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Part 1 – The Conspiracy
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Energy bolts ripped across the stars, the cold silence of space belying their violence. An ungainly rectangular vessel began a slow tumble as they found their mark, bit its hull. Spaceframe sheared apart, bled crystalline streamers of escaping atmosphere that became smears of fire and then a white flash of fusion core breach as the whole ship shattered.

Silhouetted against the glare, a vulpine form streaked clear. Forward swept wings ending in particle cannon spat azure blasts while firefly streaks of plasma belched from a chin-mounted blaster.

“Enough!” growled a voice from the darkened chamber viewing the hologram.

The spaceship banked and began a tearing starboard turn that would bring its weapons to bear, nose-on.

“I said, pause that, damn it!” The growl became a bark. “Will someone...?”

The hologram froze, leaving the attacking craft perfectly centered on the wall-sized display, fractured by static lines.

Lights came on throughout the room.

“Thank you!” A man built like a barrel, wrapped in a slate gray suit of Nova Terra’s finest synthe-silk stepped in front of the image. He scowled at the conference room before him. “Is someone going to tell me when this is going to stop?”

“It appears you have stopped it, Charlie,” Bradley Boxer replied from his seat.

The men and women around the conference table laughed at the quip. But their amusement had a brittle note.

“Six billion credits in damages this quarter, alone, all from attacks from these Hell’s Jesters.” The man clenched pork chop-sized fists at his hips. Many called Charlie Pratt, founder of Zebulon Blaster Weapons the “Razorback”, and he certainly looked like one. “You’re going to tell us to laugh that away, Boxer?”

The CEO of Syntar Fleet Corporation wanted to squirm, but not from this interminable confrontation with his Board of Directors. The cellular-level nanobots that preserved Boxer’s youth had been increasingly malfunctioning, of late, causing nerves and skin to seethe as though bathed in magma.

Especially when he was angry.

“I’d encourage you to look to your quarterly earnings statements,” Boxer replied, “and the seven percent year-over-year gains.”

“Which would’ve twice that if a chunk of Syntar’s infrastructure hadn’t been blown to hell by these jackals!”

“Jackals that the HoloMedia likes to point out we provoked,” pointed out a whip-thin woman from across the table from Boxer—Ellen Astrid, President of the HoloEntertainment conglomerate, Omnipresent.

“That’s right,” Pratt grunted.

“No, that is fantasy.”

“Is it?” Pratt snapped. “Well, then, is it fantasy that a dozen of our finest transuranic mines—facilities we upgraded last year at no small expense—are now cut off from us on worlds that’ve joined this insurrectionist Union of Free Stars?”

Boxer waved dismissively. “A short-term-challenge...”

“Challenge?” Pratt sputtered. Some of the other members of Syntar’s Board of Directors shifted and began whispering around the table. “You know, there are a few here that wanted to challenge your leadership with a vote this time, Boxer—”

“Charlie...” came a voice of warning from the head of the table. Gary Tollins, Chairman of the Board of Syntar Corp had the appearance of a snowy-haired elder gentleman, but the predatory eyes of the galactically-feared corporate lawyer he was. “Charlie, that’s enough.”

Pratt retreated to his chair next to Astrid, but the glare continued.

“Seriously, though, Brad,” Tollins turned to Boxer, “you can’t possibly be so flippant about the situation in the Outregion. Over a hundred worlds seceded from the Alliance? There’s no precedent. And they seem in deadly earnest, with a star fleet to back it up.”

Boxer suppressed the urge not to scrawl at his flesh—damn these bots! “It’s a hodge-podge,” he replied with more nonchalance than intended. He hardened his tone. “Other than a few traitor units that defected to the Union, they’re little better than rabble.”

“They seem determined to fight.”

“And that’s a bad thing, why?”

The silence from around the table gratified him. They’re so small. Fools complacent in their wealth, in the work of others—don’t they see it? He got up from his seat and spoke to the AI monitoring the conference. “Can we take that down now, please?” The hologram blinked out. “And bring up the alternate deck.”

A series of graphics with supporting tables materialized in globular holograms over the table. One graph blinked and a series of colorful lines swept upwards.

“What is it you’re showing us?” Astrid asked.

“Projected ship-building orders from our Navy contracts over the next three years,” he replied, “based on current sales.” Another graphic blinked, showed the same upwards movement. “And these are revenues.” Yet another graphic was highlighted, trends and numbers escalating beyond the scale of their axes. “Now, these are transuranic volumes, once those ship-builds are complete and go live—and revenues, of course.”

Boxer turned to meet the gazes of his Board—the true jackals—men and women he despised yet had to court. “Ladies and gentlemen, in four years Syntar Fleet Corporation will have doubled in size and profits.”

Tollins leaned back in his seat, resistance still in his eyes, but a twinkle of opportunity. “This is based upon current volumes?”

“The High Council approved the Admiralty’s latest—and accelerated—expansion schedule in secret session two months prior. The orders only became public record in the last week.” Bower grinned, was relieved at the same time to have the nanobot fire momentarily recede from his nerves. “It appears the current tensions are very good for us.”

“Provided they don’t explode into open war,” Pratt rumbled.

Boxer turned directly to him—the fire back in his flesh, along with his rising temper. “And again, I ask why that’s a bad thing?” He said to the AI, “show projected revenues in the eventuality of conflict between the Alliance and these rebels”

The graphics all shifted and the slope of their increases sharpened to nearly ninety degree climbs. Silence gripped the conference room. But smiles of avarice had begun wrinkling a number of faces.

“How are you able to estimate any of this?” Astrid asked, her already vanilla complexion going ghostly.

“The Admiralty has already drafted plans, assuming a war-footing. Those aren’t public record, of course, but they’ve been made available to us.”

“War-profiteering...” Pratt said. “That’s what you’re talking about here.”

“And a weapons manufacturer knows nothing of such work, do you, Charlie?” Boxer snapped in return. The blow struck home, Pratt’s face reddening to near-crimson as he sputtered.

“It’d be civil war-profiteering, Brad,” Tollins added softly.

Astrid sagged in her seat. “Has it really come to that?”

“We don’t know that it’s going to come to anything,” Pratt snarled, regaining some of his combativeness. “What we do know is that Syntar is already at war, with these Hell’s Jesters.” He pointed a sausage-sized finger at the holograms. “All those fancy numbers mean nothing if we lose another asteroid-mining installation or—god forbid—they manage to hit one of our shipbuilding facilities.”

“That would mean striking all the way into the Foundation worlds,” Boxer hissed back, “something they’ve shown no appetite for.”

“Now that they can skip back across the rebel border to hide, there’s no telling what they might try.”

“Come on, Charlie,” Boxer retorted—the agony of the nanobots gave his voice a hoarse note, “hitting uninvolved citizens? That’d alienate every moderate in the Fringe sectors the Union is trying to court.”

“They’re terrorists!” Pratt flung his hands wide. “Why does it have to make any sense, at all?”

“All right...all right.” Tollins held up a calming hand, waited until Pratt’s muttering and whispers around the table ceased. “Brad, we’ve heard a lot of talk today about the Jesters—and God knows we hear about them outside, from the HoloMedia, from the Assembly—but we’ve heard nothing about what you’re going to do about them.”

