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Part 1 – Business, Nothing Personal
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The nanobots keeping Bradley Boxer younger than the HoloMedia would ever know seethed under his flesh in a million granules of fire. His physicians had warned him the rejuvenators would have to be deactivated soon, before they ceased holding the ravages of age at bay and started consuming the very man they preserved. There are limits to everything went their glib logic.

Boxer had fired them immediately.

His new team assured him he’d remain the perpetual forty-something seen captaining the greatest organ of commerce in the galaxy. They called the burning a side effect driven by mood, by the increased blood pressure and heightened metabolism that came of excitement or arousal.

Or anger.

Admittedly, he was damned angry.

The waiting room of Alexi Noovin, High Councilor of the Grand Galactic Alliance, was a concave of transparent blastisteel offering Boxer a spectacular view of the primary setting over the curve of Nova Terra. Sunlight dashed cloud cover far below into a glimmering gold foil that faded at the terminator, where the billion lights of the Capitol World’s mega-metropolises winked from shadow. Space elevators like the one housing Noovin’s Council offices clawed to the heavens, metallic beads of shuttles flocked about their seemingly fragile stalks.

The dizzying vantage belonged to a god.

Which is what Alexi apparently thinks he is now. Boxer wanted to claw at the simmer under his flesh, gripped the armrest of the waiting room couch, instead. The smug bastard—keeping me waiting like this.

A door whisked open on the far side of the chamber, admitting a young woman with a smile that must’ve cost a hundred thousand credits. “The High Councilor will see you now, Mr. Boxer.”

She led him into a hexagonal chamber with no windows, but holoscreens on every wall. Hundreds of views flared and crackled, from the markets to minor proceedings on the floor of the Galactic Assembly to coverage of labor strikes in the orbital ship-building yards above New Bonn. The net effect intended to overwhelm a casual visitor with the illusion of the Councilor’s all-seeing eye.

But Bradley Boxer, CEO of Syntar Fleet Corporation had no illusions, of either the display or the man behind the desk amidst the flash and static.

Alexi Noovin appeared to be in his early fifties, a facade no more real than Boxer’s. The streaking of gray in perfectly trimmed, straw blonde hair, the crow’s feet at the corner of icy blue eyes far older, all were as much crafted to effect as the antiquated High Councilor’s robes of white trimmed with patrician purple.

Noovin offered Boxer a smile worth ten times his secretary’s before waving her out. The smile hardened as the door hissed shut at her shapely back. “Good to see you, Brad.”

“And you, Alex.” Boxer slid into a plush chair before the desk. “The new facilities are nice. I got a good look at them in the hour I spent waiting.”

Noovin leaned back in his seat, absorbing the barb as he tented fingers before his lips. “I assume this isn’t a social call.”

“Old friends can’t meet away from the prying eyes and questions of the HoloMedia?”

“Old friends don’t demand emergency meetings with a High Councilor.” Noovin shook his head. “And sorry about the wait but, damn it, I’m a busy man, now. You have no idea the backlog, no idea the mess my predecessor left.”

“I’m sure it’s trying.” Boxer crossed his arms as a cold smile formed. “I forgot to congratulate you on your election, by the way.”

The wrinkles about Noovin’s eyes tightened. “What can I do for you, Brad?”

“No patience for the small talk, I see.”

“What do you want?”

The nanobots clawed under Boxer’s face with the resurgence of his fury. “You’ve got your High Councilor’s seat, and at all no small cost.” He forced the other man to meet his stare. “Do you remember the cost, Alex?”

Noovin’s fingers unknotted, one hand rising to scratch at an earlobe. “Of course I do.”

“Good.” Boxer brightened his tone as some of the roiling of skin and nerves subsided. “Then it’s time you did something for us. The contracts for the Fleet’s transuranic ore suppliers are coming up. Syntar Corp will be bidding on them.”

Noovin’s salted eyebrows bunched. “You build starships. You don’t supply the ore that powers their flight. Syntar possesses no major mines. They are a small player on the transuranic market.”

“For now.” Boxer leaned forward in his seat, jabbed a finger onto Noovin’s desktop. “With those contracts we will become the leader.”

“Please,” Noovin snorted. “Your bids would never stand up to FAC scrutiny.”

“As you said, Alex, you are a busy man now. Certainly, you could see to it that you sat on the Fleet Appropriations Committee, maybe even chaired it?”

Noovin snorted again, quietly. “You’re talking about intergalactic fraud.”

“Ah, and you’re a stranger to such things?”

The High Councilor leaned forward, drumming the desktop with his fingertips as annoyance gave way to a cautious twinkle in his stare. “What if I could? Why? You’d be caught the moment the Fleet found it was stuck in orbital docks, unable to go superluminal without fuel.”

Boxer nodded, had expected that. “Despite holding the current contracts for a decade, United Industries is very near bankruptcy. You can’t have missed the chatter on the markets. Their stocks have been devalued, the HoloMedia decries their ‘creative accounting’—” Boxer’s grin became predatory “—and now certain executives in their leadership have contacted Syntar with...proposals.”

The rattle of Noovin’s fingers on the desk halted.

“If Syntar acquires the primary fleet supplier contracts,” Boxer went on, “then UI stock tanks and they find themselves vulnerable to buy-out. Poof!” He made a theatric gesture with his hands. “Syntar Fleet Corp proposes a merger and finds itself in possession of one of the largest transuranic producers in the galaxy.”

“Brazen as hell.” Noovin’s voice wasn’t dismissive, merely thoughtful. “Amalgamated Galactic Holdings, UI’s chief rival, will expect a fair crack at those Fleet contracts. You know there will be an outcry.”

“They will be under-bid fairly and legally.”

“Legally...” Noovin leaned back in his chair again. “Syntar’s friendship to this office is no secret. AGH will demand an investigation.”

“And I have no doubt your friends in the Assembly can keep such investigations bogged down well below the level of the High Council.” Boxer waved the words away. “All of that will subside once Syntar begins churning out superior quality transuranics at an increased rate. Among United’s many weaknesses is its dependence on organic labor on the Outregion worlds. And Syntar’s automated systems are second to none.”

The Councilor frowned. “You’d be laying-off billions in favor of drones.”

“None of whom are your constituents.”

Noovin’s frown became a cautious smile. “There is also the little matter of the Outregion raiders—these so-called ‘Hell’s Jesters’, in particular. They have been a near-crippling problem for both AGH and United. Their raids have cut into the trade routes significantly and their populist rhetoric has earned them folk hero status in the Outregion systems—” he scowled “—even gained them sympathy from some in the Assembly.”

Boxer rose from his seat, straightening his suit, was surprised to find the nanobot fire gone from under his flesh. Perhaps his physicians were half-wrong. Victory didn’t burn—it was cool like the flush of adrenaline. “The Assembly is your problem.”

