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      Angel's Landing Station

      

      The meeting with Majan Lor went better than Alice expected. A few crates of rifles, military grade handguns, a new shield generator that would be compatible with her ship - a pirated Order of Eden Customs Corvette - military vacsuits and five sets of generation two Freeground Armour. The equipment was better than what the Order had, but several steps behind Haven Fleet's systems.

      Watching, listening, commenting on a closed channel to Noah Lucas as he made the deal was more relaxing than being the brains and the negotiator at the same time. He was good at putting a deal together, showing that there were limits without letting the situation become negative. Every time Majan Lor, the Captain of the Razpa, tried to ask for ship weapons or a starfighter, Noah turned her to something else like a new shield generator and specifications for emitter upgrades or intelligence on the supply lines for the Order of Eden only a couple light years away. The generators came at a cost, but the intelligence was free. He lit a fire in Majan by telling her that she was the first to get the information, but he was going to be sharing it with everyone, so she only had a limited time to get to a wormhole emergence point and make her move on whatever Order of Eden freight delivery she could catch.

      That wasn't the only thing that was free. When their business was about to conclude, and Majan had already agreed to pay one point four million platinum for the equipment and weapons that was on the table, Noah told her that he was throwing two new forma processors, three tons of the high-grade food for them and a month's worth of meal bars for her and her crew. "A revolution fights better on a full stomach," he told her with a smile that melted the hardened Captain.

      With a promise that she'd tell the members of the Underground she knew that he was trustworthy as soon as he made good on the deal, she and her crewmembers departed. Alice wished she could have gotten a clear read on her with her empathic abilities, but they still felt supressed by the reactor over their heads. Her suit said it was some kind of electronic interference that made most communication and some other systems unreliable as well. It was one of the reasons why the place was appealing to its clientele, and the ambience was helped a great deal by the rolling blue-white light shining through the partially shielded transparent ceiling that separated the establishment from the fusion flame above.

      Moments after the deal was closed and a delivery date was agreed on, Noah got up from his seat. He looked to Alice and the others behind him. "Ready to go?" She was in the lead in form fitted powder blue vacsuit and a captain's jacket like his own. Knud and one of the thick bodied Nafalli crewmembers towered in the rear, while Yawen and a human male beside her were in the middle. That was Theodore, who he was overjoyed to see. They were all in full helmets which were a new design. They still used metal slats over a sealed frame, but they were pointed down from the chin, broader at the top with a blacked-out faceplate that was tapered, giving them a serious, almost menacing look.

      Alice nodded, and they followed him out of the bar. There were at least four other groups of people who stared at him or tried to approach him as though they wanted to strike up a conversation. To her surprise, he strode past without giving them a seconds' notice. "One of those groups could be from a resistance cell," Alice said, communicating from her suit to his suit using a laser link.

      "If they were, they'd know that we wanted to talk to them by now, and they'd get right in front of us," Noah said, activating his own helmet. "They'd have the confidence of someone who already knows we want to talk to them. That is, unless there's another resistance outfit that isn't ready to approach us. In that case, I'd rather see them when they've decided I'm worth their time."

      "I would add that, if they can't get real attention from an arms dealer, they probably aren't very good rebels," Theodore added. "It takes a kind of ruthlessness to attack an Order Ship or installation."

      They passed into the lift and Alice felt her empathic abilities start to open up again. The general sense in the elevator car was that people were pleased, but her focus hadn't returned. Before it did, there was something she wanted to do, a risk she wanted to take. With an eye gesture at her heads' up display, she ordered her helmet to retract.

      "Hey, there she is," Noah said, opening his helmet a moment later, revealing a smile that summoned hers in an instant.

      "Wow, you really are bald," Alice laughed, reaching up and running her hand over the prickly stubble on his scalp.

      "Yeah, part of the whole Apex thing I was ordered to run away from. I could stimulate it, but…" he looked down into her yes unflinching.

      The elevator car was much cleaner than the bar they just left, but it still smelled of sweat and something that had burned a long time ago, something biological. Alice ignored it as her fingertips made their way down to his cheek, where the stubble ended, becoming perfectly smooth skin. "I would have come even if I didn't have orders, you know," she said softly, not looking away from those eyes, that smile.

      "I'm glad I'm not alone, I'm happy you're here." It sounded like a confession, something he was saying only for her.

      "Are you sure you wouldn't rather they sent Remmy? He has a more experienced crew." It was a joke, of course, something to cover her nervousness, the rare uncertainty of not really knowing how he was feeling yet. It was exciting, normal, like old times before the extra sense kicked in. Alice was sure he understood the jest, her raised eyebrow and lopsided smile would telegraph at least that. Her fingers moving under his chin, gently drawing him down while she started pushing herself up on her toes would suggest something else.

      "Maybe, but he'd definitely get a different welco…"

      "Someone is trying to pirate me! Help!" Elise said from where she was installed on the Corsair, the message crackling into clarity. "I just got past their jamming signals, but I'm afraid the whole station is hearing this."

      The opportunity to have a normal moment with Noah without her empathic abilities letting her cheat or giving her a reason to retreat was gone. She could feel that he was overjoyed to see her, he liked the way she looked in that powder blue vacsuit, he was feeling a little insecure about his negotiation, and it took a lot of effort for him to restrain his joy at being near her again. His positive reaction was reassuring, more encouraging than she would admit to anyone but him, but it felt like she'd skipped to the end of a story she wanted to experience from the very beginning. The reaction he was having to her was disappearing under his alarm at more pressing concerns. Alice reactivated her helmet. "Hey, Lewis," she said, watching her comm signal get lost in the jamming noise.

      "I can't get a signal out," Noah said, the slats of his helmet coming together.

      "There's someone with a generator on his back using a beam weapon on the airlock," Elise explained. "They're not making too much progress, and they'll have to get through my armour plating once they're finished depleting that shield, but it's alarming. They could get through if they keep at it for another nine hours and three minutes, give or take a few seconds."

      Noah sighed with relief. "Okay, it’s not as bad as I thought."

      "You may want to have a short conversation with her about exhibiting the appropriate degree of alarm for different situations," Theodore added. "Also, the elevator is no longer in motion. It stopped while you two were focused on each other, so I thought it could wait. Could the two events be connected? The pirate attempt and the elevator stopping?"

      "I'm thinking, yeah," Alice said. "Can you hack it?"

      Theodore looked at the control panel. "I'd have to damage the control surface, but once I get past that, probably."

      "Please." Noah gestured at the small interface panel, the digital buttons were surrounded by a swirling ad that was telling them to order a can of Gan-Gan but to 'Imbibe responsibly.' "I'll reduce the station's bill a few plat to cover the damage."

      "If you insist," Theodore said, poking a tiny hole that was less than half a centimetre wide in the corner of the display then pushing a miniature arm that extended from his finger inside. "Oh, that ruins the whole aesthetic."

      "I think they'll get over it," Yawen snickered.

      A moment later Theodore shook his head. "The problem is not software, it's mechanical. Something is blocking the old cable mechanism from working."

      Alice looked at Knud and pointed up. Without hesitation, he reached up and pushed the hatch in the roof open. "Okay, armour up, shields up. We're flying the last nine levels then sixteen frames over," she said.

      

      "Wait, uh, I didn't take all the qualifiers for flying in this armour," Noah said, nervous as he activated his entire suit. Slats of metal spread up from his boots and around him from his captain's coat. "I mostly spent time in, the fun one where you fly through rings, shoot the little boxes that come drifting through that try to knock you off course."

      "What's your best time?" Noro, the thick-bodied shorter Nafalli asked.

      "Nine minutes, thirty-five and change, no collisions," he replied, hoping it wasn't too bad.

      "Damn, that's really good," the Nafalli replied, covering his nose. "How many attempts?"

      "Well, it took me a while to get used to the way the emitters in the suit…"

      "So, you can fly," Alice said. The slats on the bottom half of her suit flared a couple times, lifting her feet off the floor for a moment. Knud was already up on top of the elevator car, and Theodore hopped up easily. "Just take it easy and you'll get there without punching a hole in the side of the transit shaft, flyboy." He could hear her grinning, this was fun for her.

      "Have you logged much time flying in these suits?" he asked, happy that they were on laser link communications, only the crewmembers in a direct line of sight could hear him. "In gravity? Outside of a simulation?" Alice asked. "Just about none. I qualified then had a few hours of fun in the sim. I've done a lot of time in zero-G, though. Still, you won't be the only one taking it slow." With a burst of light beneath the slats of her armour, and a "Woo!" she launched up through the hatch.

      When he stepped under it he was just in time to see her slow her thrust down so she was hovering ten metres above the top of the car, listening to her laugh at her overshoot was enough to make him grin. He reached up and let the strength enhancement kick in so he had an easy time pulling himself through the hatch. Knud and Noro picked him up like he was feather-light toddler and a map of their route through the transit tube appeared on his HUD.

      The elevator shaft walls were host to cables, pipes and tubes that ranged from manufacturer original to new and improvised with signs of hasty repair everywhere. "Well, there's our problem," Knud said, looking up to an open door above and a clamp that had been wrapped around the cables, keeping them from moving. "Someone's been watching us."

      "This might be the pirates I messed with when I came into the system. They could have paid the admin of the station off, gotten some extra access so they could try to take me out? Take my stuff? Probably both," Noah said.

      " Are you sure the station management would burn you like that?" Alice asked.

      "Might not be them, that's true, the security here is kind of a joke. We'll see if someone from Angel's Landing already paid me. I don't really care past that. I think someone trying to screw you over in this area of space is like their version of hazing, I'm just glad I'm ready for it."

      "Well, we just have to get to the Corsair or an airlock for now. Let's go," Alice said enthusiastically. Her emitters flared, blue light pulsing under her armours slats as she course corrected with her hand against the wall of the transit shaft before ascending.

      He followed behind Knud, who was flying with his fists raised over his head like some ancient super-hero. The path outlined in Noah's heads up display was easy to follow; straight up for many levels, then to a horizontal transit shaft that would take them to an emergency airlock. Even flying at less than ten percent thrust, they moved fast, over ninety kilometres per hour straight up at first, and Noah stayed within the section of shaft that was reserved for their elevator.

      Noro didn't. "Yikes!" he yiped as he narrowly dodged an elevator car coming down to Noah's right.

      "We're in military grade power armour," Alice said as she waited at the entry to the horizontal shaft. "No one else on this station is, so if you smash through a wall, or into an elevator car, you'll also smash through whoever's unlucky enough to be in your way."

      "Sorry," Noro said. "I'm just eager to get out of here. A bad smell got into my helmet from that bar. I'll watch out."

      They were at the end of the horizontal passage and at the airlock door in no time. There were bands of metal welded to the inner door. "I would say someone tried to disable this," Theodore said, gingerly touching a thick metal bar. "It was years ago, though, so probably not the angry pirates."

      "Station management probably trying to stop people from boarding the station without going through customs," Noah said. "I could cut through it."

      "Step aside," Knud said as he and Noro pointed their side arms at the bands, carefully but efficiently cutting through the metal braces. Theodore plugged into the smashed terminal beside it and fed power to the door. It opened, and they gathered inside the airlock chamber, there was no room left to move, Alice was pressed against him, her chest against his. "This could be fun if we weren't in power armour."

      "I can't quite reach the outer door panel," Theodore said as the inner door closed. "I couldn't stay connected to the other door so we're trapped in here until we shift around or someone gets impatient and tears through the wall."

      What came next was an awkward shuffle as everyone carefully shifted, moving Theodore to the outer door, trying not to damage the airlock walls. "They don't use this thing, what's the point in being careful?" Asked Noro.

      "If we poke a hole in their airlock, they may not find it until there's an emergency and someone has to escape," Yawen replied.

      "Don't they have escape pods for that?"

      "Lewis said they only had fifteen aboard, and those were for the high-end suites," Alice replied as Theodore got into position.

      The outer door beeped loudly, then popped open, sending Theodore and Noro out into space where they drifted away slowly. "I can see the Clever Dream from here," Noro chuckled.

      The Clever Dream decelerated into view, turning so their aft section faced them as its main embarkation ramp was lowered, and Theodore led the way from the airlock. "Welcome aboard," Lewis said to Noah as soon as he set foot on the ship.

      "Thanks." The main doors closed and the cabin began to repressurize. "How are the Corsair and Elise doing?"

      "She's doing well now that I reassured her that I'd expedite your release from that junk drift the Angel's Landing staff have the nerve to call 'a station.'"

      "Who's attacking her?" Noah asked, deactivating his helmet as the green light and indication on his HUD told him it was safe. The rest of the crew did the same.

      A hologram of the Corsair, the twin of the Clever Dream, and the long, flexible docking hall affixed to its side appeared in front of them, following as Alice led the way to the bridge. Noah could see the fellow in heavy environment armour firing a drilling laser at the entrance to his ship. There was a line of other crewmen in rough armour behind him, as if they expected him to get through any minute. "There is no immediate danger to the Corsair, since Elise is reporting that the shield… oh, never mind, I'll let her tell you," Lewis said, his tone was that of someone who was giving in. "She really wants to talk to you anyway, I have her on laser-link now."

      "Like he was saying," Elise continued, her voice coming through the ship wide address system. "It'll be over nine hours before they break through, then they have to deal with my hull, so I admit I might have over reacted when I sent you that emergency transmission. Crying was definitely too much, I won't do that again."

      "Sorry, I didn't hear that," Noah said. "I think I missed a lot of your communications, whoever's jamming this area has a hell of a transmitter."

      "Oh, okay. I’m happy you heard enough to know that you should come get me. I've tried to open a dialogue using high-volume emitters in the docking tunnel, but they just laughed and kept drilling. It really looks like they think they'll get through."

      "Okay, next time someone starts trying to cut through your shielding, separate from the docking collar and fly around. Cloak if you have to."

      "I was going to do that in a few hours, when things got a little desperate, but I didn't know if you had another solution yet," Elise replied.

      Alice dropped into the pilot's seat and brought up the tactical interface. "Lewis, will there be any damage to the station if the Corsair rips free of the docking tunnel?"

      "Well, that cheap plastic docking tunnel will come apart, decompressing suddenly and sending the seven pirates into space, but I expect the station will have the tunnel replaced within the hour. My scanners picked up several backups in their storage area when we arrived. As for the pirates, well, there's a chance a few of their suits would lose integrity."

      "Your ship, your call," Alice said, looking to Noah, gesturing to the co-pilots seat.

      "Pull away from the docking collar. Use the mooring cutters and hard shield first," Noah ordered.

      "Or you could do it that way, minimizing damage and making repair even easier," Lewis commented. "It won't be as much fun, though."

      "Cutting the collar's mooring clamps and activating shield now," Elise said. The Corsair thrust away from the docking collar, which was dislodged so cleanly that they couldn't see the damage. The ship moved away horizontally so it was several metres away from the end. The plastic boarding tunnel flapped and writhed for a moment as the air inside was released in a rush, sending the pirates out of the end. All but two collided with the side of the Corsair at high speed then pinwheeled away.

      "All right, let's get out of here before Noah pisses more pirates off," Alice said. "We'll fly out of the system then cloak, listen for anyone who wants to talk to us."

      "After hours in that bar, I could use a break," Noah said. He looked around, coming eye-to-eye with Iruuk, who looked like he was happy to see him. "Hey, man, glad you could make it."

      Iruuk gave him a big hug from behind the chair, his long arms crossing his chest and pressing him into the cushioning. "Glad you're here," he said, his low Nafalli voice rumbling. "She really missed you," Iruuk said as he let go, pointing at Alice.
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      Preoccupied

      

      The weight of the occupation changed everything in Haven Shore. Nigel was new to the place, he didn't know what it looked like when people were free, but he could feel discontent and worry start to turn to anger and hate faster after they pulled the statue of Ayan Anderson down. Footage of her denying that she wanted to be called Queen at all played often, it was part of the smear campaign the Order of Eden ran, but to most of the people he knew, that's what she was.

