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Some elements within the story are graphic, and may be triggering

to some people with emotional scars.

“War is the realm of uncertainty; three quarters of the factors on which action in war is based are wrapped in a fog of greater or lesser uncertainty. A sensitive and discriminating judgment is called for; a skilled intelligence to scent out the truth.”

— Carl von Clausewitz
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”Contact with asset 019 lost. Last seen: solo recon into Marcallan territory.“

”Current theory: Killed while trying too hard.”

MORE THAN LIKELY.

Admiral Solez knew he should have pulled that asset sooner. Young Talbert’s assertiveness had seen him quickly rise through the ranks of the enemy fleet, but the more Interstar rewarded him, the more eager he got. Some reports suggested he had begun to risk his cover. Now it would appear those efforts had gotten him killed. A waste of an asset, but perhaps it was just as well. At least that was one less thing to worry about.

Fifteen years of planning, building, and training for this moment were finally coming together. Soon, the Confederation of Polaris would be ready to rise from the false ashes of its assumed demise. Solez read the rest of the report one more time to reassure himself that things were indeed going well despite the one problem. There was more than the lost asset, but a quick skim suggested it was all trivial. Nothing worth the grand marshal’s time.

Unfortunately, Admiral Solez didn’t seem to be worth his time either. Whenever he asked the aide for an update, she could only check her screen and confirm that the grand marshal was still in conference.

That left the admiral with nothing to do but stare at the grey walls of the outer office, empty save for a large banner with the Polaris insignia; a dark-navy bear silhouette outlining the full constellation of Ursa Major with a bright star above the bear. To the side of that banner, a thin window allowed Admiral Solez to get a glimpse of the city far outside the base.

He had to shake himself to keep his emotions from taking over. He only allowed a moment to rub his wedding band. She’d told him to always remember, and he always had. 

She had been among the volunteers. The brave men and women who gave their lives to protect those left behind. He hadn’t been able to talk her out of it, but he could do his best to see that she, and they, would be able to rest in peace at last.

Assuming he ever got the chance to actually move things along. 

The grand marshal had demanded an instant report, yet he’d spent the last half hour locked in the inner office arguing with... Solez didn’t even know who. Some man he knew only as ‘Multi-Step.’ Being kept in the dark sent Solez past irritated headed for pissed off. Half of him wanted to barge in, deliver the report, and then leave so he could get on with the operation.

Yet he would have to bite his tongue now just like always. Technically, the grand marshal could see him killed for sneezing if he wanted. He never abused that power, but he had the right, which was enough for most men with any trace of intelligence. The rest, if they were lucky, found themselves stuck at low ranks with the worst jobs on the docket. The admiral had neither, so if he had to bite his tongue to keep his rank and position, he would.

At last, the doors to the main office opened. The grand marshal stormed out, only to stop with a hand on his hip when he saw Admiral Solez. The marshal wore a simple, clean, black suit and a blood-red tie with black lines. Every hair on his head was straight and blond – no grey allowed – but the man did have a slight belly bulge.

“This better be good news, Admiral,” the marshal said.

So, it happened again. Admiral Solez knew better than to touch it. “It is, sir. Our agents report Operation Juno is progressing well. The Gold Group will be primed and ready for us.”

“Gold Group? We got that lucky?”

“We did, sir.”

“Even better. Though we may want to send some help along. Major Harlem shouldn’t be underestimated.”

“Covered, sir. I sent two of our best non-frigates with additional troops for the intercept.”

Admiral Solez always had to swallow that one. Once they came out, it would be hard to hide who all the ‘non-ships’ really belonged to. The whole thing was a propaganda move, really. “Oh, we don’t condone piracy.” Bullshit! Solez started on those “non-ships” long before Polaris had to fake being destroyed by Marcalla. Their activities were more than condoned, they were ordered.

The grand marshal hummed with a devious smile. “Good. At least someone out there has some courtesy. Unlike a certain admiral I know.”

This time, Admiral Solez couldn’t leave it. Whoever this other admiral was, he wasn’t a member of their own forces. The Polaris leadership had made a point of making sure all their assets went through him. That meant this other admiral was an outsider. Forget pissed off, the idea of someone separated from Polaris being so intimately involved, and thus out of their control, sent Solez’s stomach into a knot.

“Who is this admiral, sir?” he asked without hesitation. “Why is he so important that you put up with him brushing you off like that?”

The grand marshal’s body bounced in silent laughter while he thumped his hand on the admiral’s shoulder. “He’s a means to an end, Admiral. Too bad he knows it as well as we do. Still, even he doesn’t know our real plan.”

“But who is he, sir? Someone within Interstar?”

Now the marshal laughed loud enough to echo in the outer office. “Hardly. Let’s just say he’s a non-human that has been directly involved with Gold 1 on more than one occasion, sometimes without them knowing it.”

Admiral Solez went blank while his mind decoded the message. The reference to a ‘non-human’ was an obvious clue. It didn’t take long for him to whittle down the list to just one that would even consider taking part in their plan.

After that, Admiral Solez knew he wouldn’t be sleeping well for a long time.

“You can’t be serious,” he said, not trying to hide his shock. “With respect, how can you work with the very people who destroyed our original colonies? To say nothing of dealing with the man who led those attacks.”

“As I said, he is a means to an end. He’ll accomplish what no one has before, and we’ll help him. Then he’ll help us get Marcalla and the United Systems Republic right where we want them.”

“And then he’ll stab us in the back.”

“Of course he will. He’s a fanatic who believes some nonsense about jantans being the supreme race in the galaxy. But that same belief will sow the seeds of his own demise.”

Assuming he doesn’t kill us in the process. Admiral Solez felt his military pride silence the comment, which he used to draw himself up in a show of confidence to his leader. Kill us? Ha! Not a chance. They were too well prepared now. Polaris wouldn’t need to fake their destruction this time; they would be the aggressors. He would see Polaris make good on their promise to find justice for the fallen. For them, for her, and for the son who may yet see a nation safe at last, Admiral Solez would not allow them to fail.

The admiral rubbed his wedding band again while the grand marshal checked an ancient pocket watch.   “From one brick wall to another,” the grand marshal said. “I’ll be out of touch for a while, Admiral. I expect you to handle things from here on out.”

Admiral Solez offered a soft salute. “Yes, sir. I won’t let you down, sir.”