All eyes turned to Boxer and the pain of the nanobots scrubbing his innards approached unbearable. It took monumental effort simply to smile, to not lash out at these pampered parasites.

“Our plans our evolving.”

Astrid grimaced as though she’d bitten down on something hard. “Evolving?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Boxer replied, raised his voice over murmurs and a derisive snort from Pratt. “In the interests of operational security I’m sure we’d all agree that they not be divulged in so open a setting, at least until things are more certain.

“Certainty is the key, here, Brad,” Tollins said, a bit of the litigator creeping into his voice now. “It’s something we’ve had little of the last six months. And while we all understand the pressures you face, our patience is running out. We need assurance that the threat of the Hell Jester’s will be mitigated.” His stare could’ve frozen a lake. “Soon.”

“Of course. Consider yourselves assured.”

Tollins held the stare a long, threatening moment. “We will hold you to that.” His voice and smile brightened in an instant. “Well, all right. We’ve been at this for hours. I believe we have a dinner waiting for us?”

Boxer stood and offered a bow. “Absolutely, you do, on the patios on the other side of the overlook.” He swept up a hand and security-sealed doors clacked open, admitted ushers and hangers-on from each Board member’s personal staff. “You’ll be shown the way.”

Doors and windows slid away from the far side of the chamber, sunlight spilling through with the heady, damp smell of tropical vegetation. A beach hissed in the near distance, was soon joined by the cheery babble of socializing as Board members mixed with spouses and guests left waiting in the sun through the hours of the conference. Boxer got a quick peek of a bluish-tinged sun setting across an ocean whose color was not quite that of his home, Nova Terra, before a tap on his shoulder turned him.

Vikki Hellas, Vice President of Syntar Events—in truth, one of Boxer’s corporate enforcers—stepped close. “That...could have gone better.”

“Leeches,” he snarled before realizing how his voice might carry. He lowered it, adding an oily smile when Tollins glanced questioningly over his shoulder from the patio. “They suck the blood from our efforts and then complain about the taste.”

“You can’t afford to anger them again.”

He scratched furiously at his left forearm. “You think I don’t know that?”

She glanced down. “”Is it getting worse?”

“I can hardly tell anymore,” he almost cackled, the pain a maddening distraction.

“Brad...” She touched his arm. Then gripped it and turned him away from the others. “Oh my...Brad.”

He felt wetness on his fingers and looked down. Rivulets of blood seeped from under his cuff. Red droplets had already speckled the floor. “Damn...”

“You’ve scratched the sythe-flesh patches away again,” Vikki whispered. She yanked his sleeve back, revealed twists of the false skin twining away from a crimson mess of raw meat. “I need to get you out. You’ve at least got to change.”

He let her lead him towards a side exit, both plastering false smiles on and acting as though nothing were amiss. “I’ve got to be seen.”

“You will be.”

“Contact the Project Fountain people,” he said. God, it burned. “This can’t go on. I need to know if they’re ready with their solution for...this.”

“I’ll find out.”

“And have someone send a communique to Vice Admiral Geiger. Request a meeting. We’ve been fattening his bank account for months, and yet the Hell’s Jesters continue to shoot up our convoys. I’d love to know just what the devil he’s been up to.”

“It’ll all be taken care of.”

“It had better. I’m sick of these distractions. All of them.”

***
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ADMIRAL NEHEMIAH K. Harrison leaned back in his seat as he stared at the globular hologram hovering before him, sighed as though deflating. The image was poor, hastily-recorded, and fraught with pixilation. But it was Kelly.

Alive.

“This one’s legitimate,” Commander Terry Omura, Naval Intelligence, said from the other side of Harrison’s desk. “Not a deep fake, this time. I had Holoforensics make damned certain.” He hesitated. “We can double-check.”

“No, I believe you. It’s her.”

She stood in what looked to be a crude hangar bay, auburn hair coming unpinned from a bun and loose strands about her face. She looked pale—in the way starfighter pilots did after too much time in deep space—and thinned, like she hadn’t been eating. She wore stained khaki pants and a battered, black leather jacket. Under one arm she cradled an equally-abused helmet emblazoned with a demonic emblem, a grinning death’s head wearing a motley jester’s cap.

Harrison winced and hit a switch, deactivated the hologram.

Omura, for all that he was a spook, looked pained for the Admiral. “I can leave you, if you like, sir.”

After a deep breathe, “No, of course not. How old is it?”

“We think three months.”

Harrison nodded. “So, after the fighting at New Jefferson.”

“Aye, sir.”

“So she’s still with them.” He kneaded the bridge of his nose to stave off a building headache. “How’d we come by this?”

“Third hand,” Omrua replied. “We have an asset that has leverage over one of their members’ kin. The recording came through them.”

“Yet we can’t find out where the bastards are hiding?”

“Third-hand, I said, sir.”

Harrison slammed the desk with the flat of his hand. “God damn it!”

Omura flinched. He was a tiny man, looked small even in the cramped confines of Harrison’s ready room aboard his flagship Obliterator. The viewport at his back, showing stars and the mighty grav drive nacelles of the battlecruiser, almost swallowed him as he folded his hands and sighed. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“How did this happen?”

“I-I don’t...”

Harrison flipped the hologram back on, pointed at it. “They told us she was dead, Commander! They told us she died over Gallaton, fighting the Hell’s Jesters. Now she’s with them?”

Omura opened and closed his mouth several times, like a fish gulping for water.

Harrison sagged in his seat, rage fading behind a storm of emotions he couldn’t tame. My daughter, my baby...is alive...and fighting alongside terrorists. He wiped his brow. Against the Alliance, against me...how will I tell her mother?

“Someone needs to find out, Commander,” he managed in a hoarse voice.

Omura cleared his throat, stiffened his back. “There were pirate recordings earlier. We couldn’t corroborate them, then. We even thought they were information warfare from the Jesters, themselves.” He squirmed a little. “But there’s some evidence she was planetside on Gallaton after the battle. One of the transmissions seemed to indicate she was in one of these hard labor camps Syntar claims they weren’t running there.”

“Syntar...” Harrison hissed slowly as the headache blossomed behind his eyes. “The bastards have oozed into everything, haven’t they?”

“The High Council seems very friendly to their needs, yes, sir.”

“Friendly,” Harrison snorted, “they own half of them.”

Again Omura squirmed. “I’m not a politician, sir.”

“And I thank God for it, Commander.” He straightened up a bit, forced himself to focus. The best way through a difficult problem was the direct way. “So...Gallaton. We know she dropped off the grid there. We also suspect she ended up in Syntar’s clutches. There isn’t any other evidence? No Holo logs? No black box recordings? There was a battle there, Terry, certainly something survives.”

Omura seemed to choose his words very carefully. “There are very convenient gaps in the data. Our holo analysts suspect but cannot prove deletion. There is definitely willful omission. The biggest problem is that the Bedford, off of which Lieutenant Commander Harrison flew, took heavy damage over Gallaton, including a direct hit to the bridge that took several senior-level officers with it. And, of course, we lost her sister ship, the Razor, there, too. More potential witnesses lost.”

