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As soon as he was propelled out of the hangar, Perseus was assailed by the piercing alarm sound of an enemy’s lock-on and an explosion of light at his right. His hands moved automatically, pairing the momentum of the catapult launch with that of his engines to soar forward between two debris of a spacecraft. On his control panel, he had just enough time to see his wingmen disappear and two red triangles, showing as Eleven and Thirteen turn toward him. His guts felt as though they were being filled with a freezing liquid. He became engulfed by the terror of being the target of soulless barrels. Of being transpierced by burning projectiles. His finger shook on the shield button, ready to use it just to give him three seconds of protection. This was not training or a test. His existence was threatened with annihilation. For a short half-second, he wanted to scream out to all of them that this was absurd, that it was possible to stop, cut the engines and talk as human beings. The moment passed and survival took over. He then saw another debris field and took off in its direction while performing different escape maneuvers. Red Sixteen suddenly turned off, wiped out by the shots of a gun-turret. But red Eleven was still after him, firing salvo after salvo, which flew by as lines of golden light on both sides of the young man’s craft. Perseus kept his finger on the shield switch, but held back from using it. The other pilot was too far for his aiming to be accurate; he was above all enticing Perseus to use the limited energy of his one and only defense. Perseus barrel-rolled to avoid other more accurate shots, as he spotted a good-sized piece of debris from the Olympus and swerved behind it as soon as he had passed the floating pile of metal.

The tip of triangle Eleven had not let go of him. Perseus took advantage of being hidden by the wreck for two seconds to cut his main engine and push his front auxiliaries to spin around. Half a second later, Eleven emerged in turn from behind the wreck without noticing that his prey was now facing him. Perseus opened fire. They were less than fifty yards apart. He saw the yellow streaks depart from the tip of his craft and fly toward the gray enemy shape that had appeared before him. Eleven absorbed the first impacts and apparently attempted to evade with a barrel roll, but the aiming system adjusted, unforgiving at such a distance. Perseus saw his bullets pierce the craft’s fuselage; the metal peeled off as paper under the impact of his shots, then part of red Eleven’s cockpit canopy burst into myriads of small shiny fragments. The craft’s engines slowly ceased running, as the pilot let go of his grip on the thrust lever. He had to be dead, killed by the vacuum or the bullets. Eleven disappeared from his control panel, and became a gray triangle among many others.

Perseus had forgotten to breath. Teeth clenched, hands tightly gripping the control lever. He took a deep breath and set off toward the Olympus he had left far behind.

“Oh shit.” He could not hold back the exclamation. Both warships were there, in front of him.

The Olympus was bleeding. Red and gray clouds of gas lazily oozed from gaping gashes on its sides. Entire pieces of fuselage were missing. The dome that sheltered the hydroponic greenhouse had been torn open, giving the training vessel the looks of a broken planet. Europa’s warship seemed undamaged, as it presented its flank to that of the Olympus already riddled. White bolts of light flashed between both spacecraft, while small dark shapes swirled on its other side more or less unscathed, as a swarm of furious metallic bees.

Perseus clenched his jaw and re-entered the fray. He located the hangar’s ejection zone from which he had himself flown out. Other craft appeared, catapulted as he approached. He counted five. Three were taken down at the exact moment they exited the warship. He remembered the flash of light when he had been ejected: an ally was taken down. The survivors scattered immediately, but one of them hit the debris of an Olympus craft and upon contact turned into a fleeting ball of light before extinguishing. A gray, cold wreck and deadly trap for the next pilot blinded by fear.

Perseus hushed the part of his being that was trying to remind him that he had almost died there, under enemy fire or by crashing into one of the floating wrecks. That he owes his few additional seconds of life only to luck. But he could not allow himself the luxury of exploring that dark corner, where something small, frail and terrified was curling up, a little bit more, each time one of those tiny white triangle disappeared.

Later.

The word he had said to Nereus. To persuade him to keep going. Later.

He checked the communications switch: not a single order had been given since he had taken off. They were disorganized, every man for himself. A pilot had briefly tried to take command, but his sentence finished in an expectoration of metallic grating sounds and ear-splitting alarms. Perseus never heard him again.

He noticed a squadron that wasn’t engaging combat with the nearby craft. He saw them on his control panel change course when a new batch of craft emerged from the Olympus hangar. Out of nine crafts, only three managed to get through the barrage formed by this squadron. The young man tightened his grip and intercepted the one nearest to him that was waiting in ambush. It was displayed as red Four on his control panel. Two other scarlet triangles, Eight and Six, were highlighted, and came to red Four’s rescue as soon as Perseus targeted him. He noticed several white triangles that had managed to avoid the welcoming committee as he fired a salvo at red Four. His target flew straight up, avoiding his shots: Perseus did not care much about him, but wanted the other enemy craft to stop ambushing those coming out of the Olympus.

“Perseus speaking, to those who have just flown out: target Four and Six, I’ll take care of Eight, they’re targeting the ejection exit! Olympus! Reply and delay the next launch!”

