“You’re a timebomb,” Jerry said in as cold a voice as he could manage. “Harrison or whoever, they left you behind to blow up in our faces, to throw us off, divide us, or hurt us. But it’s not going to work.” He turned and started for the door. “Not this time.”

“You were right,” Tina called at his back. “About that job on Cerelon...I didn’t blame you. I did tell you to go, save yourself.”

Jerry knew he shouldn’t stop, knew this had to be more games. But he couldn’t help it, and turned back to look at her—his daughter, after all. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” she said tremulously, her eyes going glassy. “In fact, I’d hoped I’d never see you again, because that would mean you’d gotten away from all of this.” She shrugged, grimaced a little. “Looks like none of us can get away from it, though.”

“I don’t suppose. Not now.”

“But you have to believe me, Dad.” Her voice intensified. “You have to! It’s real. There is a faction attempting to stop this all, from within the Alliance. That’s why you have to get me to Greer. He’ll know I’m telling the truth.”

Jerry shook his head. “Why would anyone in the Alliance want to end the war? You may have not noticed it, but they’re on the brink of winning it.”
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