Harrison winced at the memory of testifying before the Assembly after that, the wound of Kelly’s apparent loss at the same time making it nearly unbearable.

“There is...one another thing we know for certain.”

“Geiger...” Harrison hissed before Omura could fill in the blank. “Hal Geiger commanded Task Force Subjugate over Gallaton.”

“Yes, sir.” Omura didn’t squirm now. “And we have long suspected Syntar has made overtures to him.”

Currents of chill and white hot rage swirled in Harrison’s gut. He clenched a fist to control them. “What the hell is happening to us all?”

“Sir?”

“Flag officers under investigation, politicians for sale...” He trailed off. A quick shake of the head put him back on track. “You’ve suspected him, but have you proved anything?”

“His recent expenses indicate income far greater than a Vice Admiral’s salary.” Omura frowned. “But, no, we’ve got nothing concrete, yet.”

“He’s an oily bastard,” Harrison growled. “My fault, he is. I helped make him, promote him—now who’s the trusting fool?”

Omura didn’t pretend to consider the statement.

Harrison sagged back in the chair again and undid his high-necked collar, looked at the hologram of Kelly, let it bite his soul. He missed her. God, he did. A parent didn’t love one child over another, but she’d been the brightest light of his three. And Natalie has been a ghost since we lost her...what would this do for her? Or to her?

“I want my daughter back, Commander.”

“That’s why we’re talking to you, Admiral.”

Harrison smiled at the younger man. He’d sponsored his application to the Academy what seemed decades ago, watched his career blossom, and drawn him in to his military “family” when appropriate. All high-ranking officers collected such, networks accreting about them that got things done when the sinews of the service weren’t enough. But...

“I know you’re taking an awful risk, here, Terry.”

Omura stiffened a bit. “Among the Navy’s highest traditions is loyalty.” He looked Harrison in the eye. “I’m simply repaying yours, Admiral.”

Yes, Harrison thought darkly, by helping me recover a child to whom that traditional has apparently meant nothing. He winced and swallowed the thought back. “How do we do it?”

“As I’ve said, we have a contact leading back to them. We also have a number of leads amongst the Union of Free Stars’ fleet, former Alliance officers.”

“Traitors,” Harrison said softly, “like my Kelly.”

Omura pressed on as though he hadn’t heard. “While the Union and the Hell’s Jesters do not yet appear to be acting in concert, there is certainly communication between their two camps. We have an opportunity there.”

“So your plan is...?

“We will reach out to her with one of these contacts, and draw her into a conversation.”

“So it’s a trap.” Harrison smirked. “What’s the bait?”

Omura smirked back. “You are, sir.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Part 2 – The Cast
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HOLOGRAPHIC RECEPTOR ON>>>

SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 422497>>>RECEPTION>>> A hatchet-faced woman of piercing blue eyes and a chin-length snowy-white mane stares.

“Leadership,” she says with a warm, welcoming echo. “It’s what the galaxy needs in these times of uncertainty and stress. It’s what you’ve gotten from me, from humble beginnings as a litigator at a minor firm, to twenty years in the Assembly representing my home world, to twelve years on the High Council.”

Her expression hardens. “Leadership—it’s been missing from some in our Assembly. While the situation in the Outregion continues to spin out of control, some think it an opportune moment to slander their peers, to waste tax dollars on endless hearings and investigations.”

She holds up her chin. “Leadership is focusing on what matters, right now. Now is the time to deal harshly with the breakaway worlds of the Outregion. Now is the time to stabilize galactic governance, not divide it pursuing selfish vendettas. Now is the time to support business, interplanetary infrastructure, and our brave Fleet.”

“Leadership!” she booms. “It’s what you’ll continue to get from me, Susan Moffett of Plymouth, High Councilor of the Second Foundation Sector and your Grand Galactic Alliance.”

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 4719803>>> RECEPTION>>> Long, oar-driven vessels with garishly-painted dragon head prows ground on a beach. Dawn silvers the surf as men in furs and jangling armor surge over the sides, jeering. Ahead of them, a village convulses in panic. It is a scene out of an Ancient Earth history text, made real—

—almost real, as pixilation streaks the vision of a girl snatching her baby from a hut.

The view separates to half the screen, the other two quadrants showing young men. One reclines in a couch of bluey gel cushions designed to accentuate the stimuli fed to his brain by wires festooning his skull. Sweat stains blot his sleeveless t-shirt and whiskers coarsen a pale face that likely hasn’t seen sunlight in weeks.

His eyes see nothing of this world. But his body twitches in time to the movements of one of the holographic raiders.

“Well obviously Iridium Studios hasn’t worked out all the kinks,” the youth in the second quadrant observes. Fleshy-faced with a receding hairline, he shares his compatriot’s disheveled appearance. His feverish stare meets the camera, but it’s clear he’s reviewing the progress on the half-screen.

The illusory warriors fan out into the village. Screams spread. Flames lick skyward. A raider kicks in a hut door and vanishes. Another knocks an old man off his feet. He raises an axe into the newborn sunlight. The edge flashes and falls.

“Ow!” Sweat jewels the reviewer’s forehead. “I can’t say they’ve skimped on detail. Great job on that, Iridium! The neural translation is so good.” His nose wrinkles. “God, you can smell the burnt flesh.”

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 152435>>>RECEPTION>>> A woman draws the curtains back from a window. She grimaces as sun light bathes her face, darkening age lines about eyes and mouth.

“Time,” a voice says solemnly. “It chases us all, our adversary—our tormentor.”

The view follows the woman’s stare out the window. Green lawns spread before her, down to sidewalks where children play hopscotch on a sidewalk. Adults look on, laughing and beautiful.

“It doesn’t have to be this way,” the voice from before says.

The perspective shifts to a laboratory and a man in a white coat. His smile reflects the light perfectly and his eyes sparkle with friendliness.

“At Project Fountain,” he says, “we stand with you against the tyranny of time. We can arm you with the weapons to win your personal war against it, to be the very best you can be.”

The woman leaves from the window. With music swelling grandly in the background, she casts her front door wide and steps out into the sun. The people by the sidewalk turn at her emergence and wave.

“Stand against time,” the man’s voice says. “Let us stand with you.”

Bathed in sunlight, the woman’s time-worn features smooth, sliding fluidly into a younger semblance of her face.

“Project Fountain...”

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 666789 - NOVA TERRA - GOVERNMENT SPONSORED>>>RECEPTION>>> Harvey Grantholm from Tartan, descends the last steps from the amphitheater of the Galactic Assembly to the main floor of the chamber. Many of the Assemblymen watching him from benches above affect the antiquarian style of the High Council, the white robes and patrician purple stripes.

Not Grantholm. He stands, arms folded impatiently, in a black suit that brings out his white collared shirt and very red tie beneath. The ties have become a trademark, their colors and patterns growing ever bolder.

Atop a dais at the center of the chamber, nine seated High Councilors, each the chief magistrate of a sector of Alliance space, look down. One, a man of artful gray mane and carefully-tanned visage, sighs before saying, “The Council recognizes the Assemblyman from Tartan.”