The Grand Marshal returned the salute then headed for the outer doors. Admiral Solez turned to catch him there. “If I may ask, sir, where will you be?”

“In conference with our dear command council.”

“I thought President Markus was on his war tour.”

“Wrong council, Admiral. I’m talking about the one that doesn’t know what’s going on.”

Admiral Solez nodded with a devious smile all his own. Then he watched the most successful asset in Polaris’ history walk out the door.
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Foolish Orders

MAJOR JASON HARLEM could almost feel the heat from the PMM14, or P-mag, on his hip. Hours of shooting holograms had done little to cool his insides. So, he found himself in the mess hall trying a cup of Earl Grey tea. It was as much a joke as a drink choice, but it still failed. Much like his efforts with his superiors.

He’d spent his time on long range comms with Earth trying to convince them to send someone else. The lines had been silent for months, but that was more than enough time for the jantans to gather a force for their next assault. Based on recent deep scans, that’s exactly what they were doing too. Sooner or later, this little outpost would be on the front lines of the latest ‘Jantan War.’ Yet, command seemed to be looking at recent events rather than their own intelligence. A few months of silence, and suddenly command thinks Marcalla has given up? Yeah, right.

It’s not like he relished combat. Jason had buried a lot of friends and group members over the years. But that was also what had his chest hotter than the tea he now drank. The only way to put an end to it was to remain vigilant and ready for the next offensive. Interstar needed to have the best on the front lines to ensure civilian and soldier alike lived to see tomorrow. His group had proven their ability to do just that more times than he could count. Though not everyone had come back from those missions.

So where was his highly decorated group being sent now? Back to the inner worlds, to cover freighters traveling from one colony to another. A task so simple that a corvette would be enough. Okay two, but it’s not like they got to shine on their own very often. Having his front-line group sent to do a job two such ships could handle in their sleep made the whole thing even more insulting.

Worse than that, a civilian councilman, a ‘suit,’ had written the orders. He didn’t technically know that’s what had happened, but the signs were all there. Signs purposely dropped by his superior to express his own displeasure at the source.

Suits couldn’t give orders to the military officially, but General Carson had gotten his hands on the request, and it didn’t take a genius to connect the dots. It had read, in part, ‘specific protection should be arranged for a high-value civilian convoy to ensure the safe and efficient delivery of necessary civilian materials and personnel for necessary civilian endeavors.’

In other words, a suit has some pet project, good or bad being irrelevant, that needed protection, and they want the military to make a show of protecting it as a ‘symbol to the civilians’ and so on. It didn’t matter what was really needed. Only that the flag be shown in strength.

It was a waste, it was foolish, it was nearly criminal, and it was beyond his control. He had his orders. He could only hope the lines would hold long enough for him to get there before the jantans broke through and threatened any more colonies.

Jason rubbed a heavy hand across his face. He gave a soft chuckle when he thought about the many who thought he was too thin to be a soldier. Even his mom, God rest her soul, used to joke about his face looking squished in on the sides. Some said his dark brown hair and eyes, along with his smooth features, helped balance that a bit. All he cared was that he had barely changed since the academy, at least physically. Small favors.

Those favors soured when the years caught up with him. His deep-blue uniform with silver sash made of three beveled lines had been soaked in blood more often than he cared to consider. The navy-colored rank tab on his shoulders and sleeves had two silver falcon wings with two mini suns in between them. The wings of command and the suns he defended, or so said the ethos. In practice, it reminded him of how much blood he’d seen over the years. Three shooting stars in front of a star-field background lay over his heart, the ‘shield’ of Interstar, though it may well have been a shield in one case, with his rank, name and pilot’s wings above it. On his arm lay the only insignia he really drew pride in: a tricorn design of gold and black with a three-bar pyramid of gold in the middle. The design also held the group motto: First called, final star, we hold the line.

Jason’s sigh was almost a growl as he held the back of his head. ‘First called.’ Yeah, to blasted corvette duty. One hand went for the hilt of the combat knife in the middle of his back. He liked to keep it there so either hand could reach it at any given time, though right now, all he wanted to do was bash it on the table. It was better than thinking about the idiocy of his orders or the two times he’d used his officer blades for more than training and ceremonies.

He stared at his mug for a moment while the urge subsided, then downed the last of his tea before heading out. He dropped most of his thoughts as he passed through the door like discarding a jacket he no longer needed. Something he’d gotten too good at doing over the years. 

Jason marched down the corridors as if in a hurry. In truth, he was trying to walk off the anger that killing holograms and drinking joke tea hadn’t cured. About all he managed was to make his step barely audible on the metal floor. It and the walls were soft blue, though the walls were more a tint than a full color. It seemed the designers of Interstar bases, uniforms, and most ships had a love affair with the color. Didn’t keep the place from feeling military, despite the oval shape of the corridors.

Jason tried using these thoughts to distract himself from his anger. When that didn’t work, he tried clenching and relaxing his fists in a vain attempt to drop his emotions like he had his thoughts. It didn’t help that he clipped his shoulder on one of the many support beams while trying to dodge an equipment trolley. The crewman tried to apologize, but Jason kept marching while he tried not to dig his fingernails into his palm.

He held the shoulder till it stopped throbbing during the lift ride to his quarters. He softly laughed when he thought about what he’d like to do if he were in the same room as his superiors. Wonder how many would hit the deck if I pulled my P-mag on ‘em. He knew one wouldn’t, but the others... Might almost be worth it to see the looks on their faces. Almost. At least the fantasy put the first dent in his frustration.

A dent was all it felt like as he marched down the corridor to his quarters. The main room was furnished with simple, violet chairs and a short couch crammed around a glass table all looking out a window with a blue-green planet just below. Not Earth, but the glow felt enough like it to help it feel like home. A tiny table with a food dispenser in the corner was currently dark like some forbidden land no one dared enter, much like his work desk nearby. Doors on the opposite side led to the bed he’d really like to drop into, assuming his emotions would let him. Since they currently wouldn’t, he would have to settle for the large space his position afforded him. The quarters would normally be his alone, but he shared his with company that was welcome and requested by all parties involved. Once they were assigned to the same fighter, getting permission to share a room had been the easy part. Satisfying Interstar’s regulations had not been.