      There were people on Tamber before she and the rest of the Freeground Originals arrived. Most of them were from some other government called the Carthans, and they sounded worse than the Order. Their soldiers were serving punitive sentences, unable to disobey orders. The other residents that predated the Originals were dregs, castaways and opportunists who wanted to live in a place no one knew. It wasn't even a planet, but a moon used to test the ecosystem that was going to be reproduced to a partially hollowed giant; Kambis. If he saw it on a star chart, he wouldn't have even stopped in out of curiosity. There were some functional ruins, a few interesting wrecks, tropical areas, but there were also contaminated fields that were supposed to be terraformed but turned toxic instead. He would have definitely passed it by. Ayan was credited with bringing democracy, new progress, and some culture to the place. There were safe areas to live in, jobs, even a government that would take care of you regardless of whether you were an artist, an engineer, or soldier if they had room. Looking around at the hundreds of workers headed back to the Everin Building with him, it seemed like they'd taken a lot of people in. The picker shift he was headed back with represented less than a hundredth of people that the Order crammed into the finished buildings in Haven Shore.

      Questions were the most important thing during the occupation. You had to know when not to ask them, who you could trust for the answers, and what the most important ones were. His uncle Frost was building a resistance. It wasn't like the open one that sang songs, shouted obvious phrases of dissent like; "Order go home!" or "Hate fate!" which was his favourite useless sentiment. One of the first popular speeches given by an Order leader ended with; "It is our fate to make this life eternal. Our fate to bring this chaotic existence under control whether it's the governing of ourselves or the entire galaxy. Embrace your fate! Join the Order of Eden!"

      He'd seen that speech a dozen times, given by a little boy they called the Child Prophet who came and went before the whole financial ladder theory was big in the Order of Eden. He knew he could ask any soldier about that crap, a lot of them liked to educate the people under their control endlessly as though they were bringing literacy to the unwashed masses or something. Nigel hated every one of them but prompting them to gab about their glorious fate was better than working, it was better than getting a beating because he shot one of them a defiant look. Shouting; "Hate fate!" was a quick way to earn yourself one of those. Nigel didn't have to, though. His height earned him six or seven - he wasn't sure how many exactly - baton thrashings because he was taller than most of the soldiers.

      He tried to keep his brow high, to look friendly and harmless. It was hard to make sure he didn't seem like he was looking over one of their heads or scowling all the time. He learned to hunch. It felt like he was giving in.

      Every picker around him had their piece of fruit. It was a reward for meeting the quota that day, something that got harder as they moved deeper into the jungle surrounding the city. They were encountering more territorial wild life. Giant cats, predator birds that would pluck you off a tree and carry you off if you were unlucky, and snakes that were so thick that they could be mistaken for fallen logs. He listened to his uncle's advice about being a picker; never go first. They weren't allowed to have weapons or more protective clothing than their flimsy jumpsuits, so the only way to make sure you didn't get killed was to be in the middle of the pack and make sure someone else got it first. He forgot sometimes and ended up climbing above the pack in a tree, or wandering, but he'd been lucky every time so far. He was saving his orange for Samantha.

      How could he know why she joined him to cuddle several nights ago when he was falling asleep on his bedroll? She did. He made her laugh, made her comfortable, listened to her even if he didn't completely understand some of the science at times, and that seemed to be more than enough to keep her coming back so far. He enjoyed her visits because it always felt like her attention was a gift, like she was taking time out of being smart, independent and well liked so she could be vulnerable with him.

      That orange, worth a hundred-forty-seven credits, would go to her. Seeing her smile would be the height of his day. Most of the people there would sell their fruit to someone else, often a guard. The rest would share it with their kids, but it was the best offering he could give. After moving through the jungle, climbing trees, picking fruit for sixteen hours and walking for one, he wanted to hand it to her and fall down on his bed.

      The broad doors to the Everin Building awaited, and Nigel stooped low as he passed through. They were twice his height, there was no problem there, but the line of soldiers and guards who watched the scanning stations were looking for people who stood out, and he didn't want to get picked out of the line again. He passed through, and when the crowd thinned out he had an easier time getting to the first-floor dwelling that he, his uncle and Samantha called home. All four of the others, including Tammy, had been taken. She was in isolation, but no one knew where the rest were.

      Nigel stepped through the door. "I'm home, you lucky, lucky people!" he exclaimed as the door closed behind him. Samantha, Frost and David looked up from the table, their expressions stony.

      "Come in quietly," Frost said. "We have a visitor."

      "Yeah, hey Dave," Nigel said, extending his hand.

      "Good to see you," he replied, smiling warmly. He looked more like Frost's nephew than Nigel did. They were almost equally stocky and broad shouldered.

      "No, not him," Frost said with a smirk.

      "I don't see anyone else," he said.

      A shimmer in the air preceded the appearance of Stephanie, who was standing at the opposite end of the table. "Surprise."

      He went around and hugged her. "Aunt Steph!" he said with a squeeze. "How are you doing? I didn't think we'd see you until the occupation ended."

      "I have to make some deliveries. It's good to see you," she said, tapping a finger to his earlobe lightly. "There, now we can always hear each other."

      "What?"

      "I just planted a communication device on you that's indistinguishable from skin. It uses a mesh network I made so we can communicate. You turn it on and off with a thought, it's new tech from the Fleet."

      "Cool, wouldn't they detect a mesh network, though?"

      "It works by disguising our communications so well that you can't tell the difference between them and ambient static. Their equipment can't even tell we're transmitting," Stephanie said.

      "Cool, cool," Nigel said. "Thank you, but, how are you?"

      "Good," Stephanie said, offering a rare and brief smile. "It was hard, hiding out in isolation for a while, but I've been keeping myself in a safe place. I'm hoping that the occupation will be over soon, but we still have a long way ahead of us."

      "The Order probably knows I'm here," Frost said. "This disguising tech isn't as good as we thought. That leaves you and Sam there to carry out an important part of our plan."

      "We're finally doing something?" Nigel asked, excited and afraid at the same time.

      "It's time," David said. "You're in the wrong place, we were hoping they'd put you somewhere other than on a picking crew, but Stephanie has found a way to make the plan work."

      "Good, I need to be a part of this. I've seen enough of these power tripping assholes. So, what's the plan?"

      "Well, a lot of this is going to sound like bad news," Stephanie said. "Frost is leaving."

      "I'm getting in a cloak suit, going to do some damage, then I'll be getting out. I wish I could stay, but it's only a matter of time before they pick me up and I go the way of the rest of our friends. If they haven't scanned me and seen that I'm wearing a mask yet, then it's going to happen soon."

      "He'll join me, where I'm in communication with Phase Seven, the nearest battlegroup," Stephanie said.

      "What happens to Sam, Dave and me after this plan?" Nigel asked.

      "I'd love to say that you get snatched up so you can hide out with us, but that's not certain," Stephanie replied. Her expression was darkening by the second.

      The feeling in the room was grim, it was like everyone expected to lose and it made Nigel uneasy. "So, we're not supposed to get caught. That's part of the plan."

      "If everything goes well, then you won't have to worry about that for long. The Phase Seven fleet has doubled in size and most of the command structure is in Haven Shore right now. Wheeler has moved Order Knights and several of his commanders down here because things haven't gone well since he released that footage of Ayan's apartment," Stephanie said.

      It was impossible to miss what she was talking about. When Wheeler aired the footage of soldiers finding a freakish shrine to Ayan Rice, which included her corpse, and no one believed it. Even when they let independent members of the press analyse the video and visit the site for themselves, people didn't believe it was what it seemed to be. They hated Wheeler for orchestrating the whole thing. No one liked it when someone tried to trick them, but it was even worse that he went after their queen with such grisly evidence. It was ghoulish, and residents were insulted. Nigel found himself wondering if things would have been different if Wheeler revealed the queen as some secret glutton, or as an embezzler with hidden riches, but it didn't matter. The damage was done and the citizens were starting to notice signs of Wheeler's paranoia. The shimmer of a shield around him when he appeared in public and his unwillingness to open his containment suit when he was in the open air were just a start. He'd started travelling with a crowd of soldiers and his public appearance had been rescheduled twice. "Are we finally going to kill him?" Nigel asked, everyone knew who he meant.

      "No," Stephanie replied. "We'd rather deal with a known incompetent than the commander they have in the wings. Someone new is taking control of the Cluster, and we expect the Order of Eden to start attacking the Mergillian and other free worlds within the month. If we remove Wheeler, she may come here first, and I know what I'd do if I were facing a rebellion in Haven Shore."

      "Burn it all down," Samantha said under her breath. She was still in her work uniform: dark trousers and a jacket with the markings of a Supervising Engineer. Her knowledge of manufacturing materials put her near the top of the command chain in the fabrication plant.

      "That's right. Most of the people the Haven Government and the Rangers saved then resettled have been moved here. They're all seen as sympathizers to Haven, so Wheeler has been trying to convert as many as possible to the Order way, get them climbing the ladder. It's a good way for them to keep an eye on us, too," David said.

      "And if we make too much trouble, you know, kill our mentally unbalanced overlord, we'll be easy to wipe out," Frost added. "No, we're going to make him shake a little, give him another reason to keep one eye open, but he'll be whole by the end. The real plan will use the ships we have waiting. It's something they won't expect, and it starts with these." He put a thick stack of reprogrammable communication strips on the table. There must have been a hundred of them. Soldiers gave them out to people with their ident codes on them so people could call them to borrow money or rack up charges by using them to call other people. Everyone had a couple on them, some people even used them as intended. The Order confiscated anything that could be used to reprogram them, but Stephanie had a pair of command and control bracers with her, among other things, and she scanned them. "There are three bad ones in that stack, leaving us with ninety-eight we can use. I'll reprogram these while you fill Nigel and Samantha in on what comes next."

      Nigel listened closely as a plan that eventually had him grinning was laid out in whispers by David and Frost. It would be dangerous, but it would be worth it, especially since the Merciless had returned to the Haven System, and they would not be sitting idle.
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      The Tour

      

      It didn't take long for the crew of the Clever Dream to find asteroids with leftover heavy metals for the Corsair to harvest so it could finish manufacturing security androids for the station and start working on Captain Majan Lor's order. It was a strange thing, not worrying about being detected. The small group of asteroids were slowly drifting away from the Doxan System, plenty of ships were passing within scanning range, and they had two military class artificial intelligences on watch using the best scanners in the solar system to see danger coming. Elise and Lewis were their first line guardians, and it didn't take much effort on their part.

      The Corsair used an advanced version of the maxjack system Frost built for the Samson to cut some of the best parts of the asteroid away, grab them, then break them down while the most useful materials were stored in an expandable compartment along the bottom of the ship. The manufacturing systems picked the material up from there, breaking it down further, refining the better substances it found then converting the remainder to bulk that would be converted into useful but lighter metals and other construction materials. Alice knew how it worked, she'd done the reading, qualified on an earlier version of the system, but it still boggled her sometimes, how rough stone and raw metals could come out minutes later as something useful. It was technological alchemy.

      It was good to have a quiet time when people could rest and hang out. Yawen was in charge on the Clever Dream, and the crew were on alert just in case an Order ship or over ambitious pirates showed up, but they could relax, socialize and watch a few local holographic live shows, which were rare finds in any great quantity. Doxan had hundreds of live channels, even a pirate one that celebrated a more base and brutal type of programming that Noro, Knud, Yawen and Krooke were glued to as the pirates replayed recordings of them playing vicious pranks on each other, like affixing a thruster to one of their friends that went off as soon as he stood up from his chair at an outdoor café. They changed the channel when the pirates started executing ransom victims who weren't paid for in time.

      Spending time out of armour and heavy boots felt good to Alice and most of the human crew, especially since she knew there would be long days in full armour ahead. She kept the powder blue suit as it was when it was time to join Noah on the Corsair so they could get to work then spend some time. She enjoyed the rise of attraction she felt from Noah when he saw her in it. There were instincts from the first time she was human, the kind that Alice used to use to distract and flirt with people that she was happy to recall. That Alice learned a lot about being human, and that included the language of flirting, which she was happy to practice on Noah, as she drew his gaze by stretching, giving him opportunities to observe her while he thought she wasn't looking. It was interesting that he didn't take the bait every time, as he often played the game of 'keeping it cool.' It was a nice reminder that the game of flirting was more fun with two good players.

      Compared to the rest of her crew, they had the most work to get through, and it was slow going for Noah and Alice. There were several appeals from people who wanted to meet him, but none had known ties to Mary Reed or claimed to be members of the Underground. A few claimed to know people in resistance groups, but there was no one who could actually say they fought or preyed on the Order of Eden in any way so far.

      The number of contacts approaching them through the local network was cut down by Elise and Lewis, even more so by Theodore, but the two captains still had to go through the remainder. There was also syncing up to do between the ships, which required access code swapping and more system checks than either of them cared to do, especially since Alice was feeling distracted. Their reunion was slowed by discipline and duty. They wanted to make time for each other without having a mountain of work looming ahead, and they started with the least exciting stuff first.

      It was difficult. Alice could sense how he felt, on the verge of excitement about her being there even after they calmed down and focused on the task at hand. Noah did get serious, he was good at staying on task, but when he took moments to glimpse at her the excitement resurged, and Alice wondered if it was all him or if she was adding her own elation to the mix. Either way, it made it hard for her to concentrate.

      While they were looking through people trying to set a meeting to buy arms, Alice closed her eyes and tried to meditate for a moment. Life was simpler when she didn't feel everyone else's emotions more than her own, and she tried to raise the wall around her mind. Noah had that quiet mind set she felt from people when they were working or watching something. He was feeling impatient as he watched a pre-recorded message from a polite petitioner she could overhear; "…I ask that you ignore my criminal record, I am not the thief the authorities think I am. I transport goods that most fabricators can't produce without breaking down regularly, like so many others, and I'd like to expand my business but I require the means to better defend my concerns," the fellow went on, going into details about his operations and why he needed military grade ship weaponry. Even though there was plenty of boredom and a little impatience, there was an underlying hum of happiness, and she smiled, her eyes still closed as she felt it was inspired by her.

      Wait, I'm supposed to be closing the outside off, I want to be uncontaminated by what other people are feeling. Alice thought to herself, trying to pull away from the sense that made her more open than she thought anyone could be. The hum coming from Noah changed, like there was a hiccup, then she felt his concern. "You okay? I mean, we're almost finished, I could watch the last few messages."

      With a shake of her head, Alice opened her eyes. He was taking her hand, and she knit her fingers between his. "I'm fine, I just couldn't look at this guy much longer." A nod directed his gaze at the petitioner she was supposed to pay attention to, a man with a thin third nostril in the middle of his nose between the normal pair and an extra set of cybernetic eyes above the human ones. "…need a retailer on the ground, on Doxan Four. The atmosphere is toxic to most humans, but I have the mods, I can breathe the air. I could sell to the races who land here for you if you advance me the first gun shipment. I could sell shields too, you know, and other stuff."

      "I see what you mean. He's a little hard to look at. Which eyes do you focus on? The ones he got installed or the factory originals? How much input can you wire into one brain?" Noah asked, cringing at the question as soon as he finished talking. "I'm sorry, I mean cybernetics, not, uh."

      Alice put a finger across his lips and paused the playback. "It's fine, I'm not offended. I think we found something though," she reversed the recording for a moment then played it back. "…and other stuff," the cyborg said. "I shouldn't say this on this transmission, but I know there are people who take on the Order here, I see their ships every once in a while, from my bunker. Those things are repainted, but I know Order fighters and corvettes when I see them. I know they stole 'em, and I can get to that market for you." Alice paused the recording. "Maybe he's actually got contacts," she said.

      "That's why Lewis and I agreed to forward it to you. He attached several recordings of Order of Eden combat shuttles, a gunship and two corvettes. We have his location on Doxan Four as well, but he advises that he will be communication dark for another forty-one hours from now. If he sends outgoing signals his bunker will be discovered by the authorities," Elise said. "Which authorities he's talking about, and why they would care about his bunker are things we couldn't determine. Theodore suggests that he's paranoid, perhaps a little delusional."

      "All right, then we follow up on his terms. We should have time to check Doxan Three out in the meantime," Alice said.

      "Sounds good," Noah agreed. "Let's get through the last three messages." He was eager, and a little anxious.

      They watched them together, fingers still intertwined as they held hands in the pilot and co-pilot seats on the small bridge. They were all just thugs looking to buy guns, one of them spat a few times during her recording, repeating; "I hate the Order, hate them!" but there was no proof that she had done anything to fight them in the past. Alice was stretching in her seat as the last one played, and she noticed a spike in his excitement as he stole a glance. "Can I get a tour?" she asked, sending him a little knowing smile.