“And the raiders?”

Boxer shrugged. “I can assure you, they will be no trouble, at all...”

***
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IN DISGUST, TIM WATKINS waved away the hologram of the checkerboard, and his umpteenth defeat at the hand of the AI, “Jeanie” as he’d dubbed it. With the display dissolved from the air only the desultory flicker of systems displays remained to light the harsh, metallic cocoon of his cockpit. He stretched, groaned at the cramping of muscles left inactive too long. The rattle of the ventilator took on a desperate note as it labored to recycle the locker-room reek of his unwashed body from the tight space.

He—along with the rest of the Hell’s Jesters—had drifted, mostly powered-down in space for two days, now. Waiting.

“Perhaps you’d like another game?” Jeanie asked in a tone so artificially bright, so human that Tim nearly forgot the artificial intelligence that co-piloted his star fighter wasn’t sentient. “Chess this time?”

Tim groaned again. “Yeah, no thanks.”

“I was thinking of your betterment.” The AI seemed to take on a petulant note. “There are lessons of higher strategy, as well. Cadets at the Nova Terra Academy are required to take a whole course in games theory, with a focus on chess.”

“I’m not thinking they’d welcome my type at the Academy, Jeanie,” Tim replied with a chuckle. “And this sure as hell ain’t the Alliance Navy.”

No, they were the Hell’s Jesters, terror of the space lanes and menace to faceless Foundation World conglomerates that’d laid the Alliance’s outer worlds low through greed. And Tim Watkins had long-since given up the toil of an impoverished inter-system flitter pilot, through hooks and crooks he’d rather not remember becoming a wing commander in the band of renegades.

Renegades. He smiled at the thought of it. Childish, of course. But he’d always been accused of refusing to grow up. Of course, we’re not menacing much, floating here like garbage. “Jeanie, bring up the regional display.”

A map materialized before him, drew itself into intricate patterns of star systems. Dotted lines overlapped them to show likely hyperspace routes, the paths merchant traffic was likely to follow in order to minimize time and maximize profit. A star winked at the center, the super-giant Orpheus, with a gravity well so deep it dragged the hyper lanes towards it.

Blue icons leapt into place astride several of the routes and blinked. A week before, Jester heavy craft had strewn those paths with interdictor mines. Behaving as gravitational obstacles—uncharted stars, rogue planets, debris fields—they’d disrupt the passage of vessels through the alter reality of hyper, force them to revert to normal space and cross systems at sub-relativistic speeds. The mines could be cleared out by brute force—would be, eventually—but the sparsely-populated systems in question had thin resources.

Meanwhile, interstellar traffic, their helmsmen detecting the disturbances, would avoid those regions and opt for more time-efficient paths. Perhaps passing through Orpheus, whose disruptive gravity would dictate a sub-light crossing, too, but still save time.

“I’m beginning to think this gig is a dud.” Tim frowned at the display. “Those Syntar spooks told us an AGH ore convoy was due any time. Maybe they found another way.”

Before Jeanie could reply, Tim’s system chirped. A globular hologram coalesced over the local map to show a woman’s narrow, mahogany-skinned face crowned by a shock of curly, crimson-dyed hair.

“Yo, Red.”

The leader of the Jesters—and some said their founder, though no one really seemed to know that for sure—offered a tight, half-smile. “Wake up, everyone! Sensors show hyperspace emissions at system’s edge.”

Tim’s regional map was replaced by a tactical display of Orpheus System. At its periphery, tiny circles like the waves rippling out from stones cast into a pond shimmered. There were dozens. It was a convoy, and a big one at that.

“The Syntar informants were correct again.” Another globular appeared beside Red’s. The woman in the hologram could’ve have been Red’s daughter. But her clipped, nasal tones were those of the accountant she’d been in a past life, before an ambitious executive decided she’d found a discrepancy that needed to stay hidden. Maddy—another of the Jester wing commanders and a morose, businesslike creature Tim had a hard time liking.

“Anyone else think it’s a little convenient?” The globular that materialized to Red’s other side held a thin, pale face framed by straw-blonde strands. Eyes of blue agate drilled from the hologram. “I mean, they couldn’t have come into the system at a better place for us.”

“Are you worrying, Pitt?” Tim grinned unpleasantly.

Galen Pitt, a skinny, vile-humored youth from the frontier, rumored to be wanted on murder charges, was the last of the Jesters’ wing commanders. If Tim had difficulty getting along with Maddy it could be said he didn’t bother to get along with Pitt, at all.

“Shut up, Watkins.”

“Both of you shut up.” Red had a tone of command that gave credence to whispers that she actually possessed the Academy training Jeanie held in such regard. “Watkins. Pitt. AGH will have provided the usual hunter-killers, especially for a group this big. You two draw them off and neutralize. Maddy, you’ll get the transports. Disable them and try not to do too much damage this time. Syntar says this is a big transuranic shipment out of Molotov. That’s a lot of capital that could go up if you botch it. Once you’ve crippled them, run cover for the assault shuttles. Vheng?”

Yet another globular crowded Tim’s cockpit, showed a blocky, grizzled face framed by the bulges of battle-armored shoulders. Vheng, commander of the Jester heavy ships and boarding parties, had the look of a semi-mythical samurai out of semi-mythical Earth. “I’m here, Red.”

“This is smash-and-grab, bigger than usual but nothing fancy,” Red said. “AGH typically runs automated craft, but there might be small security crews.” Her face pinched. “Don’t waste time on pleasantries.”

A toothy grin spread across Pitt’s face even as Tim’s smile dissolved. He didn’t pretend their business was a pretty one—or that none of the ships they’d blasted open to vacuum over the last two years weren’t occasionally occupied—but neither did he pretend to enjoy its ugly side.

“Let’s make this quick, people.” A clenched fist appeared in Red’s globular. “We’re close enough to the Fringe Worlds that a nearby local security force might respond, or even the Navy. Good luck and good hunting.”

The globular holograms winked from the air around Tim’s head, leaving him the tactical display. Hyperspace emissions had solidified into hard contacts that Jeanie immediately painted with war book schemata—a mix of heavy ore transports, smaller cargo runners, and a trio of sleek drone tenders, already disgorging small swarms of hunter-killers.

Blue-highlighted blips flashed into being around the convoy like electric wolf packs, braying for blood as the Jesters powered up fusion-bottle generators and gravity drives. A flurry of repositioning spread through the convoy as the Jesters’ trap became obvious.

“All right, Jeanie!” Tim adjusted the five-point harness of his flight couch. He didn’t bother with a helmet—if the inertial dampening of his fighter failed or the hull was breached he was dead anyway. “Fire her up!”