One co-habitant, his comrade Sundale, sat just to the side of the door. He was biting an itch beneath his dark, sandy-gold fur that held the same color throughout. The only break in the gold was a white underside that extended up his front to the top of his muzzle, just touching his cheeks. The fox-looking holdren had all three tails sticking straight out in response to the itch. The rust-red tail tips, with matching bands below, would have made perfect warning beacons were they glowing. He sat on four legs and just a little taller than the largest of Great Danes. Despite knowing better, Jason couldn’t help seeing the animal first. It made Sundale feel more pet than companion sometimes, which made yet another dent in his anger.

The dent grew into a real mood change as the doors closed behind him. The anger faded into simple frustration as Sundale stopped his biting to see who had entered. He ruffed, shook his head, then shifted to sit facing the newcomer.

“Who won this time?” Sundale asked. His voice was not so much nasal as it held just a touch of a higher pitch. Something apparently unique to him rather than the norm among holdrens.

Jason wished he could growl as he unbuckled his weapon belt. “I think the holograms did. That or command. I’m not sure which.”

“Couldn’t change their minds?”

“Nope. Worse yet is the orders came, unofficially of course, from a councilman. Not sure how Rickey found out, but I appreciate him telling me. At least I know it’s beyond his control too. Unfortunately, that still means we’re stuck on corvette duty.”

Sundale only flicked an ear and returned to his itch. Jason, meanwhile, nearly ripped his knife harness out of the buckles. He tossed it and the weapon belt onto the couch, again wishing for the chance to vent on someone real.

He flinched when a sharp yip came from the couch. His weapons clattered to the floor as the dull orange shoulders, back, and neck of the other holdren rose above the top of the couch.

Much like Sundale, the rest of his mother’s fur was sandy-gold with a white underside, although her white covered her entire face up to between her ears. Grey covered the tip of her muzzle and chin, though it just barely touched her whiskers and didn’t touch the top of her muzzle at all. Then the grey changed into a thick pattern of darker grey flecks that covered her face and throat which enhanced the glare she was casting at him. It was only then Jason noticed three red tail tips, void of the red bands only males had, hanging off the side of the couch.

“Sorry, Yarain,” he said. “You all right?”

“I’m fine,” she said in an even tone that betrayed no emotion. Not robotic, just level and always soft, gentle, and smooth in a way that left Jason looking for a British accent she didn’t have. She also didn’t expand on her answer which, as Jason had learned, was a norm among holdrens.

Combined with her glare, it forced him to be sure he had all the info he needed. “You sure? That yip didn’t sound fine.”

“I was sleeping.”

“And now I feel worse.”

Yarain gave a set of short, repeated ruffs that were the Holdren form of laughter. A sound Jason had yet to find degrees in. He knew panting was sometimes also laughing, but he still didn’t know the difference between a chuckle and busting a gut. If only holdrens smiled. At least then he’d have something to work from.

“Don’t worry, Jason,” she said. “I don’t bite unless threatened.”

“But she can kill whole herds with one glare,” Sundale said.

They may not smile, but they can’t keep it from slipping into their voices. Despite the lack of facial expressions, Jason could hear the matching emotion in both of them. Their joy put him at ease at last. He did some laughing of his own when Yarain curled her lips in what even he could tell was a teasing snarl. Sundale countered by giving an equally fake cower and a pathetic whimper that sounded more like a pained meow.

Jason laughed as the holdrens continued an energetic fake duel. Times like these made it hard to see them as anything more than foxes, which had almost been a problem. They themselves said they were wild animals first. Wild animals usually run on instinct. Something that could be a problem for a mother and son fighting on the same battlefield. Regulations written in desperate times meant it could still be done, but many joked that a cadet had an easier time getting a private dinner with a marshal. Thankfully, they had managed to convince every superior they needed to. Over the years, they proved multiple times they were more than capable of maintaining composure when shit hit the fan.

Though right now, Jason failed to keep his as the snarls and whimpers got sadder by the second. Each one put another dent in his frustration, and a chuckle in his gut. It was a good thing too since his wrist computer, or wrist-com, beeped to announce the arrival of a new message. He expected some dry conversation with who-knows-who. Instead, he saw it was from the Personal Artificial Intelligence Combat Computer Assistant, PAICCA. He tapped the button to receive, and the computer program spoke in a non-robotic, male voice, “Major, the updated mission profile has been received.”

Jason grumbled as Yarain dove at Sundale so they could trade more pathetic paw swipes and weak bites at each other. “Why am I getting it?”

“It defaulted to you because it’s marked important, but Captain Yarain has not yet responded to its arrival. I suspect she has her wrist-com off while she’s off duty.”

Why didn’t I think of that? “I don’t suppose you could just deep-six the whole thing?”

“I could, but it wouldn’t help. You’d still have to deal with it later.”

Jason grumbled again. Darn thing sounded like a true AI, but it really wasn’t. More like a very adaptive program. Trouble was it had a knack for being right. He knew that now was the time to dig into messages he didn’t want to read. At least he didn’t want to kill anyone anymore.

He dragged himself to his desk as the fake holdren fight faded into affectionate rubbing. “Send it to my computer, PAICCA. Might as well get this over with.”

“Confirmed, Major. I’ll be sure to put the range on stand-by.”

We sure that thing isn’t a true AI?

Either way, the joke helped add another dent as the computer blinked on. 

Just as PAICCA opened the mission profile for him, Sundale pushed his head under Jason’s arm into his lap. There he stayed with a rolling trill Jason swore he’d learned because it sounded like a purr. It was a sound Sundale never made for anyone else, ever.

“Can I help you?” Jason asked as he would a pet.

“I just wanted to know what our mission is,” Sundale said innocently.

“I thought you could read.”

Sundale half barked the first words, the closest thing holdrens had to an accent. “I CAN. I just choose not to.”

Jason put one hand on his hip with a glare of his own. Sundale replied with a ‘pet me’ look along with his purr. Jason laughed again while pushing Sundale off his lap.

“Get out of here you crazy fox.”

Sundale jumped back, got low on his forelegs, and yipped excitement while his tails swished playfully behind him. “Come now, Jason. You know I’m not really a fox.”

Jason turned his chair around and folded his arms. “Close enough, as you yourself have said on more than one occasion.”

“You still should know better.” He ruffed again, his tails still swishing as they only did when playing. 

Jason shook his head, trying very hard not to feel better. He’d already failed. The pointless argument had triggered a laugh he couldn’t stop. Before he knew it, most of his rage was long gone.