      "Oh, yeah, sure," Noah said, getting out of his seat. She wasn't far behind, still trying to close her empathic ability off as she followed him through the crew quarters. They were the same as the ones in the Clever Dream, except the first mate's quarters were a storage area instead, and the furniture was collapsed down into its smallest configuration so they could be used for storage too. He was proud of his ship, it was fun to watch him get excited about it, even though most of the features he showed her were already aboard the Clever Dream.

      A few of the crew quarters already had security androids standing idle in them, ready for delivery to Angel's Landing. "I'm going to hold off on final delivery until I get a few answers from the administration there," Noah explained. "They paid me, I've got the platinum in the hold, but I want to put the screws to them a little, find out how much they had to do with the trouble we had there before I deliver."

      "Makes sense," Alice agreed. "How good are these bots?"

      "They're good for civilian security, but not great against the military." He closed the hatch and they moved on. "I like them because they look intimidating, with that skull and bone type design."

      The round seat she enjoyed so much was absent from the Captain's quarters, but everything else was the same. It had its own food production fabricator, drink mixing machine, hidden refrigeration, roll-out work table, and a great big, luxurious sleeping area with a huge bed.

      They both stared at it for a moment before he cleared his throat and led the way out of the room; "Onward! There's a whole other deck!"

      The lower deck had a larger hold than the Clever Dream, and she could see where a couple fighters were installed to act like turrets until they launched. It was a solid improvement over the pair of turrets and automated weapons she had aboard the Clever Dreams' underside. The hold had a few of the bots within, but then she noticed one that looked a little different. "What's this?"

      "Oh, that's the militarized android that Elise built. It has an upgraded artificial intelligence, all the materials are to Haven Fleet standard, and there are a few surprises built in. It can follow us in that crazy heavy armour we put on."

      "It can fly?"

      "Yeah, some antigravity tech along with barrier thrusters, not quite the same as our armour, because there isn't much need to protect from g-forces."

      "It is a superior security android design. Military class with an obedient but advanced artificial intelligence with all the limitations set to conform to Fleet Security standards. I have three," Elise added proudly.

      "And why didn't you activate them when the pirates tried to drill through your shields?" Noah asked.

      "I didn't see the need. If the situation was more urgent I would have used them, but I had plenty of time to consult with you first."

      "Give them a trial run next time, okay? If you're unsure, use non-lethal measures first."

      "Oh, I'll install some. Right now, they're using an FDH-3 module as their primary offensive weapon. It's adjustable."

      "It's a small starfighter cannon," Alice snickered. "I can't even see where you put it in."

      "It's hidden. The modules run off the micro-fusion power plant and use concealed hand emitters. Do you want me to remove them?"

      "No, you just need to add more flexibility to these guys. I mean, blowing people in half makes a statement, but it's not the one we want to make all the time, not on this mission at least," Noah said, wide-eyed but amused.

      "I'll add a non-lethal option or two, my boys are a work in progress," Elise said.

      "Consult with Lewis and Theo, they'll probably have some good suggestions," Alice said. It was fun watching a highly intelligent but new artificial intelligence learn, Lewis had mostly outgrown that phase.

      "And I'm afraid that's the end of the tour, unless you want to take a walk on the hull," Noah said, raising his arms like a showman.

      Alice could feel his nervousness like a storm rolling through her head, and she tried not to wince. With the tour over, but hours ahead of them to relax on the ship together, alone, he was nearly overcome with uncertainty.

      "I know," Noah sighed. "There really isn't much difference between this and the Clever Dream. You know, except the Dream has some of the luxury stuff." He paused a moment. "Hey, are you okay?"

      "I'm just having trouble," Alice replied. "It's not painful or anything, there's nothing you can do, it's just… I wish I could only be aware of my feelings."

      "What's going on in there?" Noah asked, taking her hand and turning to face her. "Or in here?" he pointed at his own temple.

      "Nervous," Alice responded. "You're nervous because we haven't had a lot of time alone. Any time, really."

      "All that?" he asked. "The feels and the why's of it too?"

      "No, just the feelings, I guess the rest is an assumption," she admitted.

      "What if I'm nervous about what you think of my ship?" he asked, his voice growing quieter. "I mean, it's not just my pride on the line, here, there's Elise too."

      Alice laughed a little and shook her head. The wave of nervousness from him was beginning to recede, there was affection beneath, it felt good, but it was still almost too much. Blushing, shaking a little as she looked up at him, Noah had confidence that she faintly remembered having herself in a different life as his lips turned up into a little smile. "It's a great ship," she said. "That's not why you're nervous, I bet. There's such a mix of things going on in you, it's not confusing, though. Everything goes together, even the nervousness, which is like a warm kind of excitement, really."

      "You're an amazing, complicated woman," Noah said. "Of course I'm a little anxious, but are you sure that's all coming from me? I don't know much about what's going on in there," he caressed her cheek lightly. "But I know I wasn't so nervous that I looked like I was about to fall over. You're blushing, I'm not, and I can turn red sometimes, trust me."

      "Maybe I'm feeling both of us," she said, the explanation resounding through her thoughts. It was the simplest answer, the one that rung true.

      Laying a hand on the chest of his dark vacsuit, something she did unconsciously, she became aware of how good it looked on him. He spoke to her softly, blue eyes peering into hers. "Could there be some way to tell the difference between feelings I'm having and your own? Excitement can't feel exactly the same from one person to the next. Maybe it's like when someone describes something to two different people and they try to draw it, but the drawings come out looking different."

      "Perception. Interpretation. Nuance," Alice whispered, investigating the wave moving through her mind, and then she found it. There was a sense, an underlying tone under everything he was exuding that marked emotions as his and his alone. There was that confidence again, a little nervousness, attraction, sure, but so much more affection. "I can feel…" she grinned, blushing deeply, "…you. It's like knowing your name, but so much more. I feel better, I feel…" Nervous! She was so nervous about everything going on! His fingertips gently tracing the edge of her jaw, how they were standing so close, how she hoped they could meet the expectations she had, what might happen, and most of all; whether seeing her go through all this would make him think she was a freak. There was a deeper cause for the anxiety, though, and it was what made her blush; the growing passion she had for him. Their emotions were finally separated in her mind, and that breakthrough, having it right when she really needed it to happen made her so happy that she hopped on her heels a little. "I know what's mine and yours now. It's so obvious that I can't believe I didn't figure it out before."

      "You feel better?" he asked, his head lowering, lips drawing closer.

      "So much…" they connected, lip to lip. A thousand butterflies in her stomach dissipated as they started kissing slowly. When his hands lowered to her waist, feeling big but light as they rested there, she invited him to stay and start a warm, enthusiastic lip-lock. Her hands drifted up from his chest to his shoulders, feeling their way to the back of his neck, then up the stubble on the back of his head. As she ran her fingers down his scalp Alice realized he liked that, and she made that the playground for her digits while their kiss continued, warm amorous sensations rising in them both.

      A squeak against the deck behind him drew her attention, and she opened her lids a crack in time to spot the custom security bot frozen in a sneaking position behind Noah, looking at her. She could swear its normally glowering, heavy browed visage looked worried, unhappy that it made any noise at all, and she snickered.

      Noah straightened, looked at her, then behind him. The android waved, then resumed its sneaking. "I'm controlling that, I'm so sorry," Elise said. "I didn't mean to interrupt but I thought it would be better to add the modifications to the security bots I designed sooner rather than later just in case. I really didn't mean to interrupt, it looked like you were having such a good time."

      After a moment of snickering that quickly grew into outright laughter, Noah nodded. "It's okay, I'm surprised we noticed."

      "Oh, good, I really didn't want to break that fascinating moment up," Elise said.

      "Crew lounge?" Alice offered, taking his hand.

      "Yeah. Wait, it's full of equipment cases, stuff reserved for whoever joins my crew," he replied.

      "Then bedroom," she said, feeling anticipation and anxiety spike in him. "But I want to take it slow, flyboy," she added with a raised eyebrow. "It's not about the destination, but the journey."

      Noah nodded, happy about the stipulation.

      "Could you clarify that statement at all, Alice?" Elise asked.

      Alice ran for the lift, Noah close behind, and he caught her in an embrace when he arrived. "Nope, too distracted, Elise, sorry." They couldn't resist resuming their kiss, even though the lift ride was less than ten seconds long.

      "Humans. It's amazing you get anything done with all those pheromones wafting around," Elise sighed.
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      Jungle Rules

      

      The further they got away from Haven Shore, the thicker the jungle became. The only control the environment systems had was the day to night cycle. The sudden tropical downpour that drenched him and his fellow pickers in the deep jungle was common there, and the system wouldn't interfere. "I hate this crap," Austin said, spitting water into the rain. "It's like someone up there poured a bucket on our heads." He was Nigel's buddy for the day, it was the first time they'd been paired up.

      The drenching stopped as suddenly as it began. Some of the water went down Nigel's back. He didn't mind the initial little rivulet, it was cool, but that would get uncomfortable later. "And just like that, it's gone," he said, looking to Austin. They were behind and to the left of the main group, expected to fill their net packs in the next three hours. It was exactly as Nigel wanted. The soldiers were looking after the people breaking new trails, and none of the other pickers were close enough to see them. It was rough, sure, and they had to climb for fruit, but there was still plenty of food to find.

      He heard one of the circular drones whizz by as it attended to something ahead, maybe scouting, maybe checking in on a picker or a guard, it was impossible to know. "I'm going to climb up higher," Nigel said, seeing a bunch of coconut like nuts above. That would fill half his sack if he shared.

      "Are you crazy? Everything's wet," Austin complained.

      "That's what these grips are for," Nigel said, clinging to the tree using the device built into the palm of his glove. The ones on the insides of his boots detached one at a time as he moved further up. He was getting good at it, it didn't take long since he'd spent a fair amount of time using boot locks to walk around on starship hulls. Gravity was always a problem, though, so he was wary.

      The fruit was his secondary objective. He was really there to catch one of those drones, but his partner for the day had no idea. Nigel slipped around the tree so there were more branches obscuring the view between him and Austin, who was on the next tree over, several metres below. "System!" he cried.

      "What are you doing now?" Austin called up.

      "Just want a drone to scan the fruit up there so I don't waste my time on something rotten."

      "If it's still hanging from the top, then it's not rotten," Austin told him. "I mean, how complicated is it? If it's on the tree, it's still growing, how could it go bad?"

      "System!" Nigel called out, taking one of the reprogrammed plastic slips from his pocket so Austin couldn't see. "Ah, the colouring looks wrong on this bunch, I just don't want to make the effort only to find that I've picked crap."

      "Fine, don't believe me."

      A drone finally answered his call, zipping through the air towards him then stopping suddenly to hover at his head level. It's scanner stalks focused on him. "System; check the fruit up there, I think there might be something wrong with it."

      The ball drone did its duty, turning its eyestalks upward and rising a little. Nigel poked the plastic slip into a slot, making his mark on the second try. It was pulled in, the drone's lights blinked, then it went dead. Nigel barely caught it in time.

      "Hey, what happened to the system drone?" Austin called up. He'd stopped climbing, all his attention was on Nigel. "Did you do something to it?"

      "No, it just went dead. Maybe it needs to recharge or something?"

      "Those things don't charge for days. Why is it blinking like that?"

      A couple lights on the top half of it blinked as a bar of light started extending across the front of it, indicating the progress it was making to restarting. It was happening the way Stephanie said it would, only much slower. "Looks like it just needed to reboot, maybe there was an update."

      "While it was hovering? It would land first. You did something to it," Austin was starting to climb up. "Let me see."

      "I don’t want to drop this thing, if I damage it, they'll bill me," Nigel said, watching Austin climb faster than he'd ever seen him. "It might take me a year to work it off, probably two."

      "If I report you for tampering, they'll pay me," Austin said. "If you didn't mess with it, then you'll have no trouble handing it over, Son."

      That was one of the things he hated about Austin. He looked a few days older than Nigel, so he called him; 'son,' or 'boy,' even 'young man,' once in the few hours they'd been partners. He was also a climber and not in the way that mattered to picking fruit from the high branches. He was working the Order's system, making more money than most, he might rank up if he kept going.

      The drone finished powering up, a backwards checkmark symbol appeared on its small front display for a second, just long enough for Nigel to know that the reprogramming worked, then it lifted off and sped away, back towards Haven Shore. "Everything's fine, see?"

      "You messed with it, I saw you," Austin said from where he was just a little lower than Nigel on a tree less than two metres away.

      "No, you didn't," Nigel said. "Just shimmy up, get back to work." Austin started making his way down. Nigel didn't like the guy, but what he might have to do next worse than even he deserved. "Where ya goin', Austin?" he asked, taking a large nut with a heavy husk from his net bag, it was bigger than his head.

      "Just… down," Austin replied.

      "You're going to run to a soldier, aren't you?" Nigel asked. After a moment and a couple metres, there was no reply from his picking partner, and he had no doubt that Austin was about to do something that could jeopardize his mission. "Yeah, you goddamned rat," he said, mostly to himself as he wound up, aimed, and threw the heavy giant nut down. His first shot missed, mashing Austin's hand. "What the hell, Boy? What are you doing?"

      "Killing a rat," Nigel said, tossing the next one much harder, his other hand nearly came free, but he hit his mark. The hard-husked nut struck his partner on the top of the head.

      "Help!" Austin shouted, grabbing at the tree in panic instead of climbing down faster.

      Nigel leapt from his tree, fell several metres then affixed to the one Austin clung to. He was right above him, and he climbed down crudely, almost losing his grip before he was half on top of him. "Shut up, you idiot. Do you want these Order assholes to stay here forever?"

      "I'll be out of this picking duty in a couple days! I'm buying up! I'm ranking up!" Austin protested.

      "Shut up!" Nigel said harshly, looking around for anyone who might hear as he hurriedly pulled a giant nut from his partner's bag. "Or I'll shut you up, you goddamned collaborator!"

      "You're insane! They'll catch you! You'll be a murd…"

      Nigel brought the heavy nut down on the back of Austin's head. The man's face bounced against the tree and he groaned, his head falling back on a limp neck. There was blood, it started slowly but gushed the third time he struck. Rain came down in a rush, and Nigel could hear something hooting and whuffing in the trees even through the roar of drops. Austin was out, his skull was cracked, and Nigel tossed his improvised weapon at the large bundle of nuts above. It struck them but didn't dislodge any. That was his makeshift plan, to dislodge the nuts over Austin's head, to make it look like they fell on him while he was climbing, but the rain and Nigel's one hand grip on the tree made it a dangerous pursuit, even with the climbing gear. He hurriedly climbed down, reverting to an even more dangerous idea. "Hoooooot! Whooooooot!" he called as he made his way down the tree, hearing a chilling response; the belly hooting of an ape with a chest so big that he could fit in its ribcage four times. They rarely went to the ground, that was what was so unusual about them. Large primates normally stayed down low. That along with their omnivorous diet made them one of the most dangerous predators on the planet. They'd eat fruit all day, but they preferred meat, and Nigel hoped the big one he heard in the rain would be drawn to the smell of blood.

      The rain stopped, and Nigel let himself slip down the tree trunk as quickly as he dared, picking up a few bruises on the way down as he bashed through a couple smaller branches. He backed away from the tree and looked up as soon as his feet hit the dirt. A dark shape leapt from branch to branch above until it reached Austin, who was still affixed to the tree thanks to his ankle and hand gear. He groaned as the ape moved to him, poked at his shoulder with his foot.

      Nigel kept as quiet as a he could, backing away, horrified that his partner was conscious. He was sure he finished him off. The ape smelled Austin's face, jerked back a little when the man moaned, then smashed his head into the tree. As Nigel kept low and quiet, retreating, he cringed at the sight of the ape prying his partner's head open using the wound he'd inflicted with his final blow. The Order Soldiers wouldn't bother investigating if they found him, it was too much work for a lowly picker, especially since it would look like the wildlife got him.

      The only question was; did anyone else see Nigel make it happen? He tried not to think about it. His main mission was accomplished. If he was caught they still wouldn't know about the drone he reprogrammed, or that it was off spreading the update to several others.
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      Phase Seven Begins

      

      A slight wavering of Ayan's holographic image broke the illusion of her standing in the middle of Jake's quarters. The secret report about the Clever Dream joining the Corsair came to its conclusion, ending with a couple's announcement image that wouldn't go out to the fleet. Noah Lucas had his arms wrapped around Alice from behind as they grinned towards the viewer. If they were connected to the Crewcast Network, the whole fleet would know that they were officially together, but Jake and Ayan were the only ones to get a look.