“Olympus speaking, confirmed, you have sixty seconds.”

“Copy that”, said another voice in his headphones between two static interferences and the sinister cracking of some defective equipment.

Perseus then noticed on his control panel a blinking white triangle, Three. The young pilot went after his ally’s pursuer, red Twenty-Eight. Attacking him from behind and by surprise, he took him down in an instant, and Three took off to the left to block one of the reds Perseus had called out. He saw two other white triangles follow the maneuver and swoop down on the second target he had indicated.

Perseus managed to dodge a shot and then barrel-rolled while looking for red Eight on his control panel. He locked on to it with the push of his finger on his control panel, which added a white outline to the red triangle, making it stand out from the rest. He tracked it as it evaded two engagements from other craft that had briefly targeted it.

The enemy craft flew all the way around the battlefield then returned straight back to the dark gaping entrance of the Olympus hangars, thinking Perseus had maybe abandoned the pursuit. The latter almost came to a complete stop, making another pursuer pass him as it deviated from its trajectory. Perseus once again pushed his engines to propel himself behind red Eight as soon as it passed him, and opened fire. The bullets transpierced the spacecraft’s engine unit and ignited its fuel. Eight quietly blew up, Perseus swerved to avoid the pieces of sheet metal hurled in his direction and the carcass of the craft. The violence of the explosion, too strong for his sensitive captors, caused interference on the screen of his aiming system. He was glad he did not need to fire at a second target right then, as the system seemed to have frozen for a couple of seconds. In his headset, he heard static, breaking the quasi-mortuary radio silence.

“Hype speaking! I need help ! three of’em are after me!”

Perseus located him on his control panel, coldly analyzed his position.

“You won’t be able to get rid of them! Escape ! Escape ! I’ll intercept!” Perseus screamed as he turned his craft toward the triangle from which the transmission had come. He saw it blink once. Perseus clenched his teeth and accelerated. He felt himself sink into his seat. Indeed, the control panel indicated three red triangles pursuing Hype. Perseus also noticed that red Four had disappeared as well as red Six. 

“Olympus, the coast is clear; back-up would be apprecia...” he did not have time to finish his sentence. He had to go for a vertical climb; two red triangles were chasing him. Hype no longer showed on the screen. He had been taken down or had cut his engines. The young man once again strengthened his hold and concentrated on a new series of evasions. He saw the white triangle displayed as Three still around, trying to shake off an enemy spacecraft. Perseus passed right in front of him, praying he would be able to open fire on his pursuers. One of the red triangles turned off, the second blinked before withdrawing from the pursuit by performing a chandelle maneuver in turn. Perseus returned the favor to Three, by taking down his pursuer. 

“Thanks, Three...”

“You’re welcome Perseus. Eos speaking, so that you know who you owe a drink to when all this is over...”

He laughed. Perseus cracked a large smile. They were all going to die here, so why not? He might as well laugh, he said to himself as he changed directions, heading toward Hype’s three previous pursuers. A white immobile dot appeared on his screen, it was Hype.

“Eos, cover for Hype until his engines have completely restarted, in case others are nearby.”

Two red triangles deviated toward the stationary target. Three whites intercepted. A new wave of ally craft came out and joined the combat, unscathed. The balance of power evened out, now that the hanger was no longer constantly ambushed. Perseus directed Eos, then Hype who had re-entered the fray at full throttle.

“Eos speaking, I’ll soon be out of gas Olympus, any chance I could quickly land to refuel?”

“Negative Eos, platforms are blocked. We can get you out but not in. You have to hang in there until the Vulcan arrives. Five more minutes.”

“Dammit,” he replied. “They’re slow!” 

Perseus engaged in combat with an isolated enemy, who happened to be a skilled evader. 

“Eos, I’m bringing one over who’ll be showing you his butt.”

“Oh yes...” the pilot sneered. Perseus steered away, as if to abandon the pursuit, the red triangle quickly turned around and swooped down on him. Perseus performed a couple of maneuvers to convincingly fool his opponent and flew toward Eos. His pursuer disappeared from his control panel.

“Thanks!”

“It’s not a drink but a bottle you owe me...”

Hype tuned into the ongoing conversation. “Two of them are still on my ass...”

“Do you ever wipe?” Eos replied, laughing.

Perseus bore left towards Hype and successfully blocked a first pursuer. He expected the second to turn off, to be taken down by Eos. The red triangle turned around on his control panel, abandoned his pursuit and took off. Perseus looked up and saw a craft similar to his, slowly swirl, steaming gases seeping from bullet-impact holes. The craft collided with a piece of debris from the Olympus and remained stuck.

“Eos?” Perseus stupidly tapped his headset, while trying to convince himself not to look at his control panel, as if ignoring the evidence would change the reality.

“Sorry, Perseus,” Hype said in a weak crackling voice. The young man lowered his head and finally looked at his screen. The white triangle number Three had grayed out; it had become the color of the wrecks.

Later. The word resonated in his mind. He nodded to himself.