Tim’s star fighter, a class dubbed by Jester engineers the Hellhound, shuddered around him. A simple affair, scrounged together from an inner-system flitter chassis, maintained by common parts, and armed with the best skimmed from the galactic black market. The organization Red had built revolved around the simplicity of these craft which could take tremendous punishment, appear anywhere, and—the Jesters liked to believe—out fly even the Navy.

Jeanie threw up a systems screen to Tim’s left, would give him a corner-of-the-eye assessment of the Hellhound in the coming fight. Twin gravity drive nacelles on the fighter’s hunched back provided propulsion and a shield generator coil projected a barrier of coherent energy to protect it. The Jesters liked to mix-and-match weapons—some over-arming their fighters to a ridiculous degree—but Tim preferred a simple arrangement: particle beam cannon on forward-swept wings, scatter-pack missile launchers at the hard points, and a plasma blaster in the blunt nose for close-in work.

“They’re throwing a picket screen around the heavy ships,” Jeanie told Tim as the tactical display flashed and swam. “The remaining squadrons are splitting to meet us. They match us for numbers.”

“But not for brains,” Tim replied with a grin.

“They’re Mark II models,” Jeanie said, throwing up a war book schematic. A cigar-shaped hull blinked, all engine and weapons pods, a single-minded machine built only with the drive for destruction and twin particle cannon to carry it out. “This is odd; they’re Syntar-built.”

“Not so odd, Jeanie,” Tim replied, taking hold of the control stick and giving the engines more power. The Hellhound thrummed with acceleration felt even through the inertial dampener. “AGH goes cheap and Syntar builds the cheapest.” Tim’s lips pinched in disgust. The corporations were so incestuous they helped each other’s bottom lines, even as they undercut one other—which Syntar did by paying the Jesters to shoot up AGH convoys.

The tactical display swam with ships desperately maneuvering for position. Blue icons of Jesters closed in as the convoy began a sprint across the system, probably hoping to clear the gravity well and still make their route while the hunter-killers covered them. The swarm of Galen Pitt’s wing closed in on their rear. Maddy’s wing, Red, and the heavy ships slashed in from each flank.

And Tim charged the convoy head-on.

The drones sped out to meet him in a plate-shaped formation that would allow all their weapons to train on a concentrated group, should they try to punch through. Tim’s Jesters spread out in similar fashion. Distance vanished, kilometers burning away on a holographic ticker. The systems display chirped as primary weapons range neared and Jeanie detected hostile targeting on Tim’s silhouette. He swallowed, felt a moment of the fear that sours adrenaline, turns it into a beast howling panic from the depths of his gut.

He bit it back. “Let’s take ‘em to the dance!”

Particle beams ravaged the vacuum in a web of azure lightning. Shields flared thermonuclear white as they absorbed the opening salvo, here and there becoming blossoms of hellish orange as Jester blasts found their mark and drones died. Tim’s fighter jolted as energy pummeled his deflectors, felt like medicine balls flung against a wall. He slammed into his restraints, bit his tongue as power shunted from inertial controls to save the shields. Holograms fluttered in his cockpit and he tasted blood.

The plate formations of Jester and drone met and shattered upon each other, fragments flying off as individual melees developed and combatants swirled. The confused brawl, the rat race—the specialty of the Jesters. The drones flew their tight, pre-programmed patterns, fought in pairs. Space burned, began to be littered with slag and wreckage through which the Jesters juked and spun and dodged, without seeming sense, a chaotic tapestry of annihilation.

Straddled with fire, Tim found a foursome of hunter-killers coming on to port. He whipped his Hellhound about and slammed the thrusters, drove straight for their midst. They split frantically, pairs to either side, weapons flailing emptiness as Tim’s maneuver scrambled targeting programs expecting a standard evasion as a Navy pilot might attempt.

“Eat scatter-pack, fuckers!” Tim triggered the number one launcher and watched a torrent of short-range missiles spew forth. The pair of drones to starboard tried to peel away but had already wasted precious nanoseconds recalculating to follow Tim’s erratic course. They sailed headlong into the stampede of projectiles, died in a shower of antimatter blooms.

Afterimages of their destruction still scrawled across his retinas, Tim let speed carry him on and spun his fighter on its y-axis—the so-called “turn and burn” popular amongst the Jesters. The other two drones had shot off to port, were halfway into a crushing arch that no human, even bolstered by inertial dampening, could tolerate. The hot turn would bring them up on his tail with their weapons to bear at close range.

Tim’s particle cannon never gave them the chance. Cerulean bolts split the leader of the pair in half, engine pod sheared away at a wild angle as the bow with the weapons and control module shredded like tin foil. The remaining hunter-killer kept coming, cannon ablaze as the cybernetic sociopath guiding it rushed gleefully into cataclysm. Tim added his plasma blaster to the mix and chain lighting dashed its hull into incandescent splinters.

Putting on speed, Tim sailed out into open space, giving himself room and time to make certain he was clear. The scrap seethed on behind him. Space flickered with dying drones and blue icons on the rampage. A scream distorted by static across the tactical network told Tim the fight wasn’t all one-sided. He tried not to think about faces that he wouldn’t see again.

“If you’re getting bored, Watkins, you can join me,” Galen Pitt snarled from a materializing globular. “Maddy and the others are having a tough time with the convoy.”

Tim glanced to the tactical display. The drone squadrons thrown out fore and aft of the ore ships had been overrun, but a swirl of icons convulsed about the convoy itself. Vheng’s heavy craft were bowling through to mate with the ore haulers, but more than a few drifted dead in space and Red and Maddy’s people had their hands full keeping the drones from adding more wrecks.

“Watkins Wing,” Tim shouted over the network, “finish up! We’ve got work at the convoy.” He checked his display to make certain his people had completed the rout of the drones and were reforming on him before changing channels. “Maddy, Pitt and I are on our way!”

To Tim’s surprise, Red’s face materialized. “Maddy’s gone,” she said with emotionlessness that made the news hurt more than he would’ve expected. Distortion momentarily snowed over the image of her, snarled words “—more than expected. One of the haulers was a tender in disguise, holding drones in reserve. They got the drop on her.” Red paused, appeared to be looking at something off screen. “Tim, I can’t reach Vheng. See if you can.”

“Gotcha.” Tim switched channels again, feeling dread creep into his guts. Maddy dead...more drones than expected...Syntar drones... He got no response from Vheng, tried again. “Boarding parties, this is Watkins, are you there?”

A globular fraught with lines of distortion shimmered to uncertain life. Tim could see Jester troops in scarred battle armor crouched in the corridor of an oar hauler, lit by ropes of blaster fire. One leaned around a corner. Tim got a glimpse of wheeled machines and heat-pocked blaster muzzles before the trooper spun away, helmeted head dashed to fragments of metal and bone by an energy bolt.

The viewpoint shook and shifted while automatic weapons chattered. Tim heard Vheng’s shockingly calm voice. “We inserted successfully but there’s been more resistance than I would’ve expected.” Blaster fire and shouts momentarily swallowed his words. “The first level was empty, except for these battle drones. We’re about to push through. I can’t raise my teams on the other ships. There’s some kind of interference.”