      It was easy to slip into what Jake saw as a little self-pity. He missed his daughter, wished he could get to know Noah better and that he could tease him a little. In that moment, he missed Ayan just as much. He watched her smile at the still image, those dimples in her cheeks showing, her face framed by red ringlets. A moment to take in her figure was all he needed to revive the memory of being close to her in his quarters. "They look so happy," Ayan said, her hologram regarding the image of Alice and Noah as it floated between them. It tickled Ayan to see a romance blooming, even from such a distance, and he loved to see her smile, the delight in her eyes was like a breath of fresh air after breathing thick fumes. Laura stirred in the background, where she happily babbled and kicked at the holographic mobile as it burst into a cloud of butterflies. He was missing firsts already, and Jake wanted to share in raising her, in making memories of a family with Ayan.

      It wasn't the time to wish he was closer to everyone he cared about. He dragged himself out of his appreciation, from his moment of weakness. Someday he'd have the time to give in to all that, to adore Ayan, to carry his end of the responsibility of caring for Laura, tease Alice and Noah while he enjoyed their happiness from a safe distance. Someday. The report was automated, just a summary of what went on aboard the Clever Class ships, what was recorded from their communications to create a narrative that could update them on their progress. He looked forward to hearing a proper retelling of events from Alice and Noah.

      "They're on an adventure," Jake said. "I'm happy they're making progress."

      Ayan sobered a little. "I've been meaning to ask; what was it like, joining Alice while she was asleep?"

      The memory of Alice as a toddler, giggling as she drifted between Ayan and him flashed through his mind. It was something he would never forget, a statement about what she thought she was missing that made him wish he had a chance to raise her like a normal child. "We don't have much private time left."

      "I know, I've just been mad to know. Was it bad?"

      Jake took a moment to put his answer together, he didn't want to give Ayan the wrong impression, and it was even more difficult because the memory seemed private. If there was anyone he could share it with, Ayan would be the one, but he wanted to present it the right way. "When I joined her, she was playing with us. Not Jonas and Ayan Rice, but us, as we are now. We were in a zero-gravity capsule on Freeground, you know, the type with the padded floor that people used to stargaze in. She was two or three, just a toddler, and laughing like crazy while we passed her between us."

      "My aunt did that with me when I was really young," Ayan said, grinning. She wiped the corner of an eye. "That sounds so beautiful, Jake. I wish…"

      "I know," Jake said, guessing Ayan's thought as she hesitated. "I wish you could have been there." The door behind him opened. He turned; it was Ashley, who regarded the dim room warily. "You're a little early, come in."

      He trusted Ashley more than most people. He was sure that Alice wouldn't mind if she heard what was said next. "Hey, Ashley," Ayan's hologram said, turning to her for a moment.

      "Hello, Admiral," Ashley said, standing straight.

      "Please, have a seat and call me Ayan," she replied, gesturing towards a chair in the circle of comfortable furniture in Jake's quarters.

      "Okay, thank you," Ashley said, taking a seat.

      Jake turned to Ayan's image, her eyes locked with his. "I'll tell you about the rest of my visit with Alice when we have more time, I'm still unpacking it. I could feel what she was feeling while I was there, so I'm still sifting through it all. The most important thing about the experience for us is that we were the people she wanted to spend her time with while she was escaping to the happiest moment she could imagine."

      "Oh, Jake," Ayan breathed. The revelation struck her heart, told her something she was longing to hear from the look of it.

      There was no way he'd leave it there, if he never got a chance to talk about his experience again, there would be too great a balance of facts owing. "I know that she would have accepted you if I wasn't there to help her. You're the mother she wants. Maybe it's been like that for years, I don't know for sure. After I met her, she took us somewhere else, a walkway over an ocean. That's where she told me about her guilt and her fear. I did my best to show her how to look at it the right way, I think she'll have to figure out how to make it right with herself, but somehow I made it better, at least enough so Alice can be with Noah like that." He nodded at the couples' announcement picture.

      Ayan sighed and smiled at Jake. "I'm going to have to give that girl the biggest hug when I see her next. It might be embarrassing."

      Ashley laughed a little, then caught it behind her hand. "Sorry."

      "No worries," Jake said. "Everyone else is about to come online, so you may as well get to your feet."

      "Just one more thing," Ayan to Jake. "Don't be a hero on this mission. I know you want to go down there yourself, and if this phase of our long-term plan for the Haven System works out you'll get your wish, but I need you to promise me that you won't take this on like you're the only one fighting. I know I'm supposed to have a stiff upper lip so you don't think about me worrying about you, but I need you to promise me you'll take this on with your people, not for your people."

      The notion that she expected him to turn the most dangerous part of the mission ahead into a solo act was irritating, and the fact that history backed her up made it doubly so. Even still, he nodded, doing his best to brush all that and his pride aside. "I hear you. I'll command from the middle while I'm down there. It won't become a solo hunt."

      "Thank you, Jake. I can't wait to get our family all in one place."

      "I know, I feel the same way," Jake said. Admiral Jessica Rice's hologram appeared to Ayan's left, then Minh-Chu's joined her on the right. Remmy came in through the door behind Jake and strode up to his left. Jake cleared his throat and looked to Admiral Rice. "Good to see everyone here."

      "Yes, it's time for that last deep breath before we dive in," Admiral Rice said. "Everyone under my command is eager to teach the Order a lesson. Is Alaka in position?"

      "He and his team aboard the Sky Queen is exactly where they're supposed to be. He's too close to a Command Carrier to risk transmissions. The Pelican is in position as well," Jake replied.

      "Good, he's hiding so well that we couldn't locate the Sky Queen," Admiral Rice said. "I see we're joined by Remmy and Ashley, I'm sorry I haven't had the opportunity to meet either of you at length. Do you have any questions about the upcoming battle, Lieutenant Commander Lamport? I know this is one of your first high level meetings, so I'd remind you that suggestions are encouraged."

      "I don't have any suggestions, Ma'am. I do wish the Merciless could move to the Komad Asteroid Belt sooner, though. I won't be able to do much to protect the ship without cover. I understand our role, though, no ship has the shielding we do. I wish I had a suggestion to make that easier. I suppose that's all I can say except 'good luck,' Admiral."

      "Speak to Captain Price about breaking for the asteroid belt early if you have to, but I can see you have a good understanding of your part in the mission. The longer the Merciless can draw attention, the better our chances of success will be," Admiral Rice said.

      "Lamonthe came up with this mission, shouldn't he be jacked in?" Remmy asked.

      "I've taken his place," Ayan said. "He's elsewhere, on a secret mission."

      "Ah," Remmy replied, Jake almost heard the whispered expletive he added.

      "You have a concern, Captain Sands?" Jake asked.

      "Not with a switch between Admiral Lamonthe and Admiral Anderson, no. It's the way this mission is laid out. I get that we don't have the firepower to take and hold the Haven System, but do we really have the speed, coordination and power to get our people out of Haven Shore? I mean, there's a whole bunch of green pilots in combat shuttles and every corvette we could get ready to dive down on Tamber, so the math works, we can pick people up, but covering them? I wanted to talk to Lamonthe, I mean Admiral Lamonthe about the numbers. I was wondering if he saw the simulations, that we'd lose eighteen to twenty-five percent. That's a lot of people."

      "It's my job to answer for him, Captain," Ayan told Remmy. "This is the best plan we could pull together to remove Tamber as a problem. There are a lot of places where I feel this plan falls short, but it's the best we could manage." Ayan took a breath and stepped forward so Laura wasn't visible in the background. "Evacuating Haven Shore breaks my heart, if I'm being honest, but the Order have moved all our citizens there so they can be used as hostages. I don't like the losses projected, either, but we have to get them out of there."

      "Okay, so getting our people off Tamber eliminates them as hostages, fine, but…"

      "As long as they're down there we can't expect to make any attempt to take the Haven System back without watching thousands of people get executed the moment the Order of Eden realizes they're about to lose control. In another likely scenario, the people of Haven Shore revolt, taking control of the island. In that case we know the Order would bombard it from orbit then most likely give the moon to the Edxi. There are other scenarios, but you get my point, I'm sure you've thought it through too. The only way to save most of the people on Haven Shore is this shock-and-awe evacuation," Ayan explained, her tone even.

      "I apologize, Admiral," Remmy said with a resigned nod. "You know, I was hoping one of you came up with a better way overnight. I get the plan, I get the need, and I hope we beat the odds, but I was also hoping for a miracle."

      "We'll have to make one," Minh-Chu said. "We've done it before."

      "That brings us to our Wing Commander," Admiral Rice said, her mood lightening a little. "We daredevils and white-knucklers are all ready to make the mad run and dive for the people of Haven Shore. We're transmission dark until we get the signal, then we'll swarm that island. I don't think they'll know what hit them."

      "Good, it'll be a pleasure to see you work," Admiral Rice said, turning to Jake then. "Are your squads ready, Admiral Valent?"

      "I have two hundred nine drop troops in encounter armour ready to go. We are some of the most intimidating bad asses you'll ever see," he said, recalling the sight of the gathered troops the night before. It was a nearly even mix of Nafalli and humans in heavy armour. He and Remmy would command them, and Jake wanted to be at the front, but would do his best to stay somewhere in the middle, running tactics instead of firing his weapon most of the time. "Alaka has his ideal team as well, we're confident that the Order won't have a chance on the ground. Guided Zip rounds will be used so it'll be hard for them to use our people as living shields."

      "Are you sure everyone in your group has the capability to leave once the operation is at an end? My worry isn't shock and awe, it's their chance of escape," Admiral Rice asked.

      "Each suit can carry its occupant and one more. It's unlikely anyone will have much trouble getting to low orbit for rapid pickup," Remmy replied. "Admiral."

      "Good. The Phase Seven Fleet is standing ready for the last part of this operation," she announced. "We've managed to fine-tune every system we could while we've been waiting and watching here. I wish we could afford to take the pressure off the Merciless while it provides a distraction, but we have to remain in position while people are being lifted off Tamber. As for our little resistance group down there, they've managed to install our software in nearly half of the automated systems on the ground. The surface cannons are still operational, but Captain Vega reassures me that the 'bots under their control will be able to take them out in under ten minutes. I'm afraid this hasn't come without sacrifice. Shamus Frost's nephew has been taken into custody for murder and is awaiting a public trial. We expect his execution will follow this afternoon. Most scenarios end with him being shot and killed the moment the invasion alarm sounds. We expect Frost will break from the mission in an attempt to rescue him, so we can't trust him to do his part."

      "You shouldn't underestimate him," Jake said. "He knows what's on the line, here. Frost will do what he's been ordered to, even if it means losing his nephew. If Nigel is anything like his uncle, he might get himself out of trouble. I'd put platinum on it."

      "I hope you're right, Admiral," Jessica Rice said. "We won't be able to communicate with the people on the ground until the mission is running."

      A buzz went off on Jake's command and control unit. It was the alert that he had to get to the muster point. Remmy, who got the same alert Jake did, and Ashley, who had an alert telling her that she had to be at the helm in five minutes, looked to him. "Good luck, everyone. It's time for us to get ready," Jake said, looking to Ayan. He caught her looking worried for a moment and winked. "We'll see you on the other side."

      "Good hunting, everyone. We're signal dark in five minutes, so if you need any last-minute details or clarifications from me, now is the time," Admiral Rice said.

      It took an effort to turn away from Ayan's image as she smiled at him a little, she was worried. On his way out of his quarters he grabbed his heavy long coat and put it on. The weight was reassuring.

      It was time to embrace the soldier side of him. It wasn't hard, it never was, but Wheeler made it even easier. Jake had seen the video of Ayan's apartment, the staged or fabricated lie about her enshrining the corpse of Ayan Rice. He didn't care if that was real, it didn't matter if Wheeler went to the trouble of finding that corpse. He'd used the image of it for theatre, propaganda. The walk from his quarters to the lift that would take them down to the loading bay where his invasion force waited was a blur, he was barely aware that Remmy was there, keeping up with his long strides silently until they were inside. That even, rolling anger was back, like an old friend that he'd learned to manage, and he realized he was clenching his jaw when Remmy glanced at him. Jake spared him a nod, then looked straight ahead, catching his reflection in a polished horizontal strip on the wall. Jake's eyes were cold to the core. His broad face was set, ready to be aggressive, holding a rising tide of rage back.

      With a thought, his armour deployed, covering his body in horizontal slats. The faceplate on his helmet displayed a holographic death's head - clean and white, its eyes tilted so they had a dark, cruel gaze - and he decided to retract it for the moment. Remmy did the same. "The Merciless will get us there," he reassured Remmy and himself. "Then we'll get our people."

      "Aye," Remmy replied.

      The transit car stopped. Jake let himself picture Wheeler's face, recall the beauty of Haven Shore, and then he allowed a fact to enter his mind for the first time since he heard it the day before. Stress killed Stephanie Vega's unborn child. It was almost too much, a sneer he'd never seen on his own face pried a corner of his lips open and when the transit doors opened he took a long stride forward.

      All the frustration and anger he carried overtook Jake. He knew it was toxic, but that was logic talking. In the moment it felt good to be furious, like he could ride it to his enemies through any hazard and rip them apart. It didn't just make him feel alive, but immortal, and Jake embraced it.

      The assembly of humans in heavy armour, stout and tall Nafalli alike below in their hundreds, all marked with the MERCILESS logo large on their backs under a silver skull was all he needed as an audience. He raised his arms, bumped against the railing and roared, tensing every muscle in his body, emptying his chest, then inhaling in a gasp as he did it again. The Nafalli joined him right away, filling the launch bay with a sound that reminded him of lions, humans adding to the intimidating cacophony on the second aggressive bellow.

      Gripping his rage, he addressed them. "Today we will be Merciless! Our people are trapped down there. The Order has already murdered some. They have tried to disgrace our Queen! We will take our people back, and when the Order gets in our way, and they will," he grinned eagerly, "We will ruin them. I know you've been waiting!" he pointed at one of the Nafalli in the front below him, his armour was like a sleek second skin that covered his fur with a black gloss, turning its fur into metal spikes where it stuck up on his back. "You've been waiting!" he looked to a human in heavy armour who nodded, raising her rifle, the lights on the side of it flaring. "We've all been waiting to get right into this fight. They took our home, took the people we pledged to defend, now it's time for them to pay. Now it's time for horror and mayhem."

      A collision of anger and sadness took place behind his eyes, and he closed them for a moment, rallying. This would clear his head, it would turn that fury down so he could take the mission on without getting half or more of his people killed. For the last time, he raised his voice, pouring his rage into his words. "The man in charge here, Wheeler, likes to make videos. Let's give him something to record! No one wearing an Order of Eden mark survives! This is war without mercy! Fleet wants me to do this my way! No quarter will be given! This is horror! This is violence! This is merciless!" He looked down at a huge Nafalli who had his staff half raised and threw his fists up, roaring one more time. The two hundred and nine soldiers below joined in immediately, and when his lungs were empty, his head was clear. All he felt was grim determination.
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      The Delicate Quiet

      

      The Shard was the last building put up in Haven Shore. It made sense to Frost that the Order of Eden put their headquarters inside, displacing everyone who was settling inside. The hospital was cleared, its private landing pads were repurposed for Order ships. A new Order staff was brought in so they could treat Order of Eden personnel, while a temporary hospital was set up in a sublevel of the Everin Building for Haven citizens. The medical personnel there weren't allowed to have advanced technology like nanobots or intelligent medications. All that was taken by the Order, so the best advice you could follow about health care if you were a Haven citizen was to stay healthy.

      It didn't take him long to get inside The Shard. The damn thing was easy to find; a black and grey spike sticking up from the edge of a cliff, and the soldiers guarding the main entrance at its base didn't expect someone with a high-end stealth field to walk in. The heavy suit Stephanie brought him was just such a thing, and it felt like power armour. The containment cells, of which there were few, were near the back of the building, isolated from the rest. The slanted transparent metal gave everyone in that section a view of the jungle below and the shoreline in the distance. To anyone trapped in one of those cells it presented a clear message; if you somehow get through the transparent side of your cell, one step would take you a couple hundred metres straight down. Enjoy the view.