“Do you?” Grantholm drawls and unfolds his arms to stride onto the floor. “Well, that is a privilege, to be recognized!”

Alexi Noovin of Nova Terra groans. “Again you’ll subject us to one of your harangues?”

Laughter purls from the tiers of onlookers above. Grantholm accepts it with a good-natured smile. “The words of the people of the Alliance are a ‘harangue’ now?”

“When they come out of your mouth they are!” someone shouts from the lower levels.

That brings more laughter, but Grantholm waves it off. “I have the support of the moderate faction of the Foundation World Bloc.” His voice goes more serious. “They’ve lent me the time to speak and I intend to do so.”

“Then perhaps you’d like to get to the point,” Moffett of Plymouth snaps from her chair beside Noovin’s. “This government has real work to do, today, and you hold it up!”

“‘Hold it up’.” Grantholm sniffs and glances significantly into the tiers of the Assembly. “‘Harangue’—how dare we bring the will of the people before the oh-so august High Council?”

A wave of jeers washes down from the Assembly, met by shouts from supporters of the Council. Some of the Assemblymen from the Fringe Worlds, seated further up, are on their feet. Above those, representatives of the HoloMedia, surrounded swarms of hovercameras, as well as invitees and staffers watch passively. Their addition to the proceedings has been lauded for its commitment to government transparency.

Some have noted the onlookers merely mask vacant seats, where the representatives of the now-seceded Outregion Worlds once sat.

“Save your populist electioneering for outside this chamber, Assemblyman!” Moffett snarls over the din.

“Oh, but it’s fine for you to bring yours here, Councilor?”

“Noovin...” one of the other High Councilors, Chambris of Breckenridge, growls from his seat to the left. “You have the gavel, today. Control this!”

With a slam of the ceremonial device—passed randomly amongst High Councilors to grant them authority for the session—Noovin commands silence. “Grantholm,” he rumbles, “you have the Floor, but not the right to impugn this governing body.”

With a slow, mocking bow, Grantholm drawls, “Thank you, High Councilor.” A smattering of chortles echoes from above and he half-turns, affects to address the Assembly more than the seats of the Council. “For the last few weeks, this Council has pressed on with reckless zeal with its proposed War Powers Resolution. That has all but overshadowed the activities of the Committee for Strategic Oversight, who had been pressing for greater scrutiny into the causes of our current, sad state.”

“We have a hundred and twenty-eight worlds in a state of insurrection,” Noovin states. “Now is not the time to debate minutiae!”

Grantholm opens his arms wide to the Assembly. “This august body cannot, as the saying goes, walk and chew gum at the same time?”

“That Resolution is of preeminent concern!” Moffett hisses over mocking laughter and catcalls. “We must have it to prepare critical Alliance assets, should negotiations break down.”

“And the Committee’s concern, prior to this curiously-timed rush, was how affairs broke down so. The people of the Alliance are rightfully alarmed, Councilors. They want to know how it came to be that those hundred and twenty-eight worlds walked out of an Alliance that had endured intact a century and a quarter.”

“The motivations of traitors are hardly—”

“On the contrary,” Chambris of Breckenridge cuts Moffett off, “those motivations are of critical importance.” He half-turns to look down the row of High Council chairs at her. “And while the upheaval in the Outregion may seem a distant concern to my Foundation World peers, those of us on the Fringe see it in our back yards.”

A brief but throaty rumble of agreement passes through the Assembly.

Grantholm grins like a snake coiled to strike. “And that brings us back to the specific topics the Committee had begun to question, notably the activities of Syntar Fleet Corporation, prior to the crisis in the Outregion, and more specifically their ties” he pauses for theatrical effect “to our esteemed High Councilor Alexi Noovin...”

SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 422499>>>RECEPTION>>> A woman of angular features and eyes that seem to drill right out of the hologram frowns. It’s a stare she’s cultivated throughout her career, one known to drag information from even the most recalcitrant subjects.

“This is Cassidy Stevens of HoloTruth, your source for truth across the hyper-channels.”

“And this is Cal Evans,” a man of laugh lines and tight brown curls says from beside her in the studio. “We open our show tonight on a note of great concern. One of our own, Katerina Sobieski remains missing after her disappearance this past weekend.”

A globular materializes at Cal’s shoulder, showing a painfully young face with brown hair and stylish, oversized sunglasses. “To say that we’re all worried is to understate. However, authorities remain optimistic and we hope you’ll all keep her and her family in your thoughts and prayers.” He turns to Stevens. “Cassidy and Kat have worked together extensively over the years. Cass, you had a few thoughts you wanted to share?”

“We’re all family at Holotruth. But, yes, Kat and I worked some of this firm’s hardest-hitting stories together. In fact, it was that sort of work that had drawn her into the corridors of power, recently, following leads tracking corruption to possibly the highest levels of government.”

“You’re referring to the allegations of campaign finance violations by Syntar Fleet Corporation on behalf of members of the High Council?”

“That’s right. But it was more than that. I don’t have all the information. Kat had become increasingly secretive, only feeding me pieces, but she was on to something larger.”

“Something related to Syntar?”

“And the secession—some connection to the Hell’s Jesters.” Stevens’ eyes shimmer for a moment, a hint of some deeper fear. “I’ll be honest with you and our viewership:  I’m scared whatever she’d been pursuing had something to do with her disappearance.”

“Explosive and frightening,” Cal says.

“Very much so.” The anxiety leaves her glower, the edge returning, cold and ready to cut. “Unlike many channels across the HoloMedia, Holotruth does not concern itself with ‘right-think’ and taking its cues from celebrities and elites. The truth is what it is. We merely report it.”

She folds her hands before her and sets her jaw like a prize fighter steeling themselves for a hard brawl. “And we will not be intimidated.”

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 4719803>>> RECEPTION>>> “Well,” the game reviewer says with a chuckle, “it wouldn’t be called ‘Warriors from the Sea’ without this...”

On the main screen of the gaming demo, a ragged line of men and boys with homemade shields and rusty spears form at the village’s edge. One of them, a larger brute with the armor and weapons of an experienced warrior, barks an order and the battle line advances down the settlement’s single main street.

The raiders send up a jeer, one joined out loud in the first quadrant by the game tester on the couch. The youth is now drenched in perspiration, the stimuli pumping through his skull so real his chest rises and falls with exertion.

“Now we’ll see if Iridium worked out the signal degradation issues of their earlier releases,” the review narrates. “Last year’s ‘Skull of the Vizier’ left a bad taste after the tactile sensory input turned out to be too muted.” He giggles. “That really made the harem encounters disappointing.”

Raiders crash into defenders across the main screen. Blades flash. Blood spurts bright crimson, horrifically real against ruptured entrails. A short sword darts between shields to slam into the gut of the demo player’s on-screen character. The illusory warrior folds over squealing at an inhuman pitch.

“Ooooooh!” the game reviewer howls. “How’s that feel, Timmy?”

The squeal on-screen echoes in the first quadrant as the game tester writhes on his couch.

“Seems the pain is real...” A bit of the merriment leaves his face. “Ah, might want to detach, there, Timmy.”