Tim checked the tactical display, his guts beginning to knot in earnest. The fight with the hunter-killers had carried his squadrons out away from the convoy, now speeding down the gravity well towards Orpheus. “Jeanie, give me more thrust.” They were still too far. So was Pitt.

“What was that?” Red’s face reappeared, having apparently reacquired the boarding party’s channel. “You said the first level was empty?”

“That’s right,” Vheng replied over fighting, “just the drones. It seems a waste of space for an ore hauler. Maybe AGH was—”

“Vheng,” Red’s voice chilled Tim’s blood, “get out of there. Repeat. Get all of your people out now.” Her eyes met Tim’s through the hologram. “Watkins, break off and make hyper as fast as you can.”

“What are you—”

The ore hauler containing Vheng’s team shattered in a sphere of hell fire. Tim heard a gut-punch of air rush from his own lungs. A second and third ship vanished in blasts that took not only the haulers and the Jester assault shuttles crouched upon them but swallowed Hellhound and drone alike. Detonations sprouted the length of the convoy, a daisy-chain of thermonuclear blossoms.

“No!” Tim smote his instrument board hard enough to numb his fist. “No!”

“Get out! It’s a trap!” Red bellowed across the open channel. “Watkins, Pitt, anyone who’s left. Get out!”

Tim’s tactical display blatted a warning. Hyperspace emissions glittered at the edge of Orpheus System. Through the breaches in space-time emerged a wave of drone tenders, already disgorging their deadly offspring.

The Jesters had been set up.

“Get out!” Red was bawling. “Everyone get—”

Red’s image cut away as another signal overrode the channel. An image of a coolly handsome man in a suit of ridiculous expense replaced her. Swirling a crystalline snifter of brandy, he leaned back in a plush seat with a knowing smile, tones conversational while Tim’s world exploded around him.

“Good day to you, friends. By now you know that Syntar Fleet Corporation has decided to sever its relationship with your organization.” He took a sip of his drink, seemed to savor it as much as his words. “Because your work for us has been so exemplary we thought it only sporting that we offer you a personal fair thee well as you speed on your way into oblivion. We thank you for your services and compliment you on your skill but, as the legality of your operations might offer us some embarrassment, you can understand why we can hardly allow you to continue to exist. Nevertheless, know that this is business. It’s nothing personal.”

Tim watched the globular vanish. “Son of a bitch.” He punched the instrument panel again. “Son of a bitch!”

“Watkins,” it was Pitt, blonde locks plastered about a sweating face, “Christ, what do we do? They’ll be all over us in seconds.”

Tim eyed the tactical display. The surviving convoy drones had resumed the fight with the Jesters while their newly-arrived cohorts spread into a pattern that would cut off any escape. “Jeanie, can we get far enough up the gravity well before they envelop us?”

“No,” the AI replied.

“Then we’re going to have to fight through.” Tim keyed Pitt. “Can you raise Red?”

“No. I don’t—no, I can’t. Watkins...”

“We’re going to follow her last order, then, Pitt.” He keyed the general channel. “Jesters, anyone that is left, we’re going to punch right through these bastards and we’re going to live. You hear me? We are going to live.” He hit the thrusters. “Follow me home!”

With the Hellhound shaking around him, Tim charged into doom.
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Part 2 – Converging Destinies
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HOLOGRAPHIC RECEPTOR ON>>>

SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 422497>>>RECEPTION>>> An immaculately-manicured couple sits on a couch, laughing while holograms play on a wall behind them, scenes of clean, well-dressed families frolicking in locales of astonishing natural beauty. The woman sweeps raven hair back from a tanned face and crosses her legs primly while her male companion takes up a steaming mug from the coffee table before them.

“Mm, that is good,” the man says, flashing the holocam a perfectly-toothed smile. “Brewed on Centaurus by the Olivian family, the ‘Walk with Wonder’ blend is our item of the week.”

The woman leans close, pats him on the shoulder. “What’s up for our viewers tomorrow, Al?”

“Well, Deidre, we’ll be taking a long trip spin-ward to the Fringe Worlds next for—”

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 4719800>>>RECEPTION>>> Men enveloped in exoskeletons face each other across a battered field with boundaries marked in holographic lines. A crowd a half a million strong seethes and roars from the massive coliseum above them. Quick flicks of the holocam reveal fighting in the stands and packs of spindly, wheeled security drones rushing to contain the brawl.

One of the players grabs up a spiked ball of steel and bellows a command. The opposing teams crash together. Metal and flesh scream. Sparks fly, as do shreds of exo-suit and splashes of blood. The player with the ball slams through the scrum, gets a few yards, but is cut down at the knees, scissored between opposing men—

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 8908767>>>RECEPTION>>> A woman in lingerie backs away before a shirtless man.

“You can’t fight it,” the man says, body agleam with sweat. “You’ve wanted me since we met. Your husband only wants power. I can give you more.”

The woman’s retreat is blocked by a wall. “We can’t.” She shakes her head, loosening platinum blonde hair from a pinned-up bun. Wild strands frame a slender face and eyes dilated with something that is both fear and arousal. “He’ll find out. He always does.”

The man reaches out, caresses her shoulder. “Let him.” He lunges forward to lock lips with her. A groan escapes from deep in her chest. Her hands fly to his belt, fumble to undo it. As his pants fall, she puts one leg up over his hip and then another, crossing heels behind his buttocks—

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 666789 - NOVA TERRA - GOVERNMENT SPONSORED>>>RECEPTION>>> Alexi Noovin, High Councilor of the Alliance, looks haughtily down from his perch on a dais with nine other Councilors, chief magistrates of the galactic sectors of the Alliance. “We recognize the Assemblyman from New Jefferson, Ansolm Levine.”

Levine takes his time, descending the stairs from the massive amphitheater of the Galactic Assembly. Thousands watch him from the steep tiers sloping away from the floor of the chamber, Assemblymen representing each of the Alliance worlds and the clusters of their staffs and guests. Holocams catch jewels of sweat about Levine’s flabby jowls and overlarge forehead. He affects the appearance of a nervous intellectual with poor grooming. But veterans of the Assembly know this for the charade it is.

Levine is the most outrageous provocateur in the Alliance government.

“Thank you, Councilors.” Levine’s voice is as cultured and calm as his looks are not. “You no doubt know what brings me to the floor this morning.”

“The Gallaton situation, I suppose?” Noovin asks in a bored tone.

Levine reaches the bottom of the aisle to the floor and pauses to mop his brow. “Yes, of course.” Ignoring the Council’s glare, he strides out with arms wide, pivoting to face the entirety of the Assembly. “Friends, colleagues, a terrible crime is in progress on the outskirts of our great Alliance, one apparently given its ascent by some in this august body.”