      Frost would have liked that message if he wasn't there to rescue his own nephew and Tammy Dermen. He'd seen the pair flirting every night after their long work days came to an end. Nigel was kind to her at first, helping her adjust to the new reality of life under the rule of the Order of Eden, but something else started blooming. Samantha, a latecomer to their group, tried not to let on that she was jealous, but Frost caught it. There wasn't much denying that there was a little triangle forming, and Nigel did what you ought to do in that situation; nothing. Whether it was because he didn't know that either of the women were interested, or because he truly was wise beyond his years, he didn't get romantic with either one. Tammy got more attention, but he treated her like a friend, and Samantha was welcome to join any conversation or watch old holovids on the crappy public display frame.

      The night after Tammy's name was put up on the Order of Eden Traitor Board, Samantha cuddled up with Nigel, and Frost didn't say anything, he just shook his head and rolled over. He was starting to like Tammy, who was surprisingly good at keeping her head down and listening to everything around her. When the occupation started she took a day to sulk, then she started to look for a way to fit in. It was Nigel who told her; "Everyone's in shock right now. We're all trying to figure this out. We don't want to turn on Haven, but we don't know how to live outside of the system the Order's brought down on us without starving or getting shot. We don't know how to make the best of the Order's system now, either, so don't worry about not knowing what to do or how to be, you're just like the rest of us."

      If Frost had to pick a moment where Tammy started to like Nigel, that was it. Watching her try to find a solution to that problem; how to survive during the Order of Eden occupation without betraying Haven, was interesting. Instead of accepting that it was impossible, she actually approached it like it was a puzzle she could solve, and she found some impressive ways to do it.

      A job came up. She was to assist in the construction of the garden in the main square then help maintain its cleanliness. Tammy didn't complain, instead she got to know absolutely everyone she could on that crew and when it was done she listened to the conversations of people as they passed through the space or sat around. The things she picked up from Order of Eden personnel sometimes proved valuable. The difficulties they were having accessing the primary security settings on Haven Shore was one piece of information that made an important part of their escape plan viable.

      After trying to access the security systems for Haven Shore and failing, the Order attempted to shut all the security systems down. The best they could do was put them on standby behind an Order of Eden computer. All of the Haven Shore systems were still ready to operate, including the evacuation systems, they just had an Order system installed alongside it that was running. That was from a conversation she overheard between two complaining information systems technicians while she was polishing the side of a planter.

      Frost took a liking to her and was often surprised at how similar she was to Ashley. Yes, there were physical similarities, they'd be nearly perfect matches for each other if it wasn't for the second skin disguise Tammy wore, but there was also a similar lisp, their laugh was the same, their voices were indistinguishable, and they seemed to have the same reserve of kindness.

      With an eye on his in-helmet tactical system he moved through the containment area near the middle level of The Shard. Frost had no idea which cell Nigel or Tammy were in, but he saw the soldiers, eight of them, who were ahead of him in the broad hallway. Their DNA profiles were pre-loaded, so he'd be alerted if his scanners picked them up. If the Haven Fleet security systems weren't on standby, they would have already detected him, but the Order used portable volumetric scanners to defeat cloak suits, and the armour he wore accounted for that.

      An indicator in his Head's Up Display blinked rapidly as the soldiers stopped and opened a cell door. Tammy was in there. One of the armoured soldiers in dark green plate armour was tripped as she kicked his leg out from under him - her bare foot swiping his combat boot out from under him - and the soldier next to him nearly had her rifle taken from her. Frost laughed softly. These brain donor survivors were ready for this when they opened the door, and our Tammy's taking 'em on anyway. He thought to himself. A third guard smashed Tammy in the face with his rifle butt. "Settle down!" he barked.

      It made Frost's stomach tighten, and he ground his teeth while he watched them pull Tammy from her cell, roughly put cuffs on her wrists and walk her back to the main checkpoint behind him. The rifle butt split the skin over her cheekbone, and a little blood ran down the left side of her face. Her dark eyes were lively as she took her environment in from under a scowl. Her second skin disguise was gone, it was like watching Ashley get pushed around, and he wanted to start shooting. Any gunfire would set alarms off in the building, he would have to use another method when the time came.

      Then he realized they were going the wrong way. All the soldiers were departing, that wasn't the way it was supposed to go. They were supposed to get Nigel before they left the containment centre. He ran down the hall, watching his scanners look for Nigel's DNA, and he found nothing. "God dammit, where are you?" he said under his breath. He opened communications, using their hidden mesh network. "Anyone see Nigel? Is he on anyone's scanners?"

      "No," Stephanie answered. "No one's spotted him yet."

      "God dammit!" Frost cursed, punching the air. No one could see him, it was a great time to have a little tantrum.

      "Why? Where are you right now?" Stephanie asked, her tone a warning.

      "I set my wee bots on a timer so they'll do their part when the time comes, don't worry."

      "You're supposed to be in position so you can back them up," Stephanie said, repeating; "Where are you?"

      "In the cells, I'm looking at Dermen right now. They're dragging her out of here, right on time for the execution."

      "We knew this could happen," Stephanie said. "They're going to execute all their captives, not just Nigel. The others are probably in the storage centre under the town square, we haven't been able to infiltrate it."

      "Well, I've got Tammy here, so what do I do?"

      "Get out of there before the Merciless starts her run, you know that building will get hit," Stephanie told him.

      Staring at Tammy and the eight guards surrounding her, he considered his options. He could kill them and extract her, but it could screw up their timetable, or he could follow orders and retreat alone. He'd make it out of the building with time to spare and no one would raise the alarm. Would she? If Tammy actually got free, she could get away from the guards and hide in the building. There was a chance of that. "The soldiers guarding Dermen aren't the brightest reactors in the plant, if you get my meaning. She could get away and tuck in somewhere, they'll be looking for her in here while the whole building comes down around their ears."

      "We need you to back up your bots, that part of the plan has to go right," Stephanie said.

      "It will, the Order doesn't suspect a thing," Frost replied. "The bots will do the deed, it'll be too late for anyone to stop them."

      "I hope you enjoy the ride to the square, these are the last minutes of your life. We're executing you today," the Third Soldier, the one who butted her in the face, said with far too much relish.

      "I didn't know what to do when the Order came, I hid, that can't be wrong," Tammy said, starting to weep. "I played by the rules. I did my job, I didn't get in anyone's way."

      "Man, if it were up to me, I'd put you in the trial for the obedience thing they have going and buy you," he replied. "A face like that is worth keeping around, but they're gonna nerve-burn you instead. You know what that is, right?"

      There were hundreds of ways to torture a human, and Frost thought he knew them all, but he'd never heard of that before. Checking his stealth status, he started catching up to the soldiers. They were about to get in the lift. "Yeah, I'll get her quick then get in position, don't worry."

      "Just think about it for a second, you could trip up the whole mission," Stephanie countered a little sourly.

      With great alacrity Tammy turned and tried to run. Two guards caught her, one by the arm, the other by her black hair. "No!" she screamed, planting her feet and fighting despite their grip. It was futile. Her feet slipped on the broad tiles as they started to drag her, getting a firm hold on each arm.

      "You know what nerve-burning is? How?"

      "I don't need to know what it is! It sounds like something a bully and a coward would invent," Tammy spat.

      "They hook stimulators up to your hands and feet," the Third Soldier explained. "They use your nerves like conductors, sending more and more pain through your body until you're screaming, crapping yourself. It's so bad that your body starts shutting down. The man at the switch decides how long, how bad you suffer, until he jacks it all the way up and you burn right out, your brain dies."

      "Like a child plucking the wings off flies," Tammy stated defiantly. "It's perfect for the Order, a tool that shows everyone what kind of assholes they are! Let the galaxy see it, I want them to see it, so they know how rotten you are!" she fought, her feet looking for purchase on the floor as she tried to wrest her arms free. "Your monsters!" the lead soldier pressed the transit car call button.

      "These whoresons deserve what I'll give 'em," Frost said.

      "If you have to rescue her, follow her to the town square," Stephanie said. "At least you'll be in position to back up the bots we're sending after Wheeler. Maybe you can get a better shot at freeing Nigel."

      "I don't know where he is, but I can see her," Frost said, pulling an electromagnetic pulse grenade from his thigh pocket and setting it to maximum. "A bird in the hand's worth two in the bush."

      "Frost! You could screw up our whole timetable, she wouldn't want that."

      The transit doors opened and Frost tossed his grenade. "Too late." The thing affixed itself to the back of the closest soldier, going off a second later. His sensors went dark for an instant, but the shielded suit survived the intense blast and his HUD was back before he had time to miss it.

      "EMP!" shouted a soldier as she turned and waved her rifle around. The pulse weapon was dead, Frost could tell from the indicator lights on the top of it, and he snatched it from her hands. With a swing that had all of his suit's strength augmentation behind it, he smashed it into the face of her helmet. The back half of the rifle broke and she was sent sliding down the hallway to his left, a deep dent in the front of her headgear.

      Two soldiers attempted to fire in his general direction, and they would have hit if their weapons worked. Frost punched one in the side of the head, sending it sideways at an impossible, awkward angle, then he grabbed the other's faceplate. It creaked, the face beneath it squelching and crunching as Frost squeezed it in a split second. The soldier fell back, a strange, desperate scream of pain coming from beneath his twisted visor as he scrambled to pull the helmet off.

      Shock and panic rippled through the remaining soldiers as Frost grabbed one after the other, punching each in the head with strength augmentation and hard armour that was made for the punishing, inhospitable conditions of space and herculean tasks like carrying full shipping containers around. He saved the one he named Soldier Three until last. That one rushed into the transit car and was frantically pressing the DOOR CLOSE button. "Does tormenting people make you feel good, lad?" he asked. The door would never close. The EMP disabled it and the whole transit car.

      With a couple glances at an icon in his HUD, he deactivated his cloaking systems. His armour was bloodied, he looked massive as he stalked forward. "Command! This is Sergeant Menka! We have an enemy combatant in the…"

      "They can't hear you, boy," Frost ground the words out through a grin. "Transmitter in your armour's fried."

      Barely making a sound, Tammy moved to stand beside him and took his nano blade hilt from his hip. She looked at it for a moment, then turned it on. The activated black blade hissed to life.

      "I was just preparing you! They say it doesn't hurt as much if you know it's coming! It was a good thing…" Sergeant Menka told her, raising his hands, cowering.

      "This won't hurt for a few seconds, then it'll be worse than any pain you've ever felt," Tammy said flatly. "Maybe it won't be as bad if you know." With a flash of the blade, she cut him from the base of his neck to his underarm on the opposite side then deactivated the blade.

      "Help me," Sergeant Menka said, then he coughed once before he slid apart in two pieces.

      Even Frost had to admit it was one of the more gruesome death's he'd seen as he watched an expression of shocked agony form on the soldier's face. He took the hilt back and turned to Tammy. "The place is going to go on lockdown, I have to get you somewhere safe, and fast." He touched a silver puck to her shoulder and a military grade Haven Vacsuit deployed under her captive's garb in the next second. She tore the flimsy plastic prisoner's suit off with a couple tugs.

      "This building has its own shields, it should be good if we stay out of the way," she said as he clamped a command and control bracer onto her arm.

      "The Merciless is about to come down on us like an anvil on a rat. We don't want to be here," he said. "Stay behind me." Frost ran down the hall, away from the transit lift. At the end there was a transparent section, and he collided as hard as he could with it. The inertial dampeners compensated for the collision, which dented his elbow plates, but did no damage to the window.

      "I think I see a scratch," Tammy said when she caught up. That smirk wasn't genetic, it was all hers. "Nice effort, though. I felt the floor shake."

      "You've been learning wise-assery from my nephew," Frost said as he took a Hull Buster from his belt and affixed it to the transparent metal. "Just be happy this isn't intelligent plating." With the push of a button, the ten-centimetre-wide cylindrical device that reminded him of a tall can of crisps spread a containment cone from the middle and began blasting through along the inner edges of the metre-wide shield. A few seconds later, the device stopped and dropped away, retracting the cone. There was a deep circular groove burned into the window, but it wasn't burned all the way through.

      "Does my suit have cloaking? If hiding in place is the only idea, I could head down to the sublevels or…"

      "Ye of little faith," Frost said, turning the strength augmentation all the way up again and anchoring his feet. He put all his effort into bringing his fists down against the circle in the middle of the window, aware that his physical strength was only one percent or less of the suit's power. The circle of transparent metal snapped along the edges but not along the bottom, bending down part way. He smashed it again, pushing it down so there was enough room for them to escape. "All right, time for a piggyback."

      "I don't see jets on that suit," Tammy said warily.

      "The shielding system under the overlapping armour slats across this whole heavy suit double as barrier thrusters so… Never mind the details, I can fly. You're light. Get on my back."

      Tammy did so, sealing her hood up after a moment of struggling with the command and control unit on her wrist. "You've done this before?"

      Once her suit affixed to him, Frost ran through the hole, leaping into the open air past it. "No," he said, glancing at the icon to activate flight mode. It warned him that; A FRIENDLY UNIT IS CURRENTLY ATTACHED. THE FLIGHT PROFILE IS RECONFIGURING. PLEASE WAIT…

      "We're gonna die," Tammy groaned.

      There was nothing to grab on to. The building leaned away from them, the cliff was below and several dozen metres behind them, and there was nothing but green jungle far, far below. "I'll be fine, this suit has dampeners," Frost muttered to himself. "A grapple line, too," he said the last under his breath, looking for an icon or activator that would turn it on. "If I can find the controls …"

      "I heard that," Tammy scolded. "You're a terrible rescuer."

      READY! The indicator on his HUD said, blinking large and red then minimising to the upper right corner of the visor. He activated the flight system and they decelerated into the treetops, only clipping a few branches on their way down. They were half way down to the forest floor when they stopped falling. "Are you all right?" Frost asked.

      "That could have been worse," Tammy said. "I'm fine."

      "All right, I'm going to expand my cloaking system so you're hidden, then we're going to fly to the town square."

      "With me on your back like a baby monkey?" Tammy asked.

      "Aye, unless you'd rather wait here and hope someone has time to come by and pick you up. You'd probably get marooned here," Frost said. "The evacuation alarm is about to sound and we're about to get a ride from Samurai Squadron. Well, Samurai Squadron and a couple hundred flying friends."

      "Okay, then I'm your baby monkey. Where's Nigel?"

      "We think he's in a storage spot under town square. We're about to go find out," Frost said as he finished checking the stealth system. It was just barely able to work its magic on him and his passenger.

      "Then let's go," Tammy said, kicking him in the ribs.

      "No one likes an impatient monkey," Frost said as he sent them upward, out of the trees then towards the square, where he hoped he could find Nigel in time.
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      Walking to The Gallows

      

      Technicians made final adjustments to the platform that would rise right though the base of Ayan's statue in the middle of the square. Nigel could hear the murmur of the crowd outside. Wheeler and the Order had all the people gather there. That was key. That was good. "Hang on, Nigel, we're working on a plan to get you out of there right now," Stephanie's voice said in his ear. The subdermal receiver was the best piece of tech he ever had. There had been so many scans, even a medical one, and it defied detection.

      "It's okay," he said quietly, serenely as he and two others were guided onto the platform. They were held in old storage rooms under the square until then, and in just a few hours he got used to the regular sounds of the manufacturing centre below. That stopped about an hour before they came to get him, and Samantha told him why. Manufacturing, picking, services of all kinds were stopped so everyone could gather in the square. Wheeler was changing tactics.

      "It's really not okay," a short young man said from his right. His eye and lip were swollen. Unlike Nigel, who only had wrist cuffs for restraints, the shorter fellow had cuffs on his ankles, his waist, neck and wrists. "They're going to torture us until the crowd gets the message. It could be a while, some of those people aren't too bright. Oh, and then we die."

      "Stop it," said a woman with long brown hair. Nigel recognized her even through her dishevelled hair and bruised face but couldn't recall her name.

      "Sorry, Councilwoman, I voted for you, you know," the short fellow said.

      "Thank you," she replied. "I wish I could have done more."

      "So, what are you getting the wire for, stretch?" The short one asked.

      "Murder. My picking partner wouldn't stop talking about the Order. My name's Nigel, by the way."

      "I'm sure there was more to it than that," the Councilwoman said.