The game tester rolls onto his side. Wires twist, wrench about his face and throat. He convulses once, twice, and vomits a crimson geyser across the floor.

“Guys...guys...” The game reviewer waves frantically at his camera, jowls jiggling. “Can someone get in there? Now?” He slaps at his camera, misses and curses. “Damn it...cut that! Cut it no—”

>>>SIGNAL LOSS>>>TRANSMISSION CUT AT SOURCE>>>

***
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TIM WATKINS WATCHED the holographic timer countdown to zero-hour in the cockpit of his Hellhound, hating every second as it passed. It’s the wait that kills; not the fear.

“You need to breathe,” a voice filled the space with what almost sounded like concern, “heart rate and blood pressure are elevated.”

“I’m fine Jeanie,” he told the AI that co-piloted his starfighter. The Jester engineers—Cory and the rest—insisted the machines weren’t self-aware. But Tim had started having doubts a while ago. Jeanie, as he’d nicknamed it, did one hell of an impersonation of a pestering older sister. “You just never get used to this, y’know?”

“I wouldn’t know, actually.”

Tim chuckled.

“I can bring up that meditation program Commander Harrison recommended to you.”

“No, it’s fine. It’s just nerves, Jeanie.”

“There’s something different about today? We’ve done this many times before.”

They sure had. He’d been with the Hell’s Jesters for over three years, now, and had seen everything turned upside down and back again. They’d gone from raiding merchant convoys on behalf on of Syntar Fleet Corporation to fighting against the mega-corps, and on behalf of its competitors. But that had all been small games, a preliminary. Now the Jesters found themselves in the midst of galactic upheaval as the worlds of the Outregion seceded from the Alliance and left the two sides eyeballed each other across the stars, tensing for war.

And both sides were watching for the Jesters, to see if they’d make matters worse.

Which they were about to do.

Tim’s cockpit console chimed and a globular hologram materialized in the air to his right. A pale face occupied the image, framed by a battered helmet she claimed was comfortable. A single strand of auburn curled out from under it, but Kelly Harrison didn’t seem to notice, only the work in front of her. Her blue-eyed stare cut from the hologram, unflagging energy, unflagging determination.

Damn, she was exhausting.

“Five minutes to hyper jump, Tim.”

“I can see that, lady.”

“Remember,” she went on without acknowledging him, “you’re not the main event, but you want to appear like it. Go in fast, hit them hard, and draw off their hunter-killer compliment. Make a real snarl of it. We want them chasing you around when the others make their play.”

“I was at the briefing, Kelly.”

“And I know how you like to nod off when I’m talking.”

Tim chuckled. Her voice sounded harsh, but he’d been around the former-Navy pilot long enough to recognize her dry brand of humor.

“Just...be careful, Tim.” For a moment, there was more to her voice than the ball-busting, Academy graduate can-do he knew she was forcing. She didn’t allow herself to be human too often in front of people, but Tim had caught glimpses of it, hard work, courage, and caring.

“I’ll be the soul of caution,” he drawled in reply.

“Because timing is everything with this one,” she was already moving on. Another globular appeared in Tim’s cockpit, shared by Kelly from hers. This one displayed a local star chart depicting the planet Clarion, outermost of five orbiting the star ETG-105, and the only bearing any life—though that remained at the single-celled level. An icon orbiting Clarion, itself, blinked and the hologram zoomed in on the Jesters’ target. “The infiltration teams should already be aboard the distribution center, using the transport we abducted. Their strikes await your attack.”

Cory, Tim thought, and Jerry, too. And a lot of people we’re gambling on this. He hated it, hated that their schemes got ever more risky. They’d nearly lost it all six months ago with the raid on New Jefferson, the battle that triggered a hundred worlds’ secession. Cory had almost died there. Now the kid was back in the frying pan. They all were.

“What if they’ve already been found out?”

Kelly didn’t quite hide her wince. “No way to know that.” The Jester strike force waited in powered-down silence, just outside the system’s gravity well and a one minute hyper jump away. Effective communication at that distance was impossible—would be, anyway, since it’d give away the infiltrators. “We’ll find out when you jump.”

“We’re jumping in blind,” Tim continued with a hint of irritation.

“We’re Jesters, aren’t we?”

He snorted at her crooked smile. The devil-may-care brand of the Jesters didn’t quite fit the Admiral’s daughter. But the victories her planning and organization had brought sure did. This crazy Clarion raid hadn’t been her idea; but it was her plan. He took comfort there.

Had to.

Another globular crowded Tim’s cockpit. Materializing into a mahogany face and a shock of red-dyed hair, the hologram showed the architect of all the craziness:  Red, founder of the Jesters and as inscrutable a person as he’d ever known. Green eyes flashed and she looked like a religious fanatic. That zeal had kept them all going for so long, but damned if she hadn’t begun to scare Tim.

“This has the look of a lively debate,” she snapped.

“No debate, Red,” Kelly replied, “just last minute check-in.”

“Last minute is right—less than three,” the Jester leader said. “Let’s not waste them on loose chatter, right?”

“Just making sure everyone knows their role,” Kelly assured her.

“Watch your fire when you get close, Tim,” Red told him. “It’d be nice if we got away with more than just a couple transports.”

At Red’s prompt the globular map zoomed in, showing the Clarion Hub in detail, a three mile-wide rectangle holding geosynchronous orbit above a groundside mining operation. Syntar Fleet Corporation hadn’t been a starship manufacturing firm, solely, in years. Their operations had come to encompass mining the tranasuranic ores that fueled interstellar travel, the sprawling paramilitary forces that defended those, and the political influence machine that allowed them to operate a monopoly in plain sight of the Alliance.

Clarion Hub supported the first of those ventures, a massive platform for distributing not only the virgin planet’s transuranic yield but loads coming in from other worlds, due for Syntar refineries further down the galactic arm.

“We expect they hooked up here.” A docking station blinked on the schematic. “The strike teams were to fan out to all adjacent stations.”

“I know it, lady,” Tim replied, “nothing fancy; cut and run.”

“And I just wanted to remind you of it.”

“Seems everyone does.”

“Clarion is deeper into the Fringe Sector than we’ve gone before,” she went on, “and Navy patrols have been frequent since the secession crisis. It’s possible we’ll have an unexpected participant.”

Tim didn’t need a hologram to imagine the galactic “geography” she described; three rings radiating out from Old Terra—the older, densely-populated Foundation Worlds on the interior, the thinner-spread, but settled worlds of the Fringe, and the far-flung frontier planets of the Outregion, most of which had gone over the rebel Union of Free Stars.

The Outregion had long been the Jesters’ playground, but with the secession and Syntar’s forced retreat from the frontiers, targets had to be found elsewhere.

“I get it,” Time repeated with some temper.

“Excellent.” Red hesitated, like she wanted to add something more, maybe snap at him. Then, “Good luck to you both. I’ll see you in the thick of it!” 

The globular vanished and Tim scowled.

“She’s worried,” Kelly’s image said.

“She’s telling me I don’t know how to do my job!”

“That’s not it. This is the biggest gig since New Jefferson.”