Growls and a few catcalls echo from the Assembly, particularly from a clump of men and women high above, the Outregion Bloc, representatives of worlds on the edges of Alliance-space and long supporters of Levine. Noovin scowls at them but does not interrupt.

“In a secret session,” Levine continues, “while the Assembly was out for holiday, the High Council approved military force against a sovereign world.”

“Need I remind the Assemblyman that Gallaton is in open rebellion?” Noovin points out.

“Rebellion?” Levine scoffs. “Listen to how he frames it, citizens: the vile and craven Outregion world in revolt against a Council-approved corporate takeover.”

“Very well.” Noovin shrugs. “Would you prefer ‘insurgency’?”

Some of the Assembly chortles.

“I prefer protest!” Levine booms, spinning to clench a fist at the dais of the High Council. “I call it outrage! I proclaim it righteous indignation against an injustice allowed by the avarice of this governing body. I am here, friends, to plead for those deprived of their voice!”

“Oh, they’ve made themselves quite vocal, Assemblyman Levine,” declares another of the High Councilors, Moffett of Plymouth, a hatchet-faced woman of severe eyes and perpetually tightened lips. “The Gallatonians have declared planet-wide strike. But it’s gone beyond any sort of labor dispute, hasn’t it? The Alliance-appointed Viceroy and his family and staff have been taken hostage. The capital city of Ludlow is controlled by armed mobs. More, employees of Syntar Fleet Corporation have kidnapped and their operations seized.” Moffett strikes the armrest of her Councilor’s seat. “Spin us all the pretty rhetoric you want, Mister Levine, but that is a rebellion!”

Polite applause ripples through the Assembly, barely hiding an undercurrent of growls.

“And do we want to discuss the root cause of the uprising?” Levine smiles predatorily at Moffett and Noovin. “No?” he goes on at their stony-faced silence. “Well, I’ll be happy to relate the sad state of affairs. Gallaton had suffered long under United Industries’ mining monopoly, but at least they had their jobs. The transuranic operations employ—I should say employed—seventy percent of their population.” He smirks unpleasantly at Noovin. “But with Syntar Fleet Corporation’s takeover of UI’s operations—miraculously-approved in another of this High Council’s secret sessions—that seventy percent has been greeted with layoff notices in favor of drones. Robots, my friends! But it goes beyond mere numbers, the staggering nature of this travesty. Let me tell you the story of—”

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 4719800>>>RECEPTION>>> Exo-suited players lay in piles, some still twitching to free themselves of smoldering wreckage while the spiked ball, intercepted by the opposing team, is carried into the end zone. Part of the mammoth crowd erupts in cheers, shaking the blastisteel foundations of the coliseum.

Another part of the mob writhes and screams as a full-fledged riot tears across the upper seats. Bottles fly, shattering, splitting bone and flesh. Fists hurtle. Bodies tackle and tumble. A fire has started somewhere. Knobby wheels of security drones slide and spin on blood oozing down stairs as the robots labor to bring jets of foam to bear on the disturbance. The zero-friction gel coats the throng, causes collapse and tangle while armored men with stubby-muzzled riot guns jolt out sonic blasts that stun any who resist.

The holocams no longer track the game that would have decided the prestige of several systems. The human minds behind the cybernetic eyes, greedy for ratings, follow the pain and misery of the crowd—

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 152435>>>RECEPTION>>> “This is a paid announcement of Project Fountain.

Friends, do you want that prefect smile and perfect body, that perfect something else you’ve seen splashed all across the HoloMedia? Well, you too can have it. We at Project Fountain believe augmented beauty is the right of all people. And for a price far more reasonable than you would expect we can send you—”

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 8908767>>>RECEPTION>>> Tangled together, laughing and sweating, the couple wobbles against the wall. The man’s hips rock into his partner’s and she gasps breathlessly. With a grunt he lifts her completely onto him and carries her over to a plush couch. They fall together, the gossamer of her lingerie fluttering in torn strips that settle over them as they convulse and moan to a fading light—

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>HYPER-CHANNEL 666789 - TERA NOVA - GOVERNMENT SPONSORED>>>RECEPTION>>> “—all those families now left bereft of hope because they have no voice!” Ansolm Levine snarls at the High Councilors.

Part of the Assembly, the Outregion Bloc and no small number of representatives of the Fringe Worlds, bawls its approval.

Alexi Noovin smiles through the cacophony, waiting for calm before punctuating it with slow, mocking applause. “Again the Assemblyman of New Jefferson treats us to his theatrics. And again he misses—no, dodges!—the point: Gallaton is in anarchy.”

“That is because this body, in a secret session, declared Martial Law!” Levine fumes.

“No,” Noovin replies coolly. “It was not Martial Law. It was authorization for military action against a Protectorate of the Alliance. It annoys me to have to remind you of this, Mister Levine, but Gallaton is not a Citizen World.” Noovin leans back in chair, smiling triumphantly. “And as such, as this is a strictly military matter, the High Council need not consult the Assembly, of which Gallaton has no member.”

A bare majority of the Assembly applauds, some rising to their feet, while from the upper tiers shouts and curses echo.

“Now, Assemblyman, you’ve used your parliamentary tricks to block things up enough.” Noovin turns to an aid, holding a holopad and a stylus. “There is a matter of budget approval that—”

“And perhaps we should discuss just why it is Gallaton has no representative at this Assembly?” Levine mops his brow again, and the perspiration and flushing of his features no longer appear to be entirely an act. “Does the High Council want to speak openly on Planetary Citizenship? Gallaton has long-since passed the minimum population requirement and has petitioned again and again for Citizenship, curiously to no avail.” He pumps a fist into the air to the gathering. “Let’s have the vote now!”

The shouts from the upper tiers grow louder and uglier.

“Citizenship petitions are not on the agenda for today,” Noovin chides. “We will vote on agendas for the next session in a standard month.”

“I think I can muster the votes for a Special Consideration right now,” Levine fires back.

“No.” Noovin rises from his chair to glare at the catcalls from the upper tiers. “That will be overridden. We have other matters to attend to today!”

“What is Syntar Corp asking you to rush through now, Councilor?” Levine’s snarl is joined by roars from the upper tiers and a building grumble from the others.

“Mister Levine,” Moffett gasps in disgust, “again you take things too far—”

“Go back to your seat, Assemblyman,” Noovin cuts over her, “before I have the Sergeant at Arms take you there.”

Levine chuckles. “Another manhandling? I think the Assembly Guard wearies of hauling my bulk from this floor.”

Thin laughter rattles the gathering.

“Perhaps you’d prefer Censure?” Noovin snaps. “Perhaps you’d prefer I have you removed completely and send you back to New Jefferson and your Governor for disciplinary action?”