      Nigel looked at her more directly and remembered where he saw her. "You were in the virtual tour. Councilwoman Mischa Konev, a volunteer child advocate too." She was shaking, it was hard to watch. "I'm sorry you're here." Even though he had reassurances from Stephanie and Samantha, he was settling into the idea that there were too many things for the few people in his resistance to do already, a save wasn't coming.

      "Former Councilwoman," she said. "Are you really here because you killed someone for just talking?"

      "You're right, there was more to it, I wish I could tell you more," Nigel replied quietly, watching relief cross her face. To his surprise she leaned against him. It was a quietly desperate reach for relief and comfort, and it served him as much as Mischa. "How long were you kept in a cell?" he asked her quietly.

      "I don't know, they wouldn't let me sleep," she replied.

      "'There was more to it,'" the short guy mimicked sourly. "What? Did he insult your sister? Eat your pudding?"

      Nigel shook his head at him. "It's not worth talking about right now, I don't want my last minutes spent describing something I regret."

      "Quiet down! The Admiral is here," a soldier barked as another separated him and Mischa.

      "What's your name?" Mischa asked the short fellow when the soldiers stepped back to the edges of the platform.

      "Brannen, and before you ask, I'm here because I killed two soldiers and tried to steal a planet hopper, what did you do anyway?"

      "I was getting people together, running secret meetings. We were trying to contact the Nafalli so we could coordinate, but soldiers took me into custody the night before we made a breakthrough. Someone told them everything. They haven't let me eat or sleep since."

      "Wait, you were captured a couple days after the occupation started," Brannen said. "That's a long time."

      "You get used to the hunger, it's the worrying that's making me crazy," she forced a little smile, Nigel felt more despair for her than he'd ever known for himself. "I keep thinking they'll have my people lined up in the front row when we get out there. That they'll shoot them as soon as I can see them. The Order likes to make an example." Her tears threatened to flow.

      "I would have heard about that," Nigel whispered, catching her brown-eyed gaze and holding it. A glimmer of hope and relief flashed there for a moment.

      "Man, enough with this waiting. I know the Order is made of assholes and screw-ups, but this is ridiculous." That prompted one of the guards to bash Brannen in the small of his back with his rifle butt, almost sending him to his knees.

      He was one of the loud ones, the type Frost told Nigel to avoid more than once. They got silenced quick, the Order of Eden feared dissent more than just about anything. He wished he could tell Brannen and Mischa that there would be a rescue attempt, but saying anything could tip the soldiers off, and that was as bad as turning traitor.

      A frame made to stand four captives up was carried onto the platform. Acid roiled in Nigel's stomach, he started sweating. It wasn't clear if that was the torture device or just a big restraint, but his instincts told him to fight. With a clang that made Brannen flinch, they put it down.

      The touch of a soldier on his shoulder prompted Nigel's worst instincts. There was no way they were going to lock him in that frame. His long-fingered hand grabbed the lip under the soldier's helmet. Instincts from dozens of dirty fights drove him as he twisted it hard, rotating the helm sideways, then he tripped him into the next nearest soldier. Another grabbed at him, and gripped the edge of his gauntlet plate then dropped to his knees, dragging the soldier down with him. Off balance, his opponent couldn't do a thing as he kicked his feet out from under him then leapt at the guard who was taking aim with his pistol. A flash of pain overwhelmed his body for an instant.

      When he came to, the soldiers were fastening the neck restraint that would hold him to the metal frame. "Nice try, stretch," Brannen said.

      They were all secured to the frame, which held them upright with their arms and legs open a little. The people gathered in the square would have a full view of them as they were tortured. Nigel couldn't turn his head but that was the least of it. The rest of his body was completely immobilized by a dozen or more straps and braces. With a technical, impersonal touch, their baggy plastic prisoner jumpsuits were removed. "We're ready to go," someone said behind.

      "Whu?" Nigel managed to say, his mouth uncooperative thanks to the stun hit he just took. He wanted to say; 'What? Where's the courtship? I like to be wined and dined before the clothes come off," but he only managed another disappointing; "Whu?"

      "Whatcha got to say there, stretch?" Brannen asked, laughing.

      "Don't laugh, it's stun sickness," Mischa chided. "It'll pass in a moment, Nigel."

      "Just in time for you to feel everything," Wheeler said from behind them on the platform, the words sounded like they were coming through a grin.

      "The hologram's up, the Admiral is live. Raise the platform," a guard said.

      Well, so much for the assassination attempt, Nigel thought. Wheeler isn't stupid, I guess. He won't appear in front of all of Haven Shore personally.

      The platform moved up quickly, and Nigel was astonished at the sight of thousands of people filling the garden space and the rest of the city square. There were no cheers, the sounds of shuffling and murmuring greeted them instead. It quieted slowly until the silence was so utter that you could hear one person cough somewhere in the middle of the multitude. They stared.

      "Haven Shore, and all good people of Haven," Wheeler announced with so much fanfare that you'd think he was performing for a roaring crowd. "I have shone a bright light on the truth so you can all see how corrupt and foul the people you called leaders and heroes are. I understand that it's hard to move on. It's natural to take a moment to grieve when you've seen a comforting lie disproven. Sadly, we live in a modern culture that moves quickly, and you must move with it. You must move on."

      "Fight!" It was the last thing Nigel expected to hear Mischa shout from her restraints. "Fight them! You're together! It's their mistake! Fight!"

      A gag was roughly shoved into her mouth and clasped behind her head. The crowd was stirring, so many murmurs and shuffling feet at once created a low, loud sound that reminded him of the ocean waves. He liked her spirit, but it was the wrong time. They needed the crowd in place, that was the whole point of them timing their action with Wheeler's big speech and the executions. If the crowd listened, if they started fighting, then there would be chaos, and getting everyone out would take longer, maybe too long. "Survive!" Nigel called out. "The best way to defy them is to thrive and wait for the right time!" he was surprised that he could shout anything intelligible at all, his tongue still tingled a little, but the words were clear enough. A gag that tasted like plastic was strapped onto his head roughly and efficiently.

      "We have confirmation; there has been a jailbreak at the Shard Facility," a guard said. "We're moving ahead."

      A surge of hope filled Nigel, and he grinned around the gag, a tear rolled down his cheek. I’m going to get out of this.

      "I know there are a few amongst you who don't believe in what the Order is doing here," Admiral Wheeler continued. "It's time to move on from that rebellious spirit. It's a child's instinct to rebel. You must not give in to that urge. We must be reasonable, we must be adult in our thinking as we rebuild this ravaged galaxy. The people you see in restraints are dangerous malcontents. Two are murderers, the third is the worst. She pretended to lead people, to care for the most vulnerable segment of your population; children. Mischa Konev was turning parents and young people into a rebellious faction when we caught her. She was about to get people killed for nothing. Nothing! They're unrepentant, so they must be eliminated, but not before we make an example of them. These destructive acts prompt punishment, their suffering has to be seen so unreasonable, misguided people are given pause. I don't take pleasure in this, I wish they could have been productive members of our society so they too could aspire for our universal fate; immortality in the light."

      "Hate fate," an audience member said firmly.

      "Hate fate," another echoed.

      "Begin," Wheeler said.

      Nigel braced himself, clamping down on the gag. It was ripped from his mouth, then pain started creeping up, like a hundred needles pushing into the ends of his fingers, following a path of bone and nerves to his wrist. Clamping his teeth shut so hard that he thought he'd crack them, he refused to scream as, for the first time in his life, he wanted to pull his hands free of his wrists. Agony crept up gradually, it felt like threads of artificial, foreign agony were pushing like razor wire to his wrist, then past, and he gave in, screaming and desperately pulling his arms.

      The same feeling overcame his feet in a surge. It was as though those hard wires of anguish were shoved through his soles, following the nerves until he wanted to kick his feet off, stomp them until they were freed from his body. The pain stopped at his ankles, a sensation of vicious threads trying to force themselves up against some resistance there. He knew it was all artificial, there was no blood, only his screams, the sight of his body writhing against the restraints. "Try to breathe, stay as calm as you can," Stephanie said through his subdermal communicator.

      Nigel's screams stopped as the sensation of the wires in his hands and feet slowly twisting began. His breath was caught in his throat, and he could hear his body rattling, twitching against the restraint frame. There was no imagining a worse pain than he felt before the twisting. The new agony was beyond comprehension, like the horrible tendrils of sensation following his nerves were trying to twist flesh and bone into each other as a feeling of growing tension and tearing overwhelmed his senses. Then it stopped and he was left panting.

      "Oh no, oh no, please no," Brennan was whispering like a desperate prayer.

      "Don't worry, Brennan; the former Councillor goes next," Wheeler said.

      Nigel couldn't see her, but he heard her body tense, test the restraints. There was no other sound for a long time, but when she screamed it wasn't like any cry he'd heard. It was raw, basic, more the function of a body that felt like it was being torn apart. There was anger in the crowd's eyes. This wasn't going the way Wheeler thought it would, unless he wanted a mob to rise up and overtake the platform.

      Listening to Mischa scream made him wish they would. The dread he felt at the pain returning made him pray they would. The sky shimmered, false daylight created by the shield around Haven Shore revealing the dark shadow of Kambis blocking Tamber from starlight. Then the shield failed completely, and the looming planet filled the sky. Its thick clouds mostly obscured the red, burning surface. The planet seemed so close that it tricked the eye into thinking that those rolling black clouds belonged to Tamber. When the red ground became visible between them, dim red light was cast, and some people got a feeling of vertigo as their minds were tricked into thinking that they were about to fall upwards to the hellish giant.

      He knew what happened. The robot he reprogrammed spread its software to enough of his fellow hover bots. They attacked the main shield generator in the eastern jungle, bringing the shield down. Haven Fleet was coming.

      "Start the final cycle on all of them, burn them out," Wheeler said.

      The pain returned, only this time the hundred needles pushing into his fingers and toes moved faster, pushing inward, redoubling his suffering as they progressed inward to his torso. He wished he could shed his limbs, shake off the steel needle wires that inflicted a kind of suffering that defeated every thought and hope.
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      Landing

      

      If the situation he faced was an exercise in a qualification for Haven Fleet, Captain Agameg Price would fail. He would have made a choice that would possibly cost them the entire mission. He would avoid firing the Merciless' main guns at the last building finished on Haven Shore, the one they called The Shard. It stuck up like a spike of grey-black stone from a dark cliff.

      The problem with The Shard was that collaborators were there all the time. These were Tamber citizens who were working with the Order of Eden forces, and Agameg believed those people deserved to be tried by the law individually, not put in danger by their association. That was not the opinion of the Admiralty. Even the most moderate voices; Admiral Ayan Anderson and Admiral Unlo Kulsh agreed that the collaborators were acceptable casualties because of their proximity to Order of Eden soldiers. When the evacuation sirens sounded, collaborators would have to make a choice; whether to stay and assist the Order of Eden in the defence, or to run to the Everin Building and be evacuated. Agameg expected that many collaborators wouldn't be able to get away in time even if they wanted to abandon their Order masters. Those were the ones who he had sympathy for. The ones who would be too far from the Everin Building, Founder Square, or who would be shot in the back as soon as the Order of Eden forces realized that the collaborators wanted to abandon them.

      It wasn't his decision to make. The orders were clear. The Shard would be the Merciless' primary target. A look at his tactical system showed that Lieutenant Commander Huun, his trusted tactical officer, already had it locked in as a future target.

      The shield around Tamber started to go down right above Haven Shore. It wasn't a failure, it was exactly what Stephanie promised; a deactivation from within using the bots they were able to reprogram. This was a victory already; the Haven Fleet software was in control of the shield system again. It came up on his Master Display, even he could raise and lower sections if he liked. "That's the signal," Agameg said.

      "The Rassaaga reports ready," Liara reported from communications.

      "Lieutenant Commander Huun, begin launching our hunter mines." At Captain Agameg's order, the punters aboard the Merciless began launching mines the size of heavy starfighters. They each had a beam weapon for disabling shields, a rack of micro-missiles and over a ton of explosives inside a shaping bell to direct the force of an explosion in one direction. They would cloak behind the Merciless and the Rassaaga, wait for large enemy ships, and when one came along, it would blast the vessel with its beam, counter smaller attackers with its missiles, then thrust towards its prey. The explosive would go off once the beam was expended or if the mine was about to be disabled. The Merciless and Rassaaga were leaving hundreds behind, enough to slow any Order of Eden capitol ship down or destroy it, especially since the final explosion every mine had on offer was made to breach hulls and send heavy armour shrapnel through the decks. They were horrifying instruments of destruction, and Agameg was happy to know that they would self-destruct at the end of the day if the mines didn't find an enemy to assault.

      "Are our jump coordinates set?" Agameg asked.

      "Yes, auto-updating every quarter millisecond," Ashley reported. "Bringing us up to approach speed."

      It seemed like they were moving so slow, but that was relative to the darkened green and blue moon below. Four hundred and twenty kilometres an hour was nothing in space, normally, but in an atmosphere,  it was a reasonable velocity for one of the most important steps in their plan. "Ronin, are you in position?"

      "We are, clinging to the hull like barnacles," he replied, his face appearing on screen. Through the image he had from Ronin's cockpit window Agameg could see every fighter and shuttle they had for rescuing the human population affixed in neat rows down the length of one of the Merciless' sides. He could imagine over a hundred nervous pilots waiting for them to enter the atmosphere.

      The situation was the same on the Rassaaga's hull, as they waited to jump into Tamber's atmosphere, ready to take on the less risky part of the mission; rescuing the isolated and ignored Nafalli on Tamber. "Good hunting, everyone," Agameg said. He turned his attention to communications. "Signal the Rassaaga; they jump as soon as we do."

      "Aye, Captain," Liara replied.

      "Ready?" he said, looking to Finn, who was at his right, managing Engineering.

      "Quad drives are charged and everyone not throwing themselves off the ship is ready to take evacuees. I wish we had more time for drills, though."

      "I'm sure they'll do well," Agameg said.

      "I hope so," Finn nodded.

      "There it is, the evacuation alarms are sounding on Haven Shore and the main Nafalli settlements," Stephanie said, her head and shoulders appearing in a shaky hologram beside Agameg. "Our people will either be in Founder Square or the Everin Building. If everything goes well, there won't be many stragglers."

      "Tactical, are our mines away?" Agameg asked.

      "Three more seconds, Captain," Lieutenant Commander Huun replied, stroking the top of his snout as he watched his station. "They are away. The Rassaaga's mines are away. No signs of detection from Order ships."

      "Perfect. Helm," Agameg said, looking to the front of the bridge. "The order is given. Jump."

      Tamber, it's surface dark, shadowed by lazily drifting clouds disappeared from the main display at the front of the bridge. An instant later there was nothing but black sky. The Merciless jostled just enough for everyone to be shaken in their seats for a moment. They were directly over Haven Shore. "Helm; begin our roll. Tactical; destroy the Shard building from the top down. I remind you to use beam weapons only until the shields are down, then switch to cannons. Do not fire at the foundations. Prioritize platforms and launch areas then hollow that structure out." The response from both stations came back; "Aye, Captain."

      They were twenty-one thousand metres up; their shields were down to thirty-five percent thanks to the sudden change around the ship - going from the void to an atmosphere in less than a tenth of a second - but they were recharging rapidly. It was a moment of quiet that almost matched being back under water. All but a handful of people below were stunned at the appearance of the Merciless above the island. Just shy of a kilometre long, the ship cast a narrowing shadow as it rolled onto its side, firing every thruster it had to stay in position. "You are clear, Ronin. Launch," Agameg said.

      "Thanks for the lift, Merciless Actual," Ronin replied, his fighter already taking off then dropping down, across the Merciless' hull towards the surface. The tactical system showed over a hundred fighters and shuttles doing the same. It was an incredible sight, not quite a perfect, coordinated aerial ballet, but close enough to look like a school of fish, the fattest and slowest at the back.

      "Admiral, it's your turn. Good hunting," Agameg said through his link to the main landing bay.

      

      "Thank you, Captain, jumping when the doors finish opening." There were times when Jonas Valent used to let himself daydream about all the things a space adventurer could do. Flying with a jetpack on his back, the wind whistling past as he was skipping across the sky to his next bold adventure. Rushing a field of villainous enemy soldiers with armoured companions. They almost always won the day, and when they didn't, it was only so his imaginary daydream friends could have an even more dramatic victory later.