“Sun,” he said through his grin, “sometimes I don’t know what to do with you. Thanks.”

Sundale dropped his display, but not the joy in his voice. “Think nothing of it. I hate seeing you in such a rotten mood.”

“As do I,” Yarain said. “However, I would like to know our mission.”

“You could read it yourself, you know,” Jason said. “As third seat, mission profiles go to you first. PAICCA just sent it to me because you don’t have your wrist-com on right now.”

“I’d have to forward it to you anyway. No reason to avoid the hunt you know is coming.”

Jason huffed at her perspective as he returned to his computer. Despite what he’d said, as group leader, it wasn’t uncommon for Jason be the one to read over mission profiles first, even though most of the briefing prep was still Yarain’s responsibility. Add in the sharing of quarters, and it was a fifty-fifty split as to who got to tell whom about the next mission.

A few more taps found his rotten mood returning with a slump of his shoulders. His summary came out almost robotic to match his contempt.

“Five transports. General cargo, ground vehicles, building supplies, equipment, and materials to build a star port, a smattering of specialists to help them build it, all being escorted through quite possibly the safest portions of United Systems Territory.”

“A sleeper escort,” Sundale growled.

Jason wished he could do the same. What a waste. The Gold Group, considered by many to be the best in the fleet, comes off the line to nap their way between inner systems? The jants must be getting a kick out of this.

“Are there any interesting people on the transports?” Yarain asked.

Jason skimmed the mission profile in the hopes of finding something, anything, to salvage the mission. He didn’t get far before he rubbed his eyebrows as if he might wipe his frustration away. “We’re not that lucky. Although command does want us to stop by the Klistro Seven to test the new sensor pods they’re installing. See if they pick up anything new.”

“I can barely contain myself.”

Jason nodded silent agreement. It was something, but no one liked sleeper escorts.

With little else to do for the night, the pilot rose to find something to wind down with. He couldn’t take a step in any direction as each option was rejected. Reading? Too angry. Sleep? Wouldn’t happen. Old TV shows? Wrong mood. Not even the antics of some 20th century “sci-fi” characters would be enough. He had too much on his mind. That, and deep down, he still wanted to kill someone real. Especially if they were a suit.

His mind soon settled on an old cure for a busy mind he’d learned from a fellow pilot years back. “When all else fails,” he used to say, “wear yourself out while focusing on any single task. Especially if it’s monotonous, tiring, or simple.”

Jason knew of only one such task, and it met all three criteria. He thanked the advice of his late father for making it available.

He went to the couch to retrieve his knife, which he tossed onto his back with all the frustration still steaming inside.

Sundale’s ears perked, curious. “Where are you going?”

Jason slammed his P-mag into its holster with equal frustration. “Down to the hanger. Between my fight with command and the strange movements from the jantans, I need to find some mental unity if I expect to sleep. Best way I can think of to do that is to help install the new sensor pods.”

Sundale rose to his paws, stretching as he did. “I’ll join you.”

“Thanks, Sun, but I can handle this alone.”

“I want to look at the turrets.”

Jason’s hand went to his hip again. “Oh? May I ask why? Remember, I need details.”

Sundale ruffed annoyance, but that’s as far as it went. “We’re overdue for a maintenance check. There’s nothing more than that.”

Second Seats are always so fussy about their ships. “You call two weeks overdue? Never mind. I won’t turn down company. Come on. You joining us, Yarain?”

A backward tick in her ears replaced what would be a shake of the head for a human. Sundale knew it without effort. Jason almost missed it.

“NO,” she said, more ruffing the word instead of saying it. After a second, she added, “Thank you, Jason.”

Jason shrugged a silent “okay,” then headed out. He stopped as the doors opened when he saw Sundale approach the desk. Before Jason could ask what he was up to, he got a reminder of how unique holdrens were.

Sundale’s body gave a shimmer as he pushed off on his forelegs to stand upright. As he did, his hind legs grew larger, and his front paws became hands that remained largely paw-like, including pads and claws. His head tilted down to face forward as he took a step back to maintain his balance. His muzzle now stood just above Jason’s not-quite six-foot forehead. Sundale’s tails gave a single, adjusting wave as he completed his shift into his “finesse form,” as the holdrens called it.

Like Yarain forcing the polite response a moment ago, Jason had gotten used to the differences. Mostly because there really wasn’t much of a difference between this and their four-legged “primal form.” The most striking was only because now that Sundale was on two legs, the small pouch that covered his genitals was more apparent. Being near the change, however, sent a chill down Jason’s spine that he had to shake his head and shoulders to silence. He shook his head again as Sundale went for his custom uniform on the desk. Right. Of course.

While the core design was the same, Sundale had to slip his tails through inch long socks in the back as he stepped into it. It was also a one-piece suit that zipped up the front from the sash, and the sleeves and pants stopped at the first joint.

It was a compromise that command had surprisingly agreed to. Since even the most form fitting of clothing was shown to reduce a holdren’s speed and agility to a small degree, they were allowed to go bare-paw unless there was risk of something that could damage their paws. A pretty small margin really, but both holdrens had shown its value more than enough times to earn the right.

That said, decompression and other hazards meant they couldn’t always go without. Gloves and full length pants with shoes were still there, they were just tucked up against the end of the sleeves and pant legs so tightly you could barely notice them. In much the same way, the tails had full length socks of their own tucked at the base of each tail, and a hood sat on the back of the neck just like Jason’s.

While Sundale worked into his uniform, Jason couldn’t help a chuckle born of memories. “Eleven years,” Jason said. “You’d think I’d get used to that.”

“Better than the first time,” Sundale said.

Jason threw his hands up in mock defensiveness. “Hey, I didn’t shoot. I only drew. You can’t blame a young soldier for being careful.”

Sundale ruffed amusement while slipping his arms through and zipping it up the front. “I didn’t.”

“Good thing you didn’t shoot either.”

“If you hadn’t relaxed as fast as you did, I might have.”

“Not that it would have mattered. You missed the first time. I can’t imagine the second being much better.”

Sundale gave a playful growl to match his look while he slipped his wrist-com onto his right arm. Jason double checked to be sure he had his own before they left for the nearest lift. They took it to near the bottom of the starbase where an empty hallway suggested the hangers would be dormant.

Jason knew better. 