The Assembly stills, even the agitators of the Outregion Bloc cowed to mumbles.

Levine straightens his back, lips pressed to a bloodless line, eyes smoldering as they meet Noovin’s chiseled face. “So it comes to this: straightforward bullying.” He shakes his head, a few droplets of sweat cast loose. “Fine. But let me add one last thing.” He holds up a beseeching hand to the thousand faces of the Assembly. “If our bought-and-paid-for Councilors can do this to a frontier world, how long before they do it to the rest of—”

>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>SCANNING>>>SIGNAL LOSS>>>
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TIM WATKINS SCOWLED as the globular hologram snowed over in static. He waved and the image dissipated, left him a local map of Gallaton System and the moon behind which he and the Jesters waited in low-power silence. “Lost it again. Damn it, Jeanie, can’t you squeeze a little more out of the ether-tenna?”

“I’m sorry, Tim,” the AI replied, “but that’s the best I can do. The communications suite is long past its overhaul date.”

Along with everything else, Tim thought, pinching the bridge of his nose to hold off headache. His Hellhound groaned around him as gentle tugs of the maneuvering fields kept it on the moon’s dark side. The air recyclers came to life with a clatter then died again, gave off a stink of burnt lubricant and hot electric ozone. Little more than spit and stubbornness held the star fighter together.

And the pilot isn’t doing much better.

His eye went to the local display, to the quiet blue swarm of Jester craft crouched in shadowed space. Eighteen months after the Orpheus debacle barely a third remained of those that’d found themselves in Syntar’s net. Most of the missing occupied icy graves in the vacuum surrounding the super-giant but more than a few had simply never resurfaced, had deserted to whatever lives they thought they could scrounge.

But Tim and the holdouts kept going. Red, of course, had reappeared to rally them and reorganize, as she always seemed to do. Without her, Tim doubted the Jesters would’ve lasted another week. But more than that – so much more—

—vengeance. That had brought them through more fights, more raids—now with the intent of destruction, rather than gain. It had brought them finally to this bleak corner of the Outregion, to Gallaton, where the planet’s rebel government had paid in confiscated transuranics for the Jesters to do what they would’ve volunteered to dofor free: bleed Syntar.

But now, as had everything since Orpheus, things were spiraling out of control.

Tim rubbed his temples. “Jeanie, get me Red, if you can.”

The AI replied by bringing up a globular. The leader of the Jesters glowered from the hologram, stress carved into her face, rings of sleeplessness darkening her eyes. “I thought I said minimal communiqués.”

That was alarmism on Red’s part. Line-of-sight lasers tied the Jesters together, low-powered and impossible to intercept unless someone passed directly across their path. “You saw that last broadcast?”

One of Red’s eyelids quivered—a tic that hadn’t been there before Orpheus. “You know I did.”

“The game’s changed,” Tim said, felt a twitch in his stomach. “It’s not going to be just a Syntar drone reaction force. It’s going to be the Navy.”

Red shrugged. “That was always a possibility.”

Tim winced incredulously at the hologram. “This is the Fleet we’re talking about, Red.”

“We’ve got a contract, Watkins.”

A globular of Galen Pitt materialized. “I didn’t sign up to fight the Alliance!”

“And just what did you think we were going to be doing here?” Red retorted. “When we came to the aid of rebels didn’t you consider that this might get political, that it was going to be more than just smash and plunder?”

“Plundering is kinda what I thought we do,” Pitt snapped. “I ain’t nobody’s martyr.”

“We’ve got forty ships, Red,” Tim pressed. Three pitiful squadrons, now that the heavy ships had left with the Jesters’ payment—just as well since the battered assault boats wouldn’t fare well in the kind of scrap Tim now expected.

Red thrust up her chin. “We’re the Hell’s Jesters, aren’t we?”

“I ain’t saying we’re not,” Pitt replied. “I’m just saying there’re things we’re good at and things that...ought to be left to others.”

“What others?” Red’s voice distorted with the force of her words. “Who’s going to stand up to Syntar? The Assembly?” She snorted. “Somebody out here has to make folk aware of what Syntar is doing, of what the Alliance is letting them do!”

“Forty ships,” Tim repeated.

“I know.” She shook her head. “Look, I’m not asking you guys for a straight-up fight. I’m asking you to do what the Jesters always do: the feint and backstab. Whoever it is that’s coming through the hyper lanes is going to expect a set piece engagement. We won’t give ‘em that. We’ll give them the barroom brawl and then we’ll split. It’s all I’m asking.”

“That’s all?” Galen Pitt wiped moisture from his pallid brow. “Bloody noses and broken knuckles?”

“I promise.”

Pitt’s agate stare lanced through the hologram. “Watkins?”

Tim drew a breath that rattled in an unsettled chest. “Yeah, I’m in.”

“Fine.” Pitt smirked. “But when my scatter packs are empty, I’m gone.” His globular vanished with a petulant flash.

“He’s scared,” Red murmured.

Tim barked a hollow laugh. “You think I’m not?”

Red grimaced, a maternal flicker of disappointment in green eyes that shamed him for his outburst. “We all are, Tim. But I need you. Pitt, for all his sneering, is fine as long as we give him something to shoot at. But without you, I can’t hold this together.” She leaned close in the hologram, gaze searching across the electronic distance. “Don’t give up on me, Watkins.”

Tim scratched the back of his neck to not have to look at her. “All right, ease up, lady. I ain’t going anywhere without you.”

“Thanks, Tim.”

“But, look, if that HoloReport is only reaching us now, all the way out from Nova Terra, then that means the order was already given. That means the Navy—”

Tim’s local display blatted. At the edge of the system—shallow, with only a thin debris belt and Gallaton and its moon barely an astronomical unit down the gravity well—the ripples of hyperspace emissions fluttered. Space-time rent asunder and a flock of contacts spilled through.

“The Second Come Christ on a crutch,” Tim groaned, “they’re here.”

Jeanie’s passive sensors painted the newcomers across the distance and war book schemata sprang into being. Damnation, those are capital ships, an Alliance Task Force. A battle cruiser—super heavy Retribution-class—coasted in the heart of the formation, flanked by cruisers and a pair of light carriers that would carry squadrons of Alliance interceptors in their bellies—the dread Valkyries.

“Heads up, Jesters!” Red’s voice took on an odd echo, carrying across both the private command channel she held with Tim as well as the Jesters’ general tactical frequency. “I know this isn’t the fight we came expecting, but it’s the one we’ve got in front of us. Hang tight, make no move or noise. We’ll see how things develop. When Syntar’s Navy friends commit themselves, nobody will be checking the back door!”

The terrible math played through Tim’s head as his stomach roiled and his limbs went chill. A squadron of Valkyries on either carrier, anti-fighter batteries on the cruisers, data-linked particle cannon, plasma blasters, and missile launchers...god, how did it come to this? What in the hell am I doing here?

