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“It’s a trap!”

“Do you think so?”  Devin couldn’t help but make the comment even though he was alone in the cockpit of his aerospace fighter.  The region of space around Stella’s Folly had been a fierce battleground for the last twenty minutes.  Warships loyal to House Simard had reached the comet first and sprung a perfect trap on the unwary brigantine that House LaLonde had sent to claim the comet for its own use.  A Sheathe-class brigantine and its full complement of Stilettos, plus a Broadsword and its own fighter squadron had sprung out of the comet’s tail and attacked Garnet Flight before the Reliance could respond.

The com-system crackled with static before clearing into a tension-filled voice.  “Fighter Group, there’s a new group of signals appearing on our main scopes.  Enemy reinforcements are approaching.”

“Thanks for the head’s up!”  Devin Shaw cursed under his breath as his fightercraft’s sensors screamed out warnings about multiple enemy targeting locks.  “Too little, guys, too late.”  Pulling sharply on the throttle, he triggered the thrusters and flipped his Stiletto end-over-end so that it was facing back in the direction it just come from.

Momentum of course, still carried the Stiletto along its previous vector and at its previous speed so Devin was actually flying backwards, still pursued by three enemy Stilettos.

“You won’t get me so easily.”  Devin triggered all of his starfighter’s weaponry with a press of the firing stud.  The twin laser beams missed the lead enemy starfighter, but its two companions broke away from their formation as the adder-class missiles streaked towards them.  Devin flipped his fighter end-over-end again and accelerated away along a new vector before the Simards could regroup.  He cleared his throat.  “Emerald Group,” he said loud enough to trigger the com-system, “report in.”

“Emerald Two, still here.”

“Emerald Four, kicking ass and taking names.”

“Emerald Eight, can we go home yet?”

“Emerald Nine here.  The techs are gonna kill me when they see this fighter’s armor.”

Devin sighed.  Too many losses, he thought grimly.  We’re not going to win this one.  He reached for the comm-controls to manually change the radio frequencies.  “Reliance, this is Emerald Leader.  Requesting orders.”

“Emerald Leader, break off the engagement,” the voice of the brigantine’s comm-officer crackled back to him through static.  Both sides routinely attempted to jam each other’s transmissions as common battlefield practice; winning the electronic battlefield could be more important than the actual fighter combat.  “Return to base.  We’re withdrawing.  That is a priority one order.”

“Understood, Reliance.”  Devin changed frequencies again.  “All Emeralds, return to the ship.  Priority one command.”  He tried to clear his sensor screen, but debris from the comet’s tail was confusing his sensors.  Which readings are from ships and which are just chunks of rock and ice?  He was still wondering when a Broadsword painted blue-with-yellow-trim emerged from behind a spray of icy shards almost close enough for him to each out and touch.  “Simard Broadsword coming out of the tail!” he warned over the comm.  He tried to erase the panic from his voice.  Fat chance of that happening.  “Simard Broadsword is closing.”  He accelerated away from the big warship.  I’m no match for that monster, he told himself grimly.  Attacking it alone would be suicide.  It was a bitter truth to swallow.

The newly arrived Broadsword launched its fresh fighter squadron, then began to move towards the beleaguered Reliance.

“Emerald Four here, is this a private parade or can anyone join?”  The rest of Emerald flight’s survivors fell into formation around Devin’s fighter.

“This is no time for jokes,” Devin replied coldly.

“Running away are we?”

“We don’t have much choice.”  Devin could hear the bitterness in his voice, but didn’t have the energy to mask it.

“The five of us won’t be able to do much to the Broadsword.”

“Not unless we ram it.”

“I want to live past today’s battle, Four.”

“Your loss, Eight.”

“Cut the chatter, Flight.”  The Reliance was ahead of him.  The red-and-green painted brigantine was battered, its once-gleaming hull now blackened by laser beams and missile impacts.  Half of the ship’s laser cannons were no longer firing, and only two or three of the point defense guns were fending off strafing runs by nearly a dozen Simard Stilettos.  The fighters launched adder-class missiles and point defense hastily engaged them, allowing the fighters to regroup for another run.