They marched through the heavy doors into exactly what he’d expected. First came the strong stench of welded metal and fused wiring. A nice fit for the industrial yet polished walls, as well as the flood lighting that sometimes didn’t feel as bright as it really was. Then came the chatter. A little on the quiet side but no less busy as techs worked all over the various craft on the hanger floor. Most of them G-21 Scorn heavy fighters. A patrol must have just come in or left since the bay doors at the end of the hanger were closing. All in all, a normal day during an upgrade.

Sundale went toward the storage cabinets on the back wall while Jason walked through the fighters looking for his ship. He offered salutes as needed to engineers on the way, wondering how much they knew about his orders and how he’d reacted to them. He got so lost in his thoughts, he almost killed his eye on the wing of his fighter.

She was a fair little ship that Jason had grown fond of. The cockpit started at a rounded nose that stuck out the middle of the central block and created a rounded bevel as it ran the length of the fighter. The ship’s main weapons and systems occupied the rest of the block between twin-engine nacelles. Each nacelle had a cone recessed a few centimeters into the front that held most of her sensors. A twin-gatling plasmoid turret sat on top of each nacelle just behind the cones on each side. Her wings weren’t wide, but still large enough to add to her profile and thick enough to hold spare components for in-field repairs, as well as the ship’s main heat sinks. On rare occasions, they could hold some small cargo too. Her hull was a dark red, except for the Interstar and wing insignias painted on her sides.

While waiting for Sundale, Jason found himself running his hand over the “X1” painted beside the group logo. A lot of history there for him. Much of it bloody. To think the fools at headquarters were casting it off like it never happened. They were putting the whole of the alliance in jeopardy. If only he could do something besides yell.

“Saying hello again, Jason?” Sundale said, carrying a tool belt for each of them.

“That,” Jason said, “and more. None of it important right now. I can’t change the future. As much as I’d like to.”

“Don’t try. When the danger comes, we’ll face it, lick our wounds, have a few cubs, then return again the next day. Only thing you need to worry about right now is yourself and the state of your pack. Your pack is fine. Trust yourself enough to believe that you are as well. I know I do.”

“No cowering behind the seats, eh, Sun? I guess you’re right. At least I’ll be out there in a position to make a difference.”

Sundale gave a very real, though short, growl. His ears didn’t perk, which Jason knew meant the growl was only minor annoyance, or to get his attention.

“WE will be out there,” Sundale said, ruffing the first word. “Don’t forget us, Jason. You need us as much as we need you.”

Jason nodded understanding while accepting a tool belt. “Point taken. Thanks.”

Sundale gave a trio of quiet, trilling barks. Among Holdrens, it could mean any number of things. Sundale had adopted this exact call as an expression of the bond between them. Jason regretted not being able to return anything beyond a smile and a nod. The one time he’d tried to repeat the call, he sounded more like a sick hound dog. After that, Sundale had made it clear the smile was enough.

Jason strapped on the tool belt just as a tan-colored, hairless head with broad, engine-soiled shoulders appeared above them. His blue and silver jumpsuit wasn’t much cleaner, yet it somehow didn’t touch the rank on his arms. It was marked by three thin chevron lines above three bars with a hollow diamond in between. Like Jason, at the bottom of his rank tab sat a tiny, winged ship with a sun on each side of its nose. The insignia of the Precision Strike Command or PSC, their branch of Interstar.

“Excuse me, sirs,” First Sergeant Tillman said, “but are ya’all going to talk all night or do you plan on actually doin’ something?”

His tone said teasing, but Jason was still reminded why he was there. He pushed other thoughts as far back as they would go while climbing a ladder to the top of the fighter. Tillman and a tech were kneeling beside the rear half of the starboard engine nacelle with tools in hand. Jason looked back to offer Sundale a hand, only to find him heading off after an equipment trolley.

“Glad you decided ta join us,” Sergeant Tillman said with a grin.

“Sorry,” Jason said, trying to sound lighter than he felt. “I’ve got a lot on my mind lately.”

“You an’ every other pilot on this base, sir. It’s like ev’ry one of ‘em is expecting trouble. You ask me, the lot of you need a vacation...sir.”

Jason waved him down before he had a chance to worry. “Relax, Sergeant. I agree. I just don’t see it happening any time soon. Anyway, I’m not here to debate the mental state of the group. I’m here to work on those sensor pods.”

The tech beside Tillman froze while the engineer himself tried not to look insulted. “May I ask why, sir? I didn’ ‘dink my abilities were in question. Unless this is an inspection in which case, I must admit, sir, I ‘in no mood for it.”

Jason might have slapped him down for such a comment, except that during his posting to the base, they’d gotten acquainted well enough to know where the line was with each other. Sergeant Tillman just walked closer to that line than Jason did. As such, he let the comment pass with only a slight edge creeping into his voice.

“I never said I doubt your skill, Sergeant. Nor is this an inspection.”

First Sergeant Tillman’s eyes darted back and forth for a second. “Then, if I may ask, sir, what is this?”

“A sleeping pill,” Sundale said. He’d just returned with a diagnostic pack slung over his shoulder.

Both engineers looked around to stare at Sundale while Jason stifled a laugh.

“He’s not far off,” Jason said. “As I said, I have a lot on my mind. Can’t sleep through it, so I came down here to get my thoughts centralized on something besides how many different ways there are to kill my superiors.”

Sergeant Tillman laughed while his young assistant shook his head in disbelief. The latter probably thought he was crazy. Jason decided to let him. After all, he wasn’t all that wrong, and not just because Jason had chosen to be one of those rare pilots who actually knew how to fix his own ship.

While technically in-mission repairs would fall to Sundale as the Active Engagement Systems Officer, or ‘AESO,’ Jason’s father had told him there was a lot more value to the skills than just redundancy. “The more you know about your ship, the more you know what you can get out of it.” There were no regs that said he couldn’t learn, and it gave him an additional way to get his mind off things. Plus, he liked the idea of not being dependant on one individual to put his ship back together should they get shot down. Most didn’t mind him helping out either, so long as he didn’t get in the way. Something he made an effort to avoid as much as possible.

Sergeant Tillman motioned Jason closer, still shaking off the laugh. Jason knelt beside him while Sundale went to perform his promised check on the turrets. Jason shook his head at him. Darn fox is stubborn when he wants to be. So be it. At least the turrets would be in perfect condition.