“Tim,” Red called across the private command channel. “Are you with me?”

“Christ, I told you I was, already!” He cut the communiqué with more fear than annoyance. I just hope to hell you know what you’re doing, lady.

***
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LIEUTENANT COMMANDER Kelly Harrison, Wolf Squadron, Alliance Navy, paused to grip a bulkhead and take a steadying breath against the dizziness hyperspace transition always caused her. She swallowed back a bile and grimaced as her pilots clattered past her down the corridor. Dieter Kriegman, her second, slowed in his headlong dash to offer her a sympathetic frown. She waved him on and lurched to follow through open blast doors.

The cavernous fighter bay of the light carrier, A.G.N.S Bedford, shuddered with rushing humanity, squalled with action station alarms, and glared with banks of overhead lights. Kelly clambered up a flimsy ladder to the web of rickety-looking gantries suspending rows of Valkyries over the dizzying illusion of open space—hard vacuum held at bay by only the vaguest shimmer of force field. Crews swarmed about star fighters with last-moment checklists while pilots leapt into cockpits. A loudspeaker boomed for all personnel to clear out.

Kelly slammed into the flight couch of her fighter and crewmen set to fastening and tightening her harness. She flung on her helmet and ears popped as joints sealed and her armored suit hardened itself against hostile environment. Pain pinched from the back of her head as the helm mated with the earring-sized cyber-jack behind her right ear and her gear mated, in turn, with the systems of the Valkyrie. Holographic displays fed through the jack lit across her eyes and redundant readouts glowed from the cockpit instrument panels. She barely felt the thump of the armored canopy coming down, but rejoiced at the opportunity for a second steadying breath.

All the training, all the maneuvers, all the random patrols and boredom...it all came to this...

She focused, concentrated and the thought became a command relayed through the cybernetic port into the communications suite. A ping told her she was now being heard on the squadron network. “Give me your ears, Wolves,” she called. “Launch in five minutes!”

Baying and cheers sounded over the network and she smiled. Her fighter thrummed with matching eagerness as systems came on line and the grav drives warmed with power. The Valkyrie—AV-1B Space Superiority model—was the highest evolution of the Alliance star fighter, lavished with weapons, shields, armor, speed, and ferocious maneuverability. Cocooned within it, Kelly could almost feel invulnerable—a dangerous sentiment for a combat pilot, to be certain, but an understandable one.

“You all know the situation,” she said. “Gallaton has been taken hostage. We’re here to see that the insurgents give her up peacefully.”

She touched a control on her instrument panel, brought up a tactical display of the system that would be seen by all. Gallaton swam in the middle, its moon lumbering off to one side, the ships of Task Force Subjugate spreading into a globe formation as they cleared the rim of the debris field and sailed down the gravity well. 

“Wolf Squadron has drawn near-space patrol screen.” She had to raise her voice to a hard note over the groans of her pilots. “We will cover the capital ships, this time. Chimera Squadron has interdiction duty.”

“Babysitting, again?” one of her pups wailed.

“Quiet, Wong!” Kriegman hushed the pilot before Kelly could.

“Don’t assume a cakewalk, people.” Kelly hardened her voice further. “The insurgents have control of the planet’s anti-orbital defenses. If they’re foolish enough, they can hurt us. What’s more, reports before the uprising indicate the rebels had aerospace support. They were the ones that took down Syntar’s orbital dock. One garbled communiqué even suggested it was these Hell’s Jesters that have the mega-corps so atwitter.”

“Rabble,” Wong sneered, was joined by moans from the others. “This is what we’re left with?”

“Quiet...”

Kelly pinched her lips, had to agree with the young pilot even as Kriegman silenced him. It wasn’t glorious. Four years and two promotions out of the Academy and Kelly had been hopped from one system to another, spreading her Wolves across emptiness, chasing smugglers and pirates and – more often than not – shadows. Sure, they’d seen fights, spurts of fear and fire and then the long pursuits into nothingness. But it wasn’t the stuff of Holodramas or a career path to high command.

For all that they were criminals and scum, she almost envied the pirates—these Jesters—who appeared without warning in reckless flashes of violence. An Alliance Naval pilot heard the call across the centuries of the Old Earth cavalry, charging into immortality. She had endured the training and relentless washing-out process of the Academy buoyed by stories of the mighty fighter battles of the AI Wars, the Confederate Interregnum, and the rise of the Alliance.

But that wasn’t Alliance doctrine, not anymore. The shields and weapon suites of the new generation capital ships made a mockery of one star fighter’s sting. Only massed could they threaten the heavies and even there the Alliance had begun to wonder at the value of single-seat snub craft. The Valkyrie 1B’s didn’t even carry hyper drives, as so many of their natural prey did, forcing them to ride system-to-system aboard carrier hosts. Theory said that saved hull space for bulked-up weapons that could still make a fighter dangerous—but to Kelly’s mind it just made them dependent, a glorified appendage of the heavies.

The Last of the Outriders, many coming out of the Command Schools called them now. The star fighter, it seemed, had entered its twilight.

Wong was winding himself up into another tirade. “If the big ships can’t take care of themselves, why are we—”

“This is what we’re here for, Wolves!” Kelly snapped, wearying of the young man’s voice. “Four minutes, people. Get hot!” She killed the general channel and sat in silence.

An icon blinked from the corner of her vision—the call sign Kreigman’s, on a private channel. “Go ahead, Dieter.”

“Don’t mind Wong. It’s just the jitters.”

“I wasn’t minding him at all.”

Kreigman paused. “Did you follow any of that Assembly hearing?”

“A little. Why?”

He allowed another pause. “A couple of the flight leaders were talking about it. They’re not sure how they’re feeling about putting down civilian protests with force.”

Kelly ground her teeth, had expected something like this, watching that troublemaker Levine hiss from the floor of the Assembly. “And how are you feeling?”

“Hey, it’s the job. But I’m not saying it doesn’t make one uneasy.”

“I see.” She took on the crisp delivery of an Academy instructor. “Then let me ease your mind, Wolf Two. You are an Alliance star fighter pilot. You have the best training and the best machinery that the greatest force for civilization has ever offered a soldier. Beyond that, you need not worry about anything but your orders and taking care of your people. Is that clear?”

“Crystal clear,” he replied in a chastened voice.

“What’s more, we are not here to ‘put down’ anyone. We’re not some two-bit corporate thugs, beating a labor dispute into submission with stun batons. We’re Fleet. We are here as the strong arm of the Alliance, to remind a group of outlaws of what they are part of, and to give them a moment of pause. That is all. Do read that?”

“I do.”

“Then make certain you relay that to anyone else feeling ‘uneasy’.”

“Will do, Wolf Leader.”

“For Honor and the Alliance.”

“Roger, that.”