“Hit them hard!” Devin ordered.  He and the other surviving Emeralds tore through the Simard fighters, scattering most of them and leaving three enemy fighters as expanding clouds of debris.

Covered by the tattered remains of Emerald Flight, the Reliance turned and accelerated away from the comet.

The Simards did not pursue.
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“Flight Commander Shaw.  Would you perhaps care to elaborate upon your earlier disposition?”  The question was asked in a polite, cultured tone of voice by an elderly man who was dressed in a black business suit.  His green-and-red striped tie showed his House allegiance, but even those colors were the darkest shades possible.

Devin remained sitting quietly at the small table across the narrow room from the civilian.  “Yes, Inquisitor.”  He refrained from nervously smoothing non-existent wrinkles from his tunic.  He was dressed in his best uniform, dark green with red stripes along his arms and legs, but felt uncomfortable.  Nearly a month had passed since the battle, but he still felt tense.  Too much time on the flight back to Cadixia, he thought.  Too many empty bunks in the flight decks.  Lost comrades could not be replaced until the Reliance had returned to one of the LaLonde holdings, in this case, the capitol.  Then coming home to the biggest city in the Freehold and being confined to base pending this damn fool hearing.  The city is out there, and I’m stuck in here.

Dominique Richesse, Lord Inquisitor of House LaLonde, leaned back in his chair.  “Then feel free to proceed with your story.”  His blue eyes were sharp, but sunken into a face devoid of spare flesh...giving him an ominous skull-like appearance.  “I am always interested in hearing from those involved in any incident.”

“The battle of Stella’s Folly was an ambush, pure and simple.”

Richesse said nothing.

“Our advance patrol was jumped by superior numbers and caught completely off-guard.  We attempted to fight the Simards, but were unable to gain any significant advantage.”  We were totally out-gunned.  We never stood a chance.  “Captain Massel had no choice but to withdraw his command from the comet’s vicinity or else witness its utter destruction.”

“The facts, Flight Commander, speak for themselves.”  Richesse waved a skeletal hand towards his computer monitor on which data flowed across the flat screen in steady streams.  “Captain Massel failed to secure Stella’s Folly for this House.  He led his command into a textbook-basic ambush.  He failed to inflict significant losses onto the enemy, despite taking severe losses to both of his own fighter squadrons and serious hull damage to his vessel.  Aside from the fourteen pilots who were killed, he left five more pilots to the enemy.”

“Massel had no choice!”

“So you claim.”

Devin glared at the smug civilian.  How can you just sit there and pass judgment? he thought.  You weren’t there!  You’ve probably never been near a battlefield yourself.  Inquisitors were political appointees, not trained soldiers.  “Garnet Flight was patrolling ahead of us as we approached the Folly.”  With an effort, he forced his tone to remain calm and non-argumentative.  “They were moving towards the comet in prelude to our sending over a research team to examine the comet.”  We were hoping for a water-rich comet we could mine.  “The Simard ships emerged from the comet’s tail and opened fire.  A volley of Adder-class missiles destroyed half of Garnet before we even knew they were under attack.  Emerald was scrambled and launched as quickly as we could get into our cockpits but Garnet was totally gone before we arrived.  Emerald did what it could, but we were totally outnumbered and outgunned.”

“House Simard fielded two Broadswords and a Sheathe against you.”

Devin nodded.  “Against the Reliance.”  Against a lone Sheathe, he thought to himself.  “Simard had more than twice the fighters we had available, and their cruisers could have vaporized our lone brigantine.  We inflicted what losses we could on them, but we never really stood a chance.”  He let his voice trail into silence.

The moment of silence stretched out.

Devin wished that he something to look at, but the conference room was depressingly barren.  The uncomfortable chair in which he sat at the plain wooden table—plain unpolished pine, he thought.  A single glass of untouched water, now sweating in the corner.  The austere wooden table and chair at which the Inquisitor studied his computer monitor.  Beige walls, slate-colored tiles on the floor.  A cold room.  Not a place anyone would feel comfortable in.  No, not a welcoming room at all.  A thought struck him.  Not even a banner in our House colors!  He noted that with surprise.  A bland room which could belong to any House.