The tech opened the maintenance panel for the starboard nacelle. The armored hull lifted up first, then another layer of components and armored plating opened to reveal the starboard power core. Four, long, sea-blue crystals ran a fourth the length of the nacelle just ahead of the aft engine assembly. They were connected to each other around a central hub that regulated and distributed the power stored in the crystals. It also served as a surge protector and, if need be, launching platform should the core need to be ejected. They were glowing just enough to cast a ghost light on the first of the foot-long Vilon missiles stored in the starboard magazine.

“You disarmed them warheads, didn’t you, Marn?” Tillman asked his assistant.

“Yes, sir,” he said. “All systems are in standby mode.”

“Good. Pard’n me, Major, but I assume you didn’t get the instructions on these things yet.”

“Use only,” Jason said. “I hadn’t gotten to the more technical stuff yet.”

“I don’t blame you. It’s dry stuff, it is. These new pods need more power than the old, so to start, we’re gon’a need newer connections that can handle the drain.”

Jason nodded understanding with a look where they’d be working. “I was wondering why you were starting back here. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Give me a second though,” Sundale said. “I want to do a quick power test. Hands off the core.”

All three raised their hands to make sure they weren’t touching anything live. A soft hum rose from the core, held for a minute, then faded.

Just as it did, Jason saw a spark so soft it was more a tick. “Did you see that?”

“I’m not sure,” Sergeant Tillman said. “Excuse me, Cap’n. Could you run your test again please? Hold the power level for longer if you could.”

“SURE,” Sundale yipped.

Just like before, the core softly hummed and held for a minute. The spark struck again just before the hum faded.

“Cut the power,” Jason said. “We may have a problem here.”

The two workers disconnected all systems from the core, then Jason reached in to remove a black box from the end of one of the crystals. Sergeant Tillman watched as Jason turned it over in his hands until he found scorch marks on the bottom.

“That’s odd,” Jason said. “I’ve never seen a junction box do that before.”

“Me neither,” Sergeant Tillman said. “With your permission, sir, let me take a look.”

Jason handed the box over while Sundale came over to dig at the core some more. Tillman used his tools to pry the box open to show the power relays and other circuitry inside. He pulled at the wires so he could see the bottom of the box.

Jason watched with a mental alarm on the verge of sounding. “Sergeant, am I crazy, or is this thing missing some redundancy?”

“Yer not crazy, sir,” Tillman said. “See this little tower here? ‘Dere should be three of ‘em. It’s also not hardened enough. Good ‘ting we found ‘dis. One wrong nebula at combat power likely would have fried it. Without the redundancies, there we be no recovering from it. You’d be down an entire crystal for a while if not permanently.”

“It gets worse,” Sundale said. He lifted another such disassembled box to the others. A quick inspection showed it to be just as flawed as the other.

Sergeant Tillman nearly growled himself. “I don’ like it. This is my h’nger. No work should’a been done at all without prior notification. Least of all work this shoddy. Someone’s gon’a lose their head over this, they will.”

“Perhaps literally,” Jason said. He wasn’t quite serious since beheading wasn’t on anyone’s punishment list anymore. Though when one considered what would happen, politically or career-wise, the effect might as well be the same.

His mind soon touched on a more terrifying prospect. If his fighter had this issue, what else had been hidden? And that was just his own ship. When he considered the rest of the group, and possibly every other ship on the base, his shoulders sank as he bid a fond farewell to any chance at a good night’s sleep.

“Sergeant, you better call in some help. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

“I was thinking da same ‘ding,” Tillman said. “I just wanted to enjoy the lie of not having to for a moment.”

I hear that. “Sun, contact base security. Have them restrict outgoing communications till we sort things out.”

As Sundale and Sergeant Tillman climbed off the fighter to carry out their orders, Jason stared at the place where the junction boxes had been. The whole thing left him with an empty feeling born of the last time little things started adding up. Then, it was an officer brainwashed by a Jantan process that thankfully proved amazingly hard to maintain, even harder to find a receptive subject, and whose architect had not survived his last attempt. This time, who knew what it was. Perhaps they’d recreated the procedure despite losing the man and the tech that made it work. Or it could be as simple as a commando who had somehow slipped past security.

Of course, there was one possibility his mind wouldn’t accept. A human working of his own free will. What could his motives be? Could someone at HQ hate him that much? He shuddered at the thought and prayed this was less than it seemed, all the while feeling certain his prayers would go unanswered. 
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The Sleeper Escort

TRANSMISSION DETECTED.

Scale twelve encryption...stand by...

Encryption broken.

Monitors active.

Attempting trace...

From: COMEXTCOL

To: EXTCOL 2187

Classification: TOP SECRET Eyes Only

Message: Enact protocol 20 immediately.

Waypoint Friday compromised. Assets unresponsive. Proceed to Waypoint   Friday with all speed. Investigate fate of NF-271 & NF-272. If intact,   instruct to abort mission.

Enact protocol 21 following mission completion at your discretion.

End message

Transmission complete.

Source...unknown

Destination...unknown

Carrier...unknown

Trace failed.

Forwarding reconnaissance report...
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SUNDALE GAVE A SOFT growl while biting into the fur of his arm. It’s not like he had much else to do. His sensor screen had little more than the convoy on it, his target data and ship status screens had nothing to offer, and his turret targeting display only showed empty space ahead of them. In other words, nothing had changed since they began the escort mission. Only the hum of the hyper-light engines and the slight changes in sensors provided any confirmation they were moving.

Not that it felt like it. Sundale’s tails had more energy than he did, and they were floating back and forth through the space in his chair. A sigh from Yarain on the opposite side of the cockpit suggested she wasn’t doing any better. Sundale glanced behind him to her station and found no more change in her group status screen. He stared at his turret controls, almost longing for a fight. Instead, all he could do was work his fur clean from the night before.

What a disaster. Jason’s quest for mental unity had become a full-fledged hunt through the group’s systems. As feared, every single junction box had been wrong. That left the techs with a long night of work, triple checking everything. It also meant Jason insisted on being there to assist until Sergeant Tillman and Sundale insisted that he sleep. On some level, Jason may have known better. His step had gotten heavier by the minute on their way back to their quarters. At one point, Sundale feared he might fall asleep in the corridor. How he found the energy to change out of his uniform was nothing short of a miracle.