It all sounded so Academy, so can-do. She wanted to believe it, too, she really did. The Admiral would have no doubts. Dad never does.

She’d hardly heard from her father the last twenty four months, though Nehemiah K. Harrison, commander of the Fringe World Fleet, was probably the one who’d signed the orders for Task Force Subjugate. Sure, there had been the holiday communiqués, the odd gifts sent back on forth on birthdays. But sitting here, waiting to jump into nothingness again, she suddenly wished for one transmission, one quick glimpse of his blocky-jawed, perpetually-frowning face.

Silly, of course, she told herself. The whole fleet is the Admiral’s family—not just one pilot who happens to share a gene pool.

“Wolf Leader,” crackled the voice of the communications orderly from the bridge of the Bedford, “one hundred and twenty seconds to launch.”

“I copy that, Bedford.” Kelly gripped the flight stick and gave her harness a last-second tug with her free hand. The Valkyrie shuddered as the inertial dampeners came on line and the grav drives cycled up. The featureless alloy interior of the canopy shimmered with a hologram that plastered a likeness of her surroundings about her, the launch bay, the rows of fighters waiting to release from the gantries around her, the yawning openness of space below.

Kriegman’s icon glowed from the corner of her eye, arrayed now amongst the other fourteen of the squadron. Feeling something that might have been unease, she keyed it privately. “Wolf Two?”

“I’m here, Wolf Leader.”

“Dieter, it’s not that I’m not hearing you. I am.” She fumbled for something else to say. “It’s just that we have a job to do. Do we understand each other?”

“Wolf Squadron—” the bridge orderly cut off whatever it was Kreigman might have replied “—launch is a go! Repeat: launch!”
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“ADMIRAL ON THE BRIDGE!”

With a hydraulic hiss, the door to the main lift closed behind Rear Admiral Harlan “Hal” Geiger. The corner of his thin mouth quirked upward with approval at the business-like hum of the bridge of the A.G.N.S Immolator, flagship of Task Force Subjugate. The broad oblong chamber flashed with banks of holograms whose frenetic displays of systems readiness, weapons schemata, tactical and regional maps were belied by the cool, unhurried motions of techs and officers.

One display, however, left his burgeoning smile stillborn.

“So it comes to this: straightforward bullying,” spoke the hologram of Levine of New Jefferson. “Fine. But let me add one last thing...”

“Good evening, Admiral,” Captain Anton King called from the command chair. Trim and rigid in the crimson of the Fleet, the flag captain of Immolator rose from his seat in deference, humorless ebon face craggy from years of service. “We’re on course for geosynchronous in fifty-five minutes.”

Geiger nodded, coming to stand beside the officer. His eyes never left the Assembly broadcast. “He’s still at it?”

“Holding up the budget debate,” King replied, taking his seat again.

“If our bought-and-paid-for Councilors can do this to a frontier world, how long before—”

“Turn that off.”

At a curt gesture from King, a tech killed the broadcast feed. “That’s a dangerous man,” the captain remarked quietly.

“He’s more than that. He’s a traitor.” Geiger met King’s sudden discomfort with a re-born grin. “I met the good Assemblyman from New Jefferson, once, did you know?”

“I didn’t, sir.”

“Affable, clever, full of ideas...sweaty and rude, too. Men like him, they truly do believe in the Alliance, you see. But it’s not an Alliance that ever existed.” Geiger shook his head. “It’s not an Alliance that will ever exist.”

“Aye, sir.” King’s tone was made all the more awkward for the silence that had gripped the bridge.

Damn. Geiger’s grin twisted into the scowl that was his trademark. Too much talking again. That’s another trademark, and not a good one. “All right, Anton, give me the overview.”

With obvious relief, King pointed at the tactical display, which a tech, responding to a look from the captain, zoomed in on Gallaton. Icons flashed across the bleak, craggy surface, some scattered in the sharp mountain ranges, more sprinkled about lakes and rivers, most of them clustering about a plateau and the large city, Ludlow, on its south side.

“Most of the settlements are on the western hemisphere, concentrated near the mining operations. The anti-orbital sites—” labels sprang into being over some of the icons “—are near the same, though there are some on the opposite hemisphere.”

“That means the marines have a clear approach from the far side.” Geiger nodded. “Are the drop ships debarked yet?”

“They are.”

“Advise Colonel Gamble and provide his people the approach. Are the star fighters launching?”

“As we speak.”

“Chimera will detach a flight to run cover for the landings—” Geiger smirked “—should they prove necessary. It’s convenient of the insurgents to provide them such a nice blind spot.”

“The anti-orbitals were originally constructed by United Industries as a deterrent against raiders,” spoke a voice from the rear of the bridge, “not against a full-blown invasion.”

Geiger hid a sigh of annoyance as he turned to face the speaker. The pair standing near the systems monitoring stations to aft provided a contrast to the red uniforms around them in crisp, dark gray suits that probably cost more than most of the star sailors made in a year. Probably more than me. The leader of the pair, a sour-faced woman with short-cut, mouse brown hair met Geiger’s icy blue stare with the disdainful green chill of her own.

“If it’s not too much to remind you at this point, Admiral,” she said, “do what is necessary to reduce Gallaton’s defenses. But Syntar would appreciate it if damage to the mining operations was limited.”

“It’s Mrs. Brown, isn’t it?”

“Ms. Brown, Admiral,” she replied curtly, “Senior Vice President for Syntar Outregion Operations.”

“The Navy will certainly do what it can to limit collateral damage, Ms. Brown. Is there anything else you can tell us of these defenses?”

Brown glanced at the tall, youthful executive at her side. “Records show they are primarily missile sites,” he said, “medium drone-guided projectiles with antimatter warheads. They’re sufficient for work against light ships and flitters. United also installed a particle cannon battery at the airdrome outside Ludlow.”

Geiger glanced at King. “That doesn’t sound like anything Chimera Squadron can’t handle.”

“They’ll make short work of them, sir.”

Geiger turned back to the tactical display, noted an ugly red gash highlighted near the planet’s northern polar region. “And what is that?”

“Crash site of the Syntar orbital dock,” King replied.

“Bastards...” Brown hissed.

Geiger grimaced. Having these corporate types muddy his bridge with their shrill voices and shriller demands set his blood to a simmer. A necessary evil in this case, he supposed. Better than politicians.

“The insurgents’ aerospace support took it out early in the uprising but botched the kill,” King continued. “Debris rained across much of the surface but the main wreck fell near the pole.”

“I’m sure fallout—physical or otherwise—wasn’t at the forefront of their thoughts when they started this,” Geiger sneered. “What of this aerospace attack? Was it these Jesters we hear so much about?”

“It’s uncertain, sir.”

Geiger scanned the tactical then nodded to the displays tech. The view zoomed back out to system-wide. “Gallaton’s not much to look at, not a lot of hiding places
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