Yes, later.

Three new red dots were approaching his position. Perseus made a U-turn, flying very close to the Olympus. Hype relieved him of a pursuer, a second one deviated from the pursuit and Perseus took it down following a short chase. The third one was put at risk by two other Olympus craft and taken down in turn, by Perseus again who was looking for targets, taking them down one after the other. On his control panel, the color white now dominated the swarm of red that appeared to be backing up in an attempt to move the battlefield under the fire of their own warship.

His headset crackled.

“Make room guys; the flying piece of crap is coming!” Hecate screamed in his ears.

The pilot saw two big doors slide open on the side of the Olympus and a dark shape slowly detach from it. The bomber was out. Perseus took advantage of a break in engagements to communicate some orders. Other pilots had joined their little improvised squadron. Some survivors of the first wave, but there were few, very few of those.

“Hype, Nymph, Theia, can you escort? Leto and Minos will be the back-up: if we’re taken down or have to retreat, be ready to replace us, Okay? All the others watch the hangar: another squadron will arrive on grid at five-four-five. Keep them busy, make them forget we’re here... and survive ...”

“Sure thing”, Leto’s voice replied.

Perseus realized only then that Leto was the pilot with the small moustache who had tried to warn him about Hecate, in the cafeteria. In what now seemed to him to be the memory of another person, light years away from the pilot who was approaching the bomber.

“Hecate promised she would kick my butt if a single enemy craft reaches her, so I’m counting on you!” Perseus added with a smile in his voice.

“What should we do? Nymph answered. “Let the enemy through and finish her if she’s still moving? Or should we save her?”

“I don’t know yet, I’m thinking about it. Hecate? What do you think?”

“Fuck off, moron”, she very plainly replied. 

“I think we can save time by finishing her on the spot”, Theia added with a contained laughter in her voice. Perseus’ headset saturated with laughs, nervous for the most part. The idea of dying was so close, so palpable; they all felt they had lost their minds, laughing like this. It is either crazy or indecent. Death was silence. Laughing contradicted it so viscerally that it seemed strange and natural at the same time. As for Perseus, he was more inclined to attribute it to insanity. He noticed only then that his face was soaked. In sweat and tears he had not felt run down his cheeks. They might as well run, he thought to himself.

He bore to the right to position himself on that side of Hecate’s bomber, and rapidly went after a Europa craft that was getting too close. Leto immediately took up his place in the formation. That was good, he thought as he took back his initial position, leaving the pursuit as an ally took down his target. That was very good. The bomber and its escort glided away from the battlefield, distancing itself from the enemy’s radars, and gaining height. After a few moments at full speed, they began their descent toward Europa’s warship. Perseus’s headset crackled.

“Pilots, Olympus speaking, big enemy formation in your direction, they spotted you. Fall out and disperse, it’s three against one. They brought out three squadrons to take you down. We’re trying to get a second bomber out to raid the warship from the other side. Hecate, sorry, there’s nothing we can do.”

“Screw you,” she answered under her breath. 

Her bomber was too slow for any escape maneuver. Its highly resistant armor-plating could take a few hits, but would not resist more than a couple of seconds if each craft were to concentrate its fire on her. Its turrets did not have a better firing range than regular spacecraft. Perseus resumed the transmission.  

“Olympus, how many are there? I don’t see them on my control panel. Any back-up available?”

“You should see them in one-two-zero seconds. About fifteen craft. Negative for back-up, we’re empty.”

Perseus froze. There were probably about twenty ally craft still in combat near the warship, and he knew that around one hundred had flown out of the hangars. Nymph’s craft ID was one-zero-three. He took two breaths. His wingmen had not fallen out of formation despite the orders from the Olympus. Were they waiting for him to order that they abandon Hecate? He hesitated a moment, then spoke to his squadron. 

“Hecate, slow down, let us pass you. The others, full throttle. Leto, Nymph position yourselves above her, I’ll send you a maneuver to perform on your control panels once you’re there. You’ll be facing Hecate flying backward at your initial speed. Then cut the engines, I’ll be beneath. Hype?”

“Yep”.

“Go to her right. Crossfire, ambush, the big worm that serves as the bait is Hecate. Theia to her left; Minos, as soon as they’re within range on your control panel dash off to pull the wool over their eyes. If we’re lucky, you’ll lure one or two of them over to the Olympus. Nymph? We’ll fire when you do. Open fire once they’ve passed you”.

“Won’t they simply see us disappear from their radars?” Nymph asked. 

Hecate answered, with a surprisingly calm voice. “If you don’t see them yet, chances are they don’t see you either. Except if their radars are better than ours. In which case, you’re all about to go on a suicide mission for me. Yay.”

Perseus didn’t wait for the next comments, and proceeded to send the spin maneuver to his wingmen.

The spacecraft flew into position. He saw them turn around on his control panel before disappearing one after the other with a pang of emotion. Pride? Not only. Fear. He was terrified of putting their lives in danger. He brushed aside this other feeling. Not now.
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