“And I don’t get why we’re taking the risk. We just got back on our feet.” He glanced at the Clarion Hub hologram, still hovering before him—the blinking icon where the infiltrator transport had likely docked. “Hell, Cory just healed up, and we’ve sent her right back into it.”

“She volunteered.”

“She’s a kid.”

“And she’s key to this other scheme Red’s planned, her plan-within-a-plan.”

“Like I wouldn’t be careful knowing she’s down there...”

“Tim,” Kelly’s voice took on a pleading note, “we’re all stretched thin.” The tone hardened. “But this is the plan. And it’s about time to execute it.”

“Understood, Commander.”

She offered him a half-smile. “I’ll see you soon.”

He offered her a mock salute in response, something of a poke at her former military background. “I hope you do.”

Her hologram vanished, along with the others. Tim sat for a moment in the silence and vague body stink of his cramped cockpit. God, I’m tired. I don’t want to do this. The countdown digits blinked with sudden urgency—less than a minute.

He shook himself out of the funk. “Watkins Wing, light ‘em up and look alive!” The words brought a fresh hologram up, showed the vicinity of space around him and a festive chain of lights coming to life within it. Thirty eight hellhounds like his powered up their fusion bottle reactors, as did five Basilisk assault shuttles. Three squadrons of a dozen to fifteen, it was an understrength wing—Tim had refused to flesh them out with recruits for this one, had wanted veterans only.

“Jeanie, how are we looking?” he said to the AI.

Another globular winked to life, showed a schematic of his starfighter. “All showing in the green, Tim.” Particle cannon sprouted from forward-swept wings. Two pairs of scatter-packs—launcher pods of half a dozen antimatter warheads—bulged at hard points under those. And at the chin swiveled a plasma blaster, for knife-fighting range, where the Jesters did their best work.

The design of these hawkish, hunched killers had dictated Jester doctrine since the beginning:  hit hard, hit fast, and get in close. Hyper drives took up enough space that they robbed the Hellhound of the heavier hitting power of a Navy Valkyrie fighter, but were more than enough for the Syntar hunter-killer drones against which they most frequently matched.  More, they allowed the Jesters to strike anywhere, and get out just as fast.

And, of course, there were the AI’s, like Jeanie. A Jester didn’t need the exhaustive training and conditioning that the Alliance could afford its pilots. The simulacrums—individualized copies of a single, super-intelligent back at the Jester hideaway—filled in the gaps so a single person—no matter how humble—could strike a blow against the lawlessness, the utter cruelty enveloping the galaxy.

The Jesters liked to say all they needed from someone was the will to fight.

And that’s what we’re going to do.

“You done with your nap, Tim?” chirped a voice from his console. A globular replaced the Hellhound schematic, showed a crooked-toothed smile and vaguely Asiatic features. “Or had we planned on working today?”

“I was just waiting on you, Li.” Tim grinned at his Second Squad leader. They’d been through a lot together, including the hideous brawl at New Jefferson that’d claimed so many. “How’s everyone else?”

Turley, with the Third Squad, and Solito, with the assault boats, replied quickly—Tim doubled as Wing Commander and First Squad Leader. It was a good pack, old hands and cool nerves. He simultaneously loved and hated taking them back into the fire.

“Not going to waste time on chatter,” Tim said, “we’ve got a hot place picked out for us. You all know what to do.”

Hungry growls answered him and he couldn’t help the grin that blossomed across his face, chased the dread of before back. A part of him wouldn’t wish to be anywhere else at this moment.

The countdown blinked zero.

“Let’s get ‘em.”

Tim punched the hyper drive and his world flashed apocalypse white.

***
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JERRY RODANN WIPED his brow and stuffed the handkerchief back into the cargo pocket of his stolen Syntar uniform fatigues. One of the things he hated about getting older was the sweating, which he seemed to do in abundance when stressed—or just plain scared silly.

“Not much longer,” Cory Xiang said from the copilot’s seat of the Syntar transport. She was an elfin-statured kid with blue hair and a chipper smile that only sharpened Jerry’s nerves, added irritation to his fear.

“I know it, kid.”

She patted him on the shoulder, which crowded him in the confines of the tiny cockpit—Syntar apparently cared little for the comfort of its merchant crews. Globulars floating all around them made the crowding seem worse, if not actually physical. Each hologram followed one of the strike teams that’d left the stolen and heavily-retrofitted Syntar transport—nicknamed by the Jesters the Jack-in-a-Box—posing as work crews, officers, or busybodies that blended into the general bustle of Clarion Hub. Most of them had reached their jump off points, by now.

Jerry glanced at a hologram showing a countdown counter—the mission clock. “Red Team better hustle up. It’s nearly that time.”

He nodded to the hologram hovering just above Cory’s head. In the display, a group of four men and a woman in Syntar overalls led a hover sled loaded heavy with battered containers down a well-lit corridor, passing occasional technicians. One of these offered them a suspicious glance but kept going. Syntar, fortuitously, didn’t encourage curiosity in its employees.

“They’re supposed to be at the power station already,” Jerry hissed.

Another globular popped up, showing a scarred, bristled face framed by battle armor. “Cut ‘em some slack; they nearly got made when they took that wrong turn. It’s fine.”

“It won’t be fine, Pete, if the tractor beam generator coils still have power when we try to lift off.”

Peter Yoshenko, commander of the strike teams and Jester assault operations, in general, snarled through the hologram. He and his teams huddled in the Jack’s hold. It’d be a quick jog to the cockpit to punch Jerry. But the striker regained his composure. “They’re almost there. So don’t piss yourself, Rodann.”

Jerry bit back a retort, knowing he’d probably deserved that. The infiltrators were all Peter’s people. He’d picked them, trained them until their parts in the raid were motor memory. He knew what was on the line, not the least of which was their lives. But it was a hell of a thing just sitting there watching everyone in a slow motion, nightmare dance on the precipice of action or disaster.

“They’re in position,” Cory said softly.

In the hologram, Red Team reached a t-section ending with a double blast-door plastered with warning decals. Jerry knew from the Clarion Hub map hovering nearby that they stood poised outside a cylindrical chamber housing one of the Hub’s power relays. The strikers fanned out, pairs watching each hall, while the fifth member pretended to fuss with the hover sled, as though it’d malfunctioned. A holocamera eye fixated above the blast doors watched them coldly. Somewhere, a Syntar security tech might already be eyeballing their behavior or an algorithm may have dispatched a drone to investigate.

Cory’s fingers fanned out across a holographic keyboard and began fluttering. One of the globulars descended from its hover above her head to settle at eye level. Within it, lines of code spooled out, one or two occasionally flashing as a roving cursor devoured them. Fresh code took their place.

“Syntar prides itself on having removed human intervention from most of their processes,” she said as her fingers worked at eye-blurring speed. “So AI’s write the programming for most of their systems, based on templates. It’s efficient and uniform and—probably most important to Syntar management—cheap. In theory, the whole thing should be subject to an annual audit from the Bureau of Cybernetics, to screen for the emergence of a rogue intelligence.” She rolled her eyes disgustedly. “But the Assembly slashed the Bureau’s funding and Syntar’s allies on the High Council likely would’ve kept them off the audit list, anyway.”