Richesse seemed unmoved by the story, or the long silence.  “The comet was a valuable prize, Flight Commander.  It could have been exploited to supply our colony on Miser with potable water.  Instead, we shall have to divert civilian freighters and appropriate escorts to transport water there from our holdings on Sapphire.”

Devin sighed aloud as he acknowledged the political realities of that assignment.  “Which will affect the war effort.”

“Everything affects the war effort.”  Richesse leaned back in his chair with an arrogant smirk on his face.  He tapped his fingers against each other in a slow rhythm.  “The Noble Houses have been fighting for dominance since Landfall.  The struggle will not end until one House or another becomes supreme over the Cadian People.”  His voice held no uncertainty of which House he wished to see become the dominant power.

“The Resource Wars have drained our culture,” Devin protested almost without thinking.  “Centuries of constant warfare with no clear victor.  All we have left is chaos.  There’s no point to it.”

The Inquisitor’s eyes narrowed.  “Such talk could be considered treasonous.”

Devin snorted.  “I thought that House LaLonde encouraged its officers to think for themselves.”

“Within reason.”

“If we don’t think for ourselves, then we might as well belong to Thibeau or Chenier.”

“House LaLonde has guided its holdings well for centuries.  There are far worse Houses to belong too.  Houses where a failure of this extent in battle would have been punished far more severely than receiving a mere reprimand on your record.”

“Is this nonsense over then?”

“Yes.”  The Inquisitor examined his computer.  “You are dismissed, Flight Commander.”
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Lord Nicholaus Karul paced along his favorite balcony in his family’s manor house.  He had a beautiful view of the heavily forested countryside, which he normally found soothing.  Today, I can take little solace in the forest, he thought sadly.  The press of duty weighs heavily upon my shoulders.  “Why do I constantly find myself at the mercy of fools?” he demanded aloud.  “That comet could have been a valuable prize for our House and you allowed the Simards to gain control of it.”

“We did our best, Lord.”  The captain watched his Lord pacing along the balcony with a faint hint of concern.  “The Simards arrived first at the Folly and fought off a LaLonde patrol with minimal losses.  We lacked the strength to then seize it from them.”

“Lacked the strength, Captain, or lacked a warrior’s courage?”

“I live to serve this House.  My courage and my honor are intact.”

“Do you really serve this House, Shettel?”

The officer saluted, one hand against his heart. “My life is yours, Lord Karul.”  Karul was a fair man, never punishing his subordinates for failures beyond their control.  He squared his shoulders, the gold trim on his slate-gray uniform glinting in the sunlight.

“Never forget that fact.”  With a resigned sigh, Karul turned back to the view of the forest.  “Leave me.  Prepare my shuttle and a small escort.  I must travel to Arcadion for the next Conclave.”

“Yes, my Lord.  The shuttle, and your escort, will be ready to depart within the hour.”  He turned and strode back into the building.

“The next Conclave,” Karul muttered after Shettel had vanished into the office.  “Which will be like all of the previous ones and likely all those yet to come.  Seemingly endless chatter from the mush minds who govern the other Noble Houses.  Threats and taunts and bickering which ultimately come to no resolution.”  The annual Conclaves were a complete waste of time and energy.  “Unless one can change them.”  He chewed at his inner lip as he considered that particular thought.  “If one House becomes dominant, then everything changes.”

Now that was a risk worthy of taking.

*        *       *
[image: ]


“CLOSING ON ACG-DELTA-Two.”

“Launch our fighters.  Order them to make a clean sweep of that sector.”  Martin Reeve eyed the tactical display with a careful eye.  “Engage at will.”

“Confirmed.”

Martin waited as his patrol made its careful advance.  One Sheath-class brigantine and three cruisers, with half a dozen freighters, slowly advancing into an asteroid cluster controlled by House Graham.  The possibilities for success or failure are right within my grasp...a glorious time to be alive.  His name would be recorded within the House Archives for this day’s mission.  I just hope it gets recorded as a glorious victor and not a failure colored forever with the stain of defeat.  “Scan for power emissions.”  Which asteroid should he concentrate on?  There were so many in the area.