      The memory of those daydreams was passed on to Jacob Valent, who was reminded of them as he stood in the main landing bay of the Merciless, watching the doors slide open to reveal Haven Shore below them. The lights glittered in the darkness, a small illuminated spot in a vast, black ocean. A thick beam drew a line between the ship and the Shard. Nothing Jonas imagined was as amazing or as risky as what they were about to do.

      Jake took his first running step towards the open door before he gave the order. "Launch! Activate personal shields, your cloaking systems, and fly down at maximum velocity! Just don't forget to slow down in time!" he cried. His soldiers were rushing before he finished his instructions.

      His barrier thrusters fired, turning him into a man-shaped blue fireball, shields were up, the cloaking systems activated. Starfighters and shuttles were already on their way. The heads up display in his helmet was almost exactly what you'd expect to see in a fighter cockpit, helping him aim between a Uriel and a thick bodied combat shuttle. To his right he saw Remmy run the length of a Clever Class corvette's hull, its nose pointed towards the ground, then re-engage his thrusters. Only two of the heavily armoured soldiers collided with a ship on their way through, and they recovered quickly. They had to, because the ships were about to start slowing down even more.

      Then they were past them, closing to an altitude of nine thousand metres. "Accelerate for three more seconds then get ready to slow down. Make sure your thrusters are set to auto-fire. Mark your targets, make sure you come down firing."

      "The Order is charging anti-air weapons," Remmy said as the red indicators started popping up on everyone's tactical maps.

      "Everyone de-cloak and scatter. Send auxiliary power to your shields," Jake ordered. "We need to give them as many targets as possible so they spread their fire out. Protect the shuttles."

      Yellow and red charged rounds sizzled through the air from the ground. The fighters above the armoured soldiers fired back, creating pops of flame far below. Jake's thrusters cut out, it was time to fall, to slowly turn his body so his feet pointed at the ground, and he did so as calmly as he could. Despite his rapidly pounding heart, he managed to do it. A few needed help from micro-gyros and stabilization thrusters, but he was able to reorient himself in silence. The last of the anti-air weapons fired, sending their deadly fireworks up, striking a few of his soldiers, burning out one of their shield systems, then they stopped. Where there were once deadly guns there were molten, flaming heaps thanks to the fighters and shuttle gunners above the soldiers. They were slowing their descents, would land in less than a minute, but the suits would get down there first.

      A timer ran beside his altimeter, telling him when his thrusters would activate, reducing the speed of his fall. It seemed so slow compared how fast he was approaching the ground. A moment ago, he could look far across the horizon, see a wisp of dark cloud to his left or right, but he could only see the dark, hard surface below then, a few thousand metres later. It was difficult to resist activating his barrier thrusters early. There was a good chance that he'd survive a full-on impact, the suits were designed to take a massive hit on planets with much higher gravity, but dampeners could fail. Medical recovery devices could fail too, if he hit hard enough. Jacob could go from being a perfectly fit soldier to an unrecognizable pile of splattered meat in an instant.

      A chuckle bubbled up from his throat. A can of minced Jake. He thought to himself before he refocused. The smile remained as he watched red dots appear on his tactical system. The counter finished its slow progression to zero and the barrier thrusters under the slats of his suit fired, slowing him down. He raised his rifle, firing at one of the soldiers taking pot shots at them from below. He'd come down right where he wanted, technically in a place where he could command from the middle. On top of the base of Ayan's statue, in the centre of Founder Square. His guided rounds found their mark, bursting violently as they came into contact with the first soldier in his sights, one of the platform guards.

      The rifle jostled against his shoulder as he rattled the next three round burst off, blasting another, then another. The fire and concussive force from explosive shells began to roar in the distance, crushing and splitting the top of The Shard thanks to a barrage from the Merciless far above.

      Shuttles started setting down as quickly as they could, retro fields flashing blue as they lowered around the massive crowd gathered in Founder Square. Two Order of Eden Soldiers in light armour tried to grab Jake as he touched down, his feet planting firm. He punched one in the chest, heard a wet crunch, then elbowed the other, denting his assailant's helmet. The strength augmentation in his suit was set to auto-adjust, turning way up if he was defending himself from a foe. A control box was abandoned by its attendant. He was in a long green white coat that flicked up as he retreated in fear. Remmy blasted the controls as his feet settled onto the platform and the three people strapped to the restraint frame stopped twitching. Jake targeted the attendant's legs and blasted a knee apart with a single shot. They would take him captive if they had time, or if he didn't bleed out.

      "Cover the civilians!" Jake shouted. His words were carried to every soldier touching down in or near the square. "Kill every Order combatant you see!" Those were the priorities.

      "You know how to make an entrance, Jake," Frost said as he joined him on the platform. He set a woman in a vacsuit down beside him and she got to work undoing the three prisoners' restraints right away despite her wobbly legs.

      "Good to see you," he said, handing Frost his spare rifle. "Any idea where I can find Wheeler?"
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      The Fortitude of Our Allies

      

      The bridge of the Sunspire still had the look of a relic. It was designed when military vessels had hulls that were metres thick. It's ergranian skin was built in two layers made to protect its crew while they hurled thousands of tons of kinetic death with heavy railgun cannons.

      That hull was successful, but it had been upgraded with yet another skin on top and an enhancement to its living hull making it smarter, harder, but still smooth and graceful looking. Everything from the reactors to the weaponry were made new, using technology that took Jessica Rice more time and work to understand. It knocked her confidence down several pegs, not in command, but in technical competence. As she looked around at the bridge crew, checked the holographic tactical display in front of her command seat one more time, she was happy she made an effort to correct that shortcoming. That confidence was back with a vengeance. Understanding the technology built into the warrior wonder that the Sunspire had become was important, it was key to knowing what the ship was capable of, and it took weeks and many late nights, but she finally had a full grasp of that.

      There were five of them in her battlegroup. Their firepower, mass and significance after being fully refitted led to a reclassification from combat carrier to dreadnaught. The kilometre-long ships had the mass of nine Order of Eden heavy cruisers. Even the Merciless was a lighter ship by far with a quarter of the power generation capabilities. Even so, five Sunspire class ships wouldn't have made enough of a difference during the invasion of Haven Shore. The more concentrated fight for temporary control of Tamber would be a different story, though. "The Sky Queen is in position, they report that the Nafalli are ready on the ground," her artificial intelligence, Gus, reported in her ear. "Good luck, Admiral."

      Even after a number of battles that was so high that it didn't sound correct when spoken aloud, she suffered from a little nervousness the instant before a new one began. It was like an old friend reminding her that any engagement could be a victory or a loss and that, for someone under her command, it was their first battle. Fear could be muffled and sometimes tamed, however. She opened battlegroup wide call, and the whistle that warned that there was about to be an announcement sounded. "This is a ship crewed by volunteers. Each and every one of you have my gratitude. You give me strength and hope. Hope can be a delicate flame. It must be tended by its keepers. Fanned, fuelled and guarded most of the time. Word is spreading throughout the galaxy that it was extinguished here, in the Haven System when we were forced from our posts. Well, these five ships never left." She could hear her daughter's voice in her own. It was there in her accent, and in an unnameable quality she didn't realize she and Ayan shared until then. Phase Seven was her idea originally, and Jessica certainty added to it, refined it, but it was the thinking of a real commander to hide assets right next to Tamber, in Kambis' radioactive atmosphere. When they left that behind, they cloaked, moving in and out of the system. They knew where the Order of Eden's forces were and how they moved. This would work, it would be a new beginning if it went off as hoped. The thought of spending time planet side with Ayan and Laura gave her pause. It was too sweet a picture for such a moment, a dream that might never become real.

      "Admiral?" Captain Baker asked from the seat beside her.

      Admiral Rice cleared her throat and pushed to the end of her speech, filling her voice with determination. "When Haven Fleet retreated, they left monsters behind. Five great predator ships that guard hope greedily, built it with hard work, patience and clever thinking. Now we lurch from the shadows to save thousands of Nafalli and even more humans who will join them on their ships, abandoning cities on Tamber. Now we reveal hope's flame so we can show the galaxy that hope survived and burns stronger than ever. In two hours the vast decks of this ship will be filled with thousands of people who thought we were forced to leave them behind. Hope will burn strong, and we will be lurking monsters no more, but bearers of a bright beacon. Sunspire!"

      The crew cried; "Sunspire!" at her prompting and Admiral Rice closed the channel then looked back to her tactical display. All five ships reported ready.

      "Order the Sky Queen along with the rest of our corvettes to strike the anti-air emplacements surrounding the main Nafalli settlement and Torjin City," she ordered. "The Sunspire battlegroup will initiate manoeuvre Delta around those two heavy cruisers; the Dominator Two, and the Dominator Three." The bridge went to work, and acknowledgements to her orders lit up across her tactical board, the icons for all five of her dreadnaughts turning from blue to green.

      "That was a wonderful speech, Admiral," Captain Baker said. "You hope this will lead to our return, don't you?"

      It was a forbidden topic. The dream of returning to the Haven System, making a home there was spoken of in whispers, as if getting too excited or hopeful would break the dream. While her small fleet waited in the shadows for a chance to make some kind of difference in the Haven System, superstition had crept in like a trickster of old, hushing dreams and encouraging new traditions. In the main galley there was a large image on one wall of the First Light crew during the Pilot's ball, and anyone who left that space to begin their shift had to touch it on their way through the door. That was one of many superstitious habits that had started up. Jessica wasn't immune. She didn't like talking about a triumphant return to the Haven System. It felt like she was chipping away at the likelihood of it every time she thought about it. "I hope to save as many people on Tamber as possible. We will make our home where we can afterwards."

      Captain Baker straightened his Freeground Fleet style jacket and returned his attention to his duties. "I understand."

      Her five dreadnaughts moved into a reverse V formation, accelerating towards the pair of Order of Eden cruisers. There was a cloud of fighters spilling out from their bays, most of them were making for the atmosphere. "Fire the anti-fighter guns immediately," she said. The manoeuvre they were executing dictated that they wouldn't be used for some time, they were to remain cloaked, but Admiral Rice knew the shields had a good chance of holding against whatever assault the cruisers could render.

      On her order, fifteen rapid-fire forward-facing railguns on each of her ships opened fire, sending a barrage of metallic death at the fighters trying to get down to Tamber. The gunners had been practicing hard in simulations, and it showed. As they were struck, fighters lost containment, atmosphere bursting from ruptured cockpits as shards of high velocity steel battered their energy shields down and tore through thin armour. It was a bad day to be an Order pilot. Even still, some of the lucky and skilled fliers managed to stay roughly on course. The gunners weren't left unchallenged.

      "Both of the Order Cruisers are firing on us. We have twenty-eight antimatter torpedoes mixed with cannon and missile fire incoming," Captain Baker reported.

      "Refocus our anti-fighter guns on destroying those projectiles," Admiral Rice said. "Ronin will have to deal with whatever we couldn't stop from entering the atmosphere."

      "That isn't much from those…" Captain Baker started saying, then their shields detected an antimatter detonation, and they were reduced to ninety-three percent. "We didn't detect that one," he warned. "It was from behind."

      With a few taps on her main tactical panel, Admiral Rice instructed the Sentinel and the Guardian, the ships on each end of the V formation, to turn and follow backwards so their main scanning systems and weapons could cover their rear. There was something out there that they couldn't see, something cloaked. "Load and fire flak rounds away from Tamber for three seconds and scan the area. Then load Valent's burrowing rounds, be ready to fire." The man redesigned the rounds as a hobby project. Once the cruisers' shields were down, she'd launch them and see if they could actually work. She added her own touch; a high explosive that could be detonated once their primary mission was complete.

      "Yes, Admiral," Captain Baker said, and seconds later there was an expanding aura of fine flak around them. The anti-fighter guns managed to destroy most of the first wave of projectiles from the cruisers. There was a momentary white-out of all sensors as another antimatter detonation from one of their torpedoes went off. "Tell the gunners to switch to intelligent tracking for perimeter defence." She said, watching the Sunspire's shields start recharging from seventy-three percent. It was a bad hit.

      As a part of the planned manoeuvre, all the dreadnaughts fired their heavy antimatter beam weapons at the Dominator Two Order of Eden Cruiser, fifteen white lines converged on a point only a tenth of a metre wide. "Fire all shells," she ordered. Like a lumbering sea creature that was speared, the Dominator Two started turning and rotating, but it wasn't moving fast enough to evade. "The section of shields protecting their main magazine are down," Captain Baker announced, his gladness at the event was barely restrained. "Order Destroyers are moving in to assist."

      "Breaking off their pursuit of the Merciless, as planned," Jessica said. "Signal the Rassaaga and the Triton. It's time they reduce their numbers."

      "Acknowledged," Admiral McPatrick said as his hologram appeared beside her. "Thanks for letting us in on this fight. We are rapid-launching all fighters from behind the destroyer group. Our destroyers, Theta group, will engage from zero nine five, relatively above them."

      "The Rassaaga?" Captain Baker asked.

      "Doing its fly-by on its way to its final position over the Nafalli settlements," Admiral McPatrick answered.

      "Fire five low-yield antimatter torpedoes at the gap in the Dominator Two's shields. We'll save the burrower shells for Dominator Three," Admiral Rice said.

      A chain of white explosions struck the Dominator Two's naked hull, and she was impressed as the first three torpedoes only seemed to heat the plating. The fourth blasted it open, and the fifth struck deeper inside the ship. A yawning yellow and white wound was visible when the blast cleared. "Another volley, Admiral? They're still functional," Captain Baker asked.

      "Hold a moment," Admiral Rice said. A much larger blast split the ship in half. "Their magazine was holding antimatter and lost containment," Commander Leeds reported from his Scanning and Sciences station. "Residual radiation levels are high, and the Dominator Two's systems are failing ship wide."

      Another series of white flashes drew her attention to the main tactical hologram in the centre of the bridge, where it showed that the Triton had launched thirty cloaked antimatter torpedoes into the midst of the destroyer group as their opening salvo. A few of the ships were severely damaged. Hulls were open to space, one was missing several metres of its aft end, it was a spacer's horror. Even so, twelve remained, their shields were down, and the Triton led a charge with shells from her gunnery deck, reinforced by Haven Fleet heavy destroyers from above. Fighters were closing in; the whole of Trident Wing and the Apex class who were in the last part of their training moved like a swarm, sending hundreds of explosive stingers ahead to keep the enemy destroyers under pressure.

      "Dominator Three is retreating," Captain Baker said.

      "Continue the Delta Manoeuvre," Admiral Rice said. "Blast their shields down then launch our shells, we want access to their database."

      Another antimatter blast struck one of her ships - the Guardian - taking its shields down to seventy-nine percent, then a follow up blast brought them down to fifty-six percent. It didn't come from a ship they had on scanners. "Get another ship behind us so we can intensify our scans, that wasn't from a bogey we have on the board," she ordered.

      "Aye," Admiral McPatrick replied. "We're sending the Jester, our fastest Clever Class Corvette."

      "I hope they're the bravest as well," Captain Baker muttered under his breath as he attended to the needs of the Sunspire and her crew from his terminal.
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      The Jester

      

      "Head's up!" Traveller called over his shoulder to his new crew. Pixie was in the co-pilot's seat, not necessarily his first choice, but she had the talent he needed and she had been removed from the Excalibur crew. It was happening to a lot of pilots. "We're making best speed to a new location then blasting the area with scanners. We're gonna light up the sky." The engines howled and the frame of the Jester creaked as he gunned the main thrusters to full, sending them away from the group of Order destroyers they were previously ordered to harass.

      "If there's anything out there…" Pixie started as she started plotting an escape jump.

      "They'll know exactly where we are, yeah," Traveller said. "That's why we've got turrets, shields and great big engines on this boat. This isn't some pleasure-yacht. It isn't even a normal Clever Class."

      The gunners pounded their seats and whooped in response. They could hear every word, Traveller made sure his channel was open at all times to all the crew, so he could give orders on the fly.

      "We'll be on the mark in nine… eight… five…" Pixie counted out.

      "What happened to seven and six?" Traveller asked.

      "Acceleration," she replied. "We're here."