At first, Jason had remained uneasy. Base security had turned up nothing, which led to a warning to the group at the briefing to be ready for anything. Except nothing ever happened. Two days to reach the rendezvous point, two days more flying escort, and the only thing they encountered was an abundance of boredom. The longer that lasted, the weaker the stench of tension hovering over Jason became. By the time he woke from his sleep rotation that morning, it had faded to almost nothing.

Something Sundale felt thankful for. Sensing the tension in his CO made the boredom that much worse. Time passed more slowly because his instincts kept looking for a predator his mind said wasn’t there. Now at last, he could focus on his duties in a way that would pass the time without neglecting them.

Though it would seem Jason had gone further than his scent suggested. When a hum drew Sundale’s attention to the front of the cockpit, his ears ticked forward in approval. While the view out the forward windows hadn’t changed, one of Jason’s screens had. It showed the familiar chess board with icons standing in for the pieces. He was playing yet another game with Carter Gomez, the energetic pilot of Gold 2 and one of Jason’s closest friends.

It was a rare moment. One that said more than anything how pointless their orders were. Major Jason Harlem, a man regarded as one of the most dedicated and disciplined pilots in the fleet, was playing chess with one of his group mates during a mission. Sundale couldn’t blame him. After so much time worrying about something that apparently wasn’t going to happen, he deserved to relax a little. Besides, if something actually came up, Jason would be ready and alert in a fraction of a second.

Sundale growled again. We could only be so lucky. The entire mission felt more like a test of their professionalism than true protection. Worse still was the transports had a standard hyper-light cruising speed of only factor five. Any faster, and their coils would eventually run the risk of tearing themselves and their ship apart due to overheating. Of course, ‘eventually’ meant holding such speeds for about a week non-stop, but there was no need to rush the trip, so factor five it was. The problem lay in the fact that for people used to traveling anywhere from HL nine to fourteen, sometimes fifteen when pushing the engines to their limit, factor five was downright crawling.

Sundale ran yet another intensive scan of the area and rechecked the status of the fighter. Still no change. Thirty-five Scorns in formation around five large, rectangular transports, all traveling through an area of space devoid of anything beyond general interstellar material. Gold 1 herself was running in perfect condition, no signs of any problems. The very definition of a sleeper escort. If only Sundale could run it instead of flying. At least then he’d get some exercise as well as the comfort of the wind running through his fur. He wouldn’t mind flying it himself, but even with wings, he’d be trapped inside the grey hull of the heavy fighter.

The only saving grace was Scorns had a comparatively spacious cockpit. Sundale’s flight instructor used to say that pilots of the Phantoms he started on “wore” their cockpits. A phrase that wasn’t far off, which made the Scorn feel like a luxury.   While the space between him and Yarain was barely big enough for a person to stand in, a Phantom didn’t have any at all. The Scorn had just enough space on one side for two emergency fold-out seats. A toilet, often called the bucket, lay beside the food processor in the opposite corner, with a narrow access way splitting the middle to the rear hatch. The extra space left Sundale feeling far less caged than the Phantoms ever had. There also weren’t as many memories attached to it that Sundale would like to forget. While holdrens didn’t dwell on the past as much as humans did, he always had a harder time letting go of it than Yarain seemed to.

Then Carter’s voice came over the comms. “Checkmate, Jason.”

Sundale’s ears turned toward the front of the cockpit. He heard a grumble close to a growl from Jason as the board vanished from his screen.

“I don’t get it,” Jason said. “You’d think by the law of averages I’d win one of these games.”

Sundale heard a boisterous laugh from Carter. “Face it, Jason. You’ll never be a match for the chess master.”

A smile crept into Jason’s voice. “Chess master huh? This from the man who got beaten by his eight-year-old niece last month.”

“I let her win.”

“And General Carson?”

“One way to get promoted.”

“You’re hopeless.”

“Sure am, and damn proud too!”

Sundale gave a quiet ruff of amusement while Jason huffed his own. That’s Major Gomez for you. One crazy half-Mexican, as he often described himself, whose only competition for the biggest nut of the group was Jason. Though in that regard, Carter didn’t have a prayer.

One thing Carter could do was manage to calm Jason down. For the first time since they left the star base, Sundale found no trace of tension or alertness from him. Be it through amusement or forgetfulness, Jason had finally begun to relax.

When Jason and Carter fell into pointless banter, Sundale dropped his attention in favor of his station. As was his duty, he had more active sensor sweeps to go along with Yarain’s passive screen. Another set of identical readings left him almost missing the times where each day brought another dangerous mission. That longing quickly died when he remembered the things they experienced during those days. After that, the endless hours of nothing seemed more blessing than curse... mostly.

A blessing that ended when the fighter shuddered, and Sundale’s console beeped to life, as did Jason’s and Yarain’s. The sensors had caught a glimpse of something, but with range and interference working against them, they couldn’t tell him what it was. So far, all he knew was the convoy had been forced out of hyper-light. The warp coils were suddenly very hot, yet his status screen showed no sign of damage or malfunction. Outside, a thin veil of red-orange stellar material tinted the stars like a fog. The rest was a jumble of incomplete sensor data he was already trying to sift through.

“What the?” Jason muttered from his seat. A second later, Sundale saw a channel open to the group. “Everyone, stay alert. No one do anything until ordered. Yarain, check with the group and transports for damage and answers. Sundale, can you tell me if it’s a technical problem?”

“I don’t think so,” Sundale said.

“So, what is it? Why were we forced out of hyper-light?”

“Give me a moment.”

With his ship diagnostic not offering much, Sundale tapped at his controls to retune the sensors in the hopes of cutting through the interference. His tails ticked with his heartbeat, both hoping to find something, anything, worth noting. There weren’t many things that could collapse warp fields without causing damage, and most of them were artificial. They might get their chance at danger after all.

Then again, maybe not. When he noticed a recurring, though random, fluctuation in the warp field generators, it suggested a culprit neither artificial nor violent. A simple tick of the sensors into frequencies higher than normal confirmed his suspicion.

“Just a magnetic storm,” he said. “P-7 rating. Probably the remnants of a supernova or a very big coronal mass ejection.”

Jason grumbled. “A.K.A., an interstellar speed bump you can’t see coming. No reports of it, Yarain? Those things aren’t exactly small.”

“None that I got,” she said. “Forwarding a report of it now.”

“Someone must have gotten lazy. You sure we’re good, Sun?”

“YES,” Sundale barked.