“Of course,” Jerry said. He didn’t know what she was talking about—rarely did—but knew she liked to have someone to bounce words off of.

“Also theoretically,” she rambled on, “humans should be reviewing the machines’ work, to identify any vulnerabilities and to stress-test the code.”

“Suppose that’s not happening, either?”

Cory snorted. “I’ll bet no one’s done a comprehensive review in years. Which means, without editing and without human challenge, the machine-learning isn’t taking place. It’s recycling itself, playing through scenarios it understands based upon input.”

“I’ll bet you’re going to tell me what that means.”

“It means the programming that governs the operations of the Hub is prepared only for the predictable,” she replied. “The unpredictable, such as a pilot accessing the usual post-docking protocols—” her fingers blurred and more code vanished from the globular “—and querying the system for a timetable to off-load—” another finger flurry “—which then opens things up to its administrative processes, and then its operating systems—” she finished typing with a flourish “—is not something it’s prepared for.”

Jerry frowned at her. “What’d you just do?”

“I inserted a sub-routine that will open the doors to Power Relay Station Number Three in the case of a Condition Red security alert.” She grinned at him. “Instead of locking it down, it’ll let Red Team walk right in.”

“The machines won’t notice that?”

“Of course they will. But in the case of a Situation Red, every alarm on the Hub will be going off anyway.”

Jerry chortled at the girl—and girl was right; she couldn’t be out of her teens. He wondered, not for the first time, what quirks of fate had brought this strange, bright creature to so dark a corner of the universe. His path—caught up in the labor riots on Gallaton, imprisoned in a Syntar hard labor camp, liberated from there and then drafted by the Jesters—had been as brutal as it had twisted. But how did a teenaged techno-prodigy end up the brains behind an intergalactic outlaw band’s engineering?

Tina flittered into his mind for a moment, not that his long-estranged daughter—honey-brown, athletic, and nearly as tall as he—in any way resembled Cory. But the fire was the same. He suppressed a sigh, regretting a life that’d left them a galaxy apart. He didn’t even know what had become of her mother. He wished he knew what’d become of her.

Jerry gave himself a shake; better not to think on it now.

His gaze settled upon another globular, also filled with code and clearly awaiting her attention. “What’s that one?”

She hesitated before replying. “That’s part of the other plan.”

He smiled and gave her a nudge when she didn’t go on. “That’s all you’re going to give up? C’mon kid, it’s me.”

“Red said not to chatter.”

“Well, Red’s not here.” No, she was perched somewhere out-system while the pair of them sat here in the viper’s nest. It always seemed that way; pulling the strings while her Jester-puppets danced. Jerry wondered if she gave a damn about any of them, even Cory.

“I’ve tapped into the Hub’s communications subsystems,” she replied at last. “When our party starts, they’ll begin broadcasting a distress signal. Their ether-tenna will broadcast out in the open. But when it looks like the Hub might actually fall, they’ll switch to a priority channel and begin downloading all confidential files.”

“Why do we care about the Hub’s files?”

“We don’t,” she answered, “but we do care about access to that priority channel, which is Syntar’s private network.”

“Ah.” He glanced again at the code jibberish. “You’re going to listen in on their secrets.”

She grinned brilliantly. “That’s the idea.”

“Provided we get out of here alive.” Jerry’s gaze went to the mission counter and froze. The clock had passed zero, was blinking a frantic yellow. He blew out a breath and dug into his pocket for the handkerchief. “Damn, looks like the party is running late.”

The words had barely left his mouth when the hangar outside the Jack rattled with the blare of klaxons. Every other light in the cavernous metal chamber went red and a dozen loudspeakers began droning emergency instructions. Drones ceased their activities and began clearing the space while their human companions sometimes froze, sometimes looked about indecisively, sometimes scrambled to action.

“Intruder alert,” an androgynous AI voice spoke through the Jack’s network. “Intent likely hostile. Situation Red. All transports are to secure in place and await instructions. Return to your vessels and do not leave them. Have no fear.”

A globular chirped and dropped down in front of Jerry, showed a local display of the space around Clarion and the Hub. At the edge of the system a rash of white haloes boiled into being:  hyperspace emissions. From these emerged a wave of fast-moving craft. Jerry didn’t need the schemata that sprang up next to them to know they were Hellhounds coming in hot.

“You were saying,” Cory cackled at his side.

He couldn’t find his handkerchief, realized he’d dropped it when the alarms startled him. A quick scoop of the hand retrieved it from the cockpit floor. He considered the soiled thing before shoving it back into his pocket.

“It looks like the party has come to us, kid!”

***
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TIM’S HELLHOUND HEAVED from hyperspace like a beast from a tar pit. A four-point harness kept the spaceframe’s shudder from throwing him, but the straps bit nonetheless. Something continued to rattle, even as the starfighter streaked on into normal space unimpeded. He wondered how much the battered ship—which, like all the Hellhounds, saw far more action than its design specs warranted—would continue to take.

“Real-space reentry complete,” Jeanie announced unnecessarily. “It appears we caught them napping.”

Tim snorted. The AI made attempts at human-like flourishes, familiarizing its patterns to its human partner. He had to admit, the fumbling actually did make her seem human.

A globular hologram showing Clarion, the Hub, and their surroundings expanded to his right. Tim whistled. Their jump had brought them in closer than expected. The system gravity well—which impeded hyper-navigation—was weakened at this distance from the primary. They’d had a difficult time estimating their likely entry point.

A quick scan showed Tim his wing beginning to settle in around him. The jump had scattered them, but not badly. “Reform your squads,” he growled. “Solito, catch the hell up! I need your missile tugs at the fore, pronto!”

“Hellhound jocks,” an artificially cheerful voice taunted, “siempre estas corriendo!”

He grinned fiercely, sure as hell was in a hurry. They had caught them napping, the Hub a spasm of vaguely undirected activity. But the automated systems of Syntar did not disappoint and the confusion didn’t last. Already streams of contacts boiled from the Hub’s sprawling frame, formed into patterns, and swarmed for the Jesters.

The contacts blinked red as they closed in and Jeanie’s sensors acquired them. A pointer brushed over one and a schematic from her war-book sprang up beside it, showed the all-too familiar diagram of a cigar-shaped ship, engine package bulging at its tail, nose sprouting twin particle cannon:  Syntar’s ubiquitous Hunter-Killer Drone Fighter, Mark II, and until more recently, the Jesters’ most common adversary.

An alarm blatted and more contacts began to rise from Clarion, itself, drones launching from the groundside installation’s aerodrome. Tim whistled again. “We kicked the hornet’s nest, Jeanie!”

“It’s not just those,” she replied. The local display swept back out to show the whole planet. Fresh contacts blinked, sweeping around from its far side. “Patrol sweeps are returning, as well. There are at least two drone carriers.” Each, went unsaid, carried another squadron of hunter-killers.

“Everyone wants a piece,” Tim forced himself to laugh. It was better than feeling. He glanced at his tactical display. His three squadrons had formed into three globe-shaped formations, with the assault shuttles coasting past and into the lead. “All right, everyone, full speed! Let’s drive it down their throats!”