“Scanning.”

“Fighters launched.  Taking up defensive formation around us.”

“No sign of enemy fighters yet?”

“Nothing on our scopes, Captain.”

“Keep scanning.”  Surely the locals must have spotted his fleet by now?  Can their security be this lax? he wondered.  No Bouchard commander would leave a facility vulnerable.  Any scan-tech who failed to detect an enemy fleet had better hope to die in battle before facing the punishment Bouchard would devise.

Soft chatter between the bridge stations kept the mood tense.  Martin forced himself to stand by the main display—though he desperately wanted to pace and wear away some of his nervous energy.  That would not be the image I need to project, he reminded himself.  The eyes of my Lord are upon me this day.  I must not disappoint him.  Honor could accept no less.  Instead, he gave a quick study of his uniform.  The indigo of his uniform was offset by thin sage piping and his medals and pins of rank were recently polished.

“Captain, two freighters have been detected in orbit of asteroid designated delta-five-seven.  Power emissions are in stand-by modes.  Hard to see them, but they’re there.”

“We must have eluded the Graham patrols then.”  Martin smiled with mingled relief and feral anticipation after the report was completed.  “Lord Bouchard will be pleased.”  A costly battle against alert defenders would earn him no favor in his Lord’s eyes—it was far better to score a victory with the minimal expenditures of House resources.  “Order the Stilettos to strafe the freighters and then accept their surrender.”  The freighters would not be able to offer much of a fight.  On a battlefield, they were just big targets.  “Prep the shuttles for launch.  I want our marines on the ground now!”  His Sheathe carried one hundred and seventy-five marines; each cruiser in his convoy carried forty more.  “Secure those mines at any cost.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Securing the mines would be easy.  The real challenge—and the risk—would come in getting his marines from the warships to the surface.  We just have to take the shuttle pads first, then secure the colony’s command center.  Once there, we will have complete control of the life support systems.  If the Grahams resist, then we destroy their life support and let their workers slowly suffocate in those tunnels.  Not that it would come to that.  After centuries of inter-House warfare, such mass destruction was unnecessary.  Graham will yield to us easily enough.  They will just plot to retake the asteroid cluster in a future battle.  Such was the nature of life in the Cadixian Freeholds.

*          *         *
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BAXTER’S was a busy bar, crowded with drinkers representing just about every House and faction.  Although it was located in Karul neighborhood, it drew its clientele from every House.  Mostly soldiers, with some traders and a handful of ordinary laborers.

Devin was slumped against one of the tables near the back of the main room.  There were half a dozen alcoves spaced around the main room, but they had already been occupied when he had first arrived several hours before.

“Doing your best to subsidize the bar, Flight Commander?”

“Hey, Jennifer,” he slurred.  “Have a drink.”

“No, thank you.”  She looked at her commanding officer with something close to disgust.  “I would have expected better from you.”  Her veridian jumpsuit looked very military.

Devin sighed.  Same old mother hen she always is, he thought.  “What else is there to while on leave?” he demanded, pushing himself into a more upright sitting position.  “It’s not like anyone wants to associate with us.”  Defeat had a stench that kept other personnel far away.

“We need to keep in training.  We could get reassigned at any moment.”

“Jennifer, you are so naïve.”

“Better to be naïve then whatever you are.  Sir,” she added after too long a pause.

Devin eyed her for a long moment.

She looked back at him with that quiet contempt.

“Well what do we have here?”

Devin turned his head to the left and looked up at owner of that smirking voice. The man looked as if he had been poured into his form-fitting blue uniform.  The saffron trim showed his House affiliations clearly.  He’s kinda cute, but for that one small fact.  “A Simard rat.”

The man shook his head in amusement.  “Better Simard than LaLonde.  Better a manure shoveler than a LaLonde.”

Devin’s glass shattered on the floor as his fist connected with the Simard’s officer’s face.
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