“Come on, Captain. I know you hate it, but I need a full report.”

Sundale couldn’t stop a growl. Humans. They were so detail oriented it hurt. What did it matter why they were good? Jason knew the answers anyway. But military protocol required he get a report like he was an idiot. Whoever wrote the rule must have been one.

“The storm is strong enough to create a short in energized coils, nothing more. The hull will protect the rest. We’ll need to stay at sub-light until we clear it, but aside from heating the hyper-coils, emergency systems prevented any damage.”

“Too bad,” Yarain said. “I was hoping for at least a prankster we could bark at.”

“Not me,” Jason said. “I’ll take bad weather over a warship any day.”

While Jason told the group what they already knew, Sundale ran an intensive scan of the area so Yarain could plot the shortest course out of the storm’s influence.

One of his sweeps caught a distortion that didn’t match the storm. It wasn’t far from them, but the same storm that was messing with the hyper-coils was also making a detailed scan difficult. He couldn’t get enough to really see it, which got his ears up and his clawed-fingers moving on the controls. Were it not for his years of experience, he might have gotten lost in this new hunt using sensors.

Which meant he didn’t miss Jason catching him doing it.

“Sun? What is it? What’cha got?”

“A scent,” Sundale said.

Jason sighed, and Sundale swallowed one of his own. “I need more than that, Captain. You know that. So can we skip the process for a change?”

If we must. Though Sundale waited for an intensive scan that gave him more to work with. “I’m not sure what I have. It looks like a distorted ripple in the magnetic field. The only thing I know of that generates this effect is our own cloaking technology. There was also a brief high energy distortion consistent with a hyper-light engine, but I can’t be sure through this storm.”

Yarain ruffed, more like chirped, in holdren curiosity. “Why would one of our own be cloaked this deep in United Systems Territory?”

“They wouldn’t,” Jason said. “But if you recall, we’re not the only ones that use it. First squad, form up!”

Before Jason finished, Sundale knew Jason’s hackles were up, or would be if he had them. He could hear it in his voice. His words filled in the blanks Sundale had missed.

Years ago, when Jason was still a rookie, Marcalla had captured and brainwashed an Interstar pilot into thinking he was one of them. It was a process that took technology and repeated treatments to maintain. They’d kept it up long enough to get a hold of Interstar’s cloaking technology. Jason rescued the pilot during his own escape and put a permanent end to those who had developed the technique.

That pilot, very intentionally, now flew Gold 2.

But Marcalla had still gotten a hold of the technology. Since it was stolen instead of developed, they remained a few steps behind Interstar in its advancement. However, a few steps behind was still enough for the technology to hide some of their ships. If this was indeed a Marcallan vessel, they might have bigger problems than a simple magnetic storm.

Guided by the sensor reading, Jason called Gold Group’s first squad to shadow him as he turned the fighter toward Sundale’s “ripple.” Yarain was already relaying orders to stand by at condition two – high chance of danger or combat. Weapons and defensive systems were activated, as were the fighter’s turrets. Through his target screen, Sundale could see the hull of the fighter give a ripple of its own, but this was the particle shields being deployed along the hull. It created an almost invisible layer half a meter thick and ten times as strong. Jason wasn’t taking any chances.

With Gold 8 through 11 on her wings, Gold 1 went looking for the phantom ship. It didn’t take long to find a small section where the stars and stellar material appeared to move ever so slightly. It was as if they were looking at a carpet with some tiny hill or mouse rolling under it. The stars would roll up onto it, then roll back off at the end of it. But the difference at the edge of this hill was all you could see. Otherwise, you wouldn’t know anything was there.

Gold 1 did know. Even without the visual queue, Sundale’s scanners had a solid lock on them now. Jason wasted no time letting the culprit know he knew they were there. Without warning or hesitation, he fired. A quick burst from the main gatling-cannons sent a short stream of plasmoids streaking in front of the ripple. The stars stopped moving. Jason fired another shot, then decided to talk.

“This is the Interstar fighter Gold 1. Identify yourself and your intentions.”

No response. Holdren tails began to wave.

“We sure they’re still there?” Yarain asked.

“They’re there,” Sundale said.

“Because...? Keep it together, Sun.” Jason pressed.

Sundale growled annoyance. Humans and their details. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. No pulse. Even without the storm, jumping to hyper-light gives a flare of energy no one can hide.”

“Besides that,” Jason said, “they’re as grounded as we are. They go HL now; they’ll be a fireball.”

“What about sub-light?” Yarain said.

“No refraction. They haven’t moved since we found them. Time that changed.”   Jason dropped two of the main gatling-cannons to training power, then fired a long burst right between the refractions. The rounds splashed against the hull of the ship. The cloak kept its identity hidden, but those inside would know full well what just happened.

“This is Major Jason Harlem, pilot of Gold 1. Drop your cloak and identify yourself. You will not get another warning.”

More uneasy silence. Sundale waited for Jason to give them a full powered shot. The waiting wasn’t helping the exhaustion that hit him out of nowhere. The fact that he’d used sir with Jason twice in quick succession spoke volumes of how tired he really was. He had to work to keep focus on his sensors and the enemy ship. He made a note to request a day off next chance they got. Sergeant Tillman was right; they needed one.

Before Jason lost his patience, the unknown ship dropped its cloak. Sundale tilted his head in confusion when instead of an enemy, the ship turned out to be a fellow Scorn fighter. Her transponder pinged her as Red 7, which made even less sense. Her group wasn’t stationed anywhere near there.

“Any transmission?” Jason said carefully.

“Just her ID tag,” Yarain said.

“Crew?”

“Human,” Sundale said. “And alive.”

“For once, I might almost prefer a jantan. Them, I can shoot.” Jason reopened the channel while quick ruffs of amusement sounded behind him. “Gold 1 to Red 7. Report status, over.” Nothing. “Red 7, report status. That’s an order, pilot!” More silence. A great sigh from Jason’s seat followed by a great renewal of concern from Sundale’s. “Status of her defenses?”

“Inactive,” Sundale said. “Shields, inhibitors, and scanners are all on stand-down.”

“Life support?”

“Fully functional. Before you ask, I can’t speak to their comms.”

Another growl from Jason again had Sundale wondering how much animal blood was left in humans. To be fair, it was more a strained sigh, but Sundale’s ears heard the same thing: stress, frustration, and a sense
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