Jeanie was already feeding power to the engines and Tim felt the slow build of acceleration creeping through the Hellhound’s inertial compensator. Red and Kelly wanted a convincing show; they were going to get it. He bore his teeth, couldn’t help the almost roller-coaster sensation of diving in for the kill.

The drones swept out to meet them in a still-tightening plate-shaped formation. The arrangement would allow them to converge quickly on a single point, or break off into a series of different engagements. The Jesters had used it often enough. But Tim intended to shatter it before they got anywhere near.

An alarm blatted. “We’ve been acquired by hostile targeting,” Jeanie said. “We are at extreme weapons range.”

On Tim’s tactical, red haloes began lighting around the nearest drones, his targeting package locking on. “Solito,” he growled into the communicator, “you ready?”

“Locked and loaded,” he replied.

“Take ‘em to the dance!”

An instant later, the icons of five assault shuttles seemed to burst and then blossom into dandelion patterns of missile trails. The Basilisks could serve as troop transports or gun tugs or, as in this case, packed cheek-and-jowl with scatter packs. Each of Solito’s had vomited three dozen of the antimatter-tipped projectiles into the face of the onrushing drone force.

Tim watched the wave of annihilation wash forth while flipping the selector on his joystick control to weapons. On his systems display the number four scatter pack blinked. He waited another moment. “All right, Watkins Wing give ‘em a little more.”

He stroked the trigger and felt a chug through the spaceframe as the scatter pack belched its compliment. The tactical showed every other Hellhound in the wing following suite, adding a second wave of missiles behind Solito’s first.

The drones charged on, undeterred. Flashes speckled Tim’s display as the nearest hunter-killers opened fire, particle cannon clawing missiles from the stars. The speckle became a rash and then a storm as the drones flailed the heavens in a desperate bid to clear the missiles from their path. But math was against them.

A yellow-coded flash lit the tactical, the first of the drones dying in an antimatter bloom. It was joined in moments by dozens of explosions as the unshielded machines ripped through Solito’s initial wave only to stumble headfirst into the following missile volley. The space beyond Clarion seethed with plasma streaks, missile trails, and splashes of slag.

The drones’ plate formation didn’t just shatter; it powdered.

“More power, Jeanie!” Tim barked to the AI. A glance at the tactical showed him the shuttles pulling back, as by design, waiting for their next chance to be useful. His Hellhounds streaked on ahead, down into the fiery maelstrom. “Turley, hold back and pounce on anything we leave behind.”

“Aye-aye, skipper.”

“Li, the rest of you, let’s do this!”

An azure smear of particle beam slapped across Tim’s port deflector. Jeanie automatically dimmed its retina-gouging glare, but he felt the impact on his shields translate into the hull as a jolt and a flicker of holograms. He rolled away from the strike as a drone survivor of the first wave ripped across his nose. He recovered only to find one of his Jesters already peeled off in pursuit.

A cold-hot gust blew through him, the realization that he was in it now. But he shook it off, sent sweat speckling his instrument panel. No time to think.

A pair of hunter-killers sliced in from above. Rather than wait on Jeanie, he slammed the thrusters and felt the gratified blow of acceleration in his spine as the Hellhound sprinted clear, left the drones peeling wildly to reacquire him. He dropped the thrusters and pulsed the port maneuvering jet, spun his starfighter on its y axis. Turn and burn, boys!

One of the drones, drawing a crazed path to catch what its tiny killer-brain likely hoped was his tail, found his guns instead. Tim stroked the firing stud and sent triple blinks of blue-white death into the drone’s face. The hunter-killer splashed away from the particle beams in a billow of superheated gas.

Tim slammed the thrusters again, shot out into clear space. Sitting still in the melee meant dying and he’d lost the second drone’s trail. One of his Jesters streaked across his vision, pursuing a pair of prey. A tapestry of fire slashed the star field.

Where was the other...?

His proximity alarm squalled as the second hunter-killer filled Tim’s forward view screen. “Shit!”

It’d reversed its course—perhaps thinking to cut across his flank—and put itself directly before him, instead, so close he could make out the inverted pyramid symbol of Syntar Corporation. He didn’t recall switching to the plasma blaster, only pulling the trigger. Yellow-white bursts spewed into the drone, each hit walking up its hull with white flashes. The last holed the Syntar decal squarely and sent the hunter-killer into a fiery tumble.

Tim accelerated away from the explosion, shaken by the nearness of disaster but angered, too. Getting sloppy. He executed a twisting arch away from the scrum. The ship resisted him at a few points—Jeanie guiding his path when she sensed him taking a turn into another Jester. Tim had once told someone flying and fighting with the AI’s in co-control was like riding one of the horses bred back on his home world, Loudon:  you were in control of the ride, until you weren’t.

“That second wave from Clarion is closing in,” Jeanie announced.

A glance at the tactical confirmed her observation, a swarm of red blips spreading upward from the planet to envelop them. Flashes lit the hologram as the nearest opened fire and some of Tim’s Jesters returned it.

“They outnumber us by over two to one,” the AI added.

“Super helpful, Jeanie...”

“Just keeping you informed. Those drone transports will be in range in less than five minutes, as well.”

“What would I do without you?” Tim scanned the tactical again and switched frequencies. “Turley, if you’re done with clean-up out there, it’d be real nice if you joined us.”

“We’re on our way, Wing Commander.”

Tim didn’t quite snort at the honorific. Turley was an uptight sort and seemed to take the Jesters’ quasi-military structure seriously. After all Tim had seen and done, he thought of most of it as a joke.

A storm of renewed particle beam fire washed into the space around him. He juked to avoid a near-miss, realized that if he didn’t get his head out of his ass this fight was going to become a joke, real fast.

Tim dove to avoid a flight of hunter-killers, the planet of Clarion wobbling wildly before his display. Red haloes highlighted a second pair of drones and Tim keyed up the number one scatter pack, stroked the trigger. Half a dozen warheads boiled forth. A second later, two drones died in a frenzy of antimatter glare. But the hunter-killers were suddenly so thick around them that one of the scatter missiles peeled off to pursue a drone Tim hadn’t targeted—its tiny brain calculating a better chance at a kill there.

A particle beam crashed into Tim’s belly shields, sent a gut-punch shudder through the hull. He banked, dropped, twisted, and the attacker streaked by him, chasing another target. The systems hologram flashed a red warning from somewhere Tim didn’t pay too close attention to. He gave the thrusters a jolt and wrenched the Hellhound through a skull-scrambling twist after the drone. He found it after a moment, lighting up one of his Jesters’ tails.

Make it look like the main event, she said...

He swooped onto the hunter-killer’s tail, targeting halo alight and an alarm screeching with systems lock. A dizzying glance about showed him he could’ve picked a shot from any of a dozen such fights. The space around the Clarion Hub was a now traffic jam of death and destruction.

He focused on the one and pulled the trigger, sent a long, stuttering blast of plasma into the drone fighter.

Main event or not...we’ve sure got their attention!

***
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“GO-GO-GO!”

With Peter Yoshenko’s bellowing in his ears, Jerry hit the switch to pop open the Jack’s sides. The transport’s flanks fanned open like an egg hatching and a full company of Jester raiders boiled out into the hangar.
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