      "All right, Damon, flash those scanners on maximum. Let's light up the sky." It was his first command, and Traveller was loving it. He graduated early with high marks, not quite making Commander, but he'd get there. It was enough to get him command of a Clever Class Corvette. It was an incredible variant, though. At least, that was his opinion. It was made for speed and agility, a pilot's dream in gunship form. It had so much thrust that the frame had to be reinforced and there were twice as many inertial dampeners compared to a normal corvette. The bay on the deck beneath him was made to drop supplies or shock troops. He requested a mine launcher instead, but there was no time to fabricate and install one. The Jester was a work of ferocious military art.

      "Executing," Damon said dutifully. He wasn't happy about where he ended up, but he was good at his job. No one else wanted him and Hal needed a decent science and scanning officer - they were in short supply - so he took him.

      Data flooded back into the sciences computer, and Damon shrieked. "Holy Mother of God! Those are Zhan Class!"

      Three Zhan Class carriers, the same profile as the Triton only newer, appeared between the Jester and Admiral Rice's five dreadnaughts along with more Ramiel and Uriel fighters than he can count. "This is Traveller to Triton Flight and everyone else: Citadel ships have just been spotted," he jerked the controls and guided the ship away from the newly discovered group. They would know exactly where the Jester was thanks to the harsh energy they had to flash the area with so they could get clear readings from a position opposite Admiral Rice's battlegroup. "Scan data is being sent." He spotted his salvation: the darkened remains of Freeground Alpha, that thick metal ring in orbit around Tamber. "I'll evade if there are no other orders." His tactical screen warned that there were nine Ramiel fighters breaking off to pursue him.

      "We're moving to intercept," Admiral McPatrick said. "We suspected they were here, now we know, get out of their direct line of sight and cloak, thank you Traveller."

      "Should I keep scanning?" Damon asked from the sciences station.

      "No!" both Traveller and Pixie shouted at him at the same time. He continued. "Go passive and turn all our cloaking systems up to maximum. Gunners: Fire, fire, fire!"

      "It's about time," one of them said as all fourteen turrets aboard the Jester roared to life, sending shards of thin, energized shells through space as the Ramiel fighters gave chase. Their scanning systems had them locked in, they had to break their line of sight if they were to have a chance of hiding.

      The Jester was turned towards Freeground Alpha, but it was over a minute away, and they were still drifting at speed in the wrong direction. He activated the Xetima fuelled afterburners. "Missiles," he told Pixie.

      Her hands moved over the co-pilot's controls, working with aim assist for the gunners, rechecking their course so they didn't collide with anything.

      "Pixie! Missiles!" Traveller exclaimed, it sounded more like a croak, his voice sounding as tense as he was. It wasn't a question of whether or not the fighters would catch them. The question was; how hard would they hit the Jester when they locked on?

      "Oh, me?" she asked, flicking the cover for the micro-missile launcher system open then setting them to target the lead fighters, which were firing some kind of new pulse weapons. "Volley one," she announced as thirty-five missiles erupted from their rear launcher.

      The Ramiel fighters evaded, trying to dodge them and the relentless gunnery fire as the Jester started to move in the right direction. "Thank you."

      "Hey, you're going to burn all our afterburner fuel away," Pixie advised.

      "I know, but we want to get to cover, right?" Traveller retorted, pointing at Freeground Alpha. "That's billions of tons of cover."

      "We don't know what the Order have been doing there since we left the Haven System. It could be full of traps, or even rigged up to blow apart."

      "It's dark, there are no power readings, so I hope that means they've been doing nothing," Traveller said. "It's better than flying around out here with our asses hanging out the airlock."

      Another group of fighters popped up on their scanners as they opened fire; it was a trio of Uriels, their energized rounds pounded their shields, reducing them to eighty-four percent in one pass. "Did those come from the Freeground ring?" Damon asked.

      "No," Pixie replied. "Definitely not. Sending hunter missiles after those three, in volley two."

      "Oh, that's good," Damon replied.

      "Wait, you're on the sensor station," Traveller said as he watched the Uriels go evasive, five small but deadly tracker missiles burst from the Jester's launchers and started closing on them. His gunners broke through the shields of two Ramiels, and in the next instant the fighters were taking direct damage to their hulls and thrusters. It was good, but not enough. Pixie was shunting reserve power to their shields, which were steadily going down. "You should be telling us where everything's coming from, not asking."

      "I'm rusty," Damon shrugged.

      "Shake it off," Traveller replied sourly. "Or I'll glue you to your chair until you measure up, Able Crewman!"

      "Wow, harsh," Damon mumbled as he turned his full attention back to the scanning station. "I want to do a high-powered scan on the Uriels, they look different."

      "Do it, then go back to passive," Traveller said. "They've got us zeroed in until we can get under cover anyway."

      "Getting a read on that station at the same time, too. I'd best impress or Captain will be cross," Damon muttered the last.

      "We're closing awfully fast on the surface of Freeground Alpha," Pixie said warily.

      Hal waited a few more seconds, watching the collision warning turn from yellow to red on his navigation panel and Freeground Alpha's armoured hull fill his simulated cockpit view before firing the retro-thrusters. Traveller rolled the Jester, aiming for an ancient scanning tower jutting out from the surface, or rather, at a space right beside it. They passed within three metres and he grinned as two Ramiel fighters collided with the thick metal surface of the station below. Fresh scan data appeared on his navigational heads' up, and he focused on the hologram overlaid on his view screen. "Switch those scanners to passive and hang on," he said. "Fire one more volley of seekers at everyone chasing us."

      "Volley three, volley four away," Pixie said, sending seeker micro missiles in a fan of death behind them.

      "Load a decoy," Traveller said as he kept the ship moving across a broad landscape of old hull, between antennae, observation towers, outrigged homes and all kinds of wonderful obstacles sticking up from the surface of Freeground Alpha. He was looking for a way in after glimpsing a big transit corridor in the scan Damon took. "Just need a hole big enough, maybe an old hangar," he muttered to himself.

      "Good idea," Pixie purred.

      "What? Into the station? Aren't we going a little fast for that? Isn't this ship too big?" asked one of his gunners, Tagger, practically shrieking.

      "Muting Tagger," Pixie said with a snicker. "Make one kill and I'll unmute you, 'kay, hon?"

      A Ramiel fighter's shields went down, missiles impacting on its left side, then one of the rear gunners - not Tagger - rattled it with a tattoo of rounds, bursting the cockpit wide open. Another failed to avoid the missiles on his tail. They struck him almost all at once, destroying his shields and sending his fighter spinning until it collided with a tower. There were only three Ramiels left, but the trio of Uriels were coming back after evading the missiles Pixie sent after them.

      "Found entry and it leads to a nice transit system," Traveller said, using his whole pilot console to manually manipulate the Jester's thrusters, fine-tuning his course until he was sure they would enter an old hangar through its open upper door. It was connected to an old freight transit hall that split off to several sections of the station. "Get ready to jack our cloaking systems all the way up. We're going to ground."

      "Nope, too fast," Damon said, shaking his head as he looked over Traveller's shoulder. "You're going way too fast. We're about to become part of the station."

      "Shhh, no backseat flying," Traveller said as he made a final adjustment to their course.

      Pixie reduced the radius of their shields as much as she could, and it was a good thing too. As they passed through the open door, an alarm beeped, notifying them of a collision alert.

      "Whoa! Damn that was close!" one of the gunners said as two or three more shouted expletives.

      The map of Freeground Alpha's interior stretched in front of Traveller as he slowed the Jester down as much as he could, two of the Uriels veered off along with the Ramiels instead of following him in, but one followed. They made it into the transit corridor, and he wasn't so proud that he resisted activating the course assist features of the piloting system, so he had a little help. It showed him viable paths through the station and what relative speed he needed to get under to make turns. "Everything seemed a lot bigger in my head," he breathed as he concentrated.

      "Shields are down to forty-nine percent," Pixie said. "I'm drawing as much power as I can from the quad drives, but that Uriel is lighting us up from behind."

      "Gunners! What the hell are you doing? Blast that Citadel ass-hat to pieces!"

      "He keeps ducking behind metal every time we turn," replied Dig, the only Nafalli crewmember aboard for the trip.

      "Well, then," Traveller said, planning a course for another landing bay. He increased thrust until he could barely keep up with the turns. "Get ready, I'm giving you your shot, guys."

      "Okay, maybe you want to slow down," Pixie muttered with a cringe.

      "One sec," Traveller said as he turned the ship towards the hangar entrance. Its nose smashed through the transit doors, setting alarms off and inviting more expletives from his gunners. It didn't reduce their shields more than a few percentage points but they were slowed to the point where he could bring the ship to a stop, turning it sideways. The Uriel followed them in then stopped. Traveller could swear he could see the pilot's startled expression through the cockpit.

      A second later the gunners let loose, eleven of them blasting through the fighter's shields then reducing the hull to hot rubble. "Hey, Tagger helped make that kill," Pixie said, unmuting him. "Welcome back."

      "Thanks, sorry I panicked," he replied.

      "All right," Traveller said. "Cloaking systems to max, we're going to hide in here until Fleet has another job for us." He dropped the decoy. It would look like a perfect copy of the Jester as it tried to hide. Only a direct high-powered scan or visual inspection would break the illusion. He guided the ship deeper into the station towards another launch bay further down the transit line, hoping their cloaking systems and the heavy metal would keep the rest of the fighters from finding them.

      "Good flying," Pixie said. "I don't know if I could do better."

      "Thanks." That was high praise. Traveller would celebrate if he didn't have to concentrate on flying a ship through a square tunnel made for freight cars.
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      Orders Down Range

      

      Aboard the Ascendant, Admiral Scanlon's new flagship, a vision of a vast walkway stretching across the sky played around Admiral Olivia Scanlon. Her jog took her past tall white and yellow spires and people wrapped in terrestrial clothing that looked like they were taken from the Greek city states of ancient times. Small and medium ships of a vast variety of types flew far overhead.

      Classic music from a five-piece band played in her ears, encouraging her to push through an early morning sweat. Jogging wasn't one of her favourite activities by far, but exercise was good for clear thinking and she needed as much of that as she could get. Technology could only give her so many advantages. As the metal walkway passed under her feet, she thought of the problems awaiting her in the Cluster. It was a relatively small part of the galaxy, but she was still discovering the civilized worlds and features of that bright gathering of stars.

      The solar systems were close enough to each other so the propaganda sent out by Haven Fleet some time ago reached every one of them. As time passed, more people looked at the history of the Order of Eden as it was presented by the Haven Government. Their version of events was devastating, especially since it was true.

      Regent Galactic was Olivia Scanlon's type of organization. Corporate military made her what she was, from orphan to an expert in technology and modern strategy who was better than most of her comrades because she worked smarter, sometimes harder, but with her wits first. Her opponent in the Cluster was Ayan Anderson. She recognized some of herself in that woman. Ayan had an underutilized propaganda machine in her hands, and Olivia didn't look forward to the day when she really put it to work. The Mergillians were looking to her and Haven Fleet for hope.

      If she didn't have the Order of Eden rhetoric to consider, Olivia would use franchising and advertising to get a firm foothold in their territory. There would be a Spacerwares on every second corner and a Fabulous Forma in-between. Those amphibians would worship a lifestyle brought by commerce; one of convenience and disposable, bio-degradable luxury. Instead, the Order had to conquer with guns. That was her last resort, and she was good at that kind of heavy handed measure, but it wasn't how she liked to begin.

      Ayan built a society that freed her people. That was admirable, and something people talked about no matter how far from the Haven System they were pushed, it was something they remembered. Against the Order of Eden that kind of thing was poison. The propaganda wasn't the worst of it, though. Haven Fleet had strength. Unlike most resistance groups, they used military technology, some of which was beyond comprehension to her top engineers. They had to buy sample systems from British companies who dealt in Haven technology that was several generations behind. That might work, but Overlord Dron hated being behind in anything, especially technology.

      That was why Dron put Admiral Scanlon in charge of the Cluster. She could understand the finer points of technological development, knew how to assemble teams and how to motivate them to find solutions. Her military and commercial victories made her even more important to him and he saw the Cluster as the greatest seed for dissent in the galaxy. The Haven System - she refused to call it the Rega Gain System - was right in the middle.

      There were a lot of factors to worry a military mind where Haven Fleet was concerned, but, shortly after her teams cracked their cloaking technology, she started wondering if the key was patience, not action. In that spirit, she sought out members of her development group to work on a pet project, one they found exciting whether they were die-hard Order of Eden ladder climbers or not. She told them to develop a communications system that used some of the temporal technology that was in the Victory Machine, something she knew her counterpart, Ayan Anderson was fascinated with.

      Hours later they had a breakthrough. Without any risk of creating temporal radiation, they found a way to use it as a listening system that allowed them to receive messages from their hyper transmitter network faster. It couldn't be used to transmit, but it helped in the gathering of information immensely. Her jog was a result of that. There was a break in communications from the Haven System. The stream was running normally, then it just stopped.

      Her fleet was on its way there, to a position in the neighbouring solar system where she would establish a base of her own. It was important that she knew what was going on before they arrived. Admiral Scanlon waited, even visiting the bridge and the communications departments before giving up and retreating to her quarters, where she started jogging to clear her head. The holographic program had her mind fooled well enough. The sun was beginning to set, painting the clouds and buildings around her in hues of yellow, orange and red. The smell of the local delicacy, a chip made from flat bread with cinnamon, was being prepared somewhere nearby, and it filled her nostrils. Onbu would be their home when they arrived in the Cluster. Their government didn't know they'd be surrendering control of their world to them yet, but they would. It was the only reasonable reaction.

      "Ma'am?" asked Lieutenant Keets. He was a disembodied voice, the hologram wrapped around her hid him entirely.

      With a tap and a flick of her finger, the illusion was deactivated, the rolling section of floor slowed with her steps, and she accepted a towel from the Lieutenant, who was like many Order officers - in a perfect uniform, in great shape, and coiffed to perfection - and she wondered if she'd remembered his name if she didn't have special training to do so. Most of the officers looked the same to her. "Yes, Lieutenant?"

      "I apologize for interrupting your run, but you turned your communicator off," he said, almost scolding.

      "That's because I knew you or someone just like you would come and tell me the moment something important happened. So, something has?" she asked, treating him like a little bird. That was the last step before putting him in his place, which could cost him millions of credits in penalties.

      Clearing his throat, he clasped his hands behind his back and began his report. "Yes, the new temporal receiver has picked up an emergency transmission from the Haven System. The Kambis' second moon, Tamber, is being invaded."

      "Not the Haven System, but Tamber specifically?" she asked, patting her neck and brow dry.

      "Yes, that's correct."

      "All right, don't spoon feed me, tell me the rest."

      "Yes, Ma'am. The beginning of the invasion was timed to coincide with a gathering in the square that was called by Admiral Wheeler. A prison break occurred at the same time, but we think that was a minor event, since only one person escaped. There are reports of resistance fighters with Haven equipment in Haven Shore. Hundreds of small ships are flying towards two areas on the ground; Haven Shore and the Nafalli settlements."

      "Do we know who is leading the invasion?"

      "The Merciless broke atmosphere and seems to be leading the attack. There is another group of five…"

      "Never mind. At this rate you'll be unravelling the details all morning. You're a disgrace," she grabbed his arm, looked at the data scrolling on his uniform sleeve and sent it to the imaging system in her grand quarters. It wasn't uncommon for new Officers under her command to treat her like she was a slow minded outsider, unravelling details in an order that they thought was helpful because it would lead her to the same conclusions they made. Some of them only saw the corporate side of her service record, ignoring her military experience, and they made the erroneous assumption that she might not understand the intricacies of combat situations, or wasn't ready for them.

      Holograms of short videos showing the first engagement with the Merciless, the rush of smaller ships for the surface and scans of Sunspire class vessels played around her. Between them were logs describing every recorded fact in detail along with brief reports from commanders. In the centre was the tactical map, it looped every three minutes. "All this is from a backup hyper transmitter, which they destroyed after about three minutes operation."

      "Three minutes and nine seconds," the Lieutenant added.

      "Yes, that detail was so helpful," Admiral Scanlon sighed. "Please be quiet. I'll tell you what this data shows us, I can already see you were wrong about the whole situation."

      "Yes, Ma'am," he said, standing at attention. He was worse than the last one, Lieutenant Grey. That one put every report in the form of a presentation, including theme music. She made every effort to impress her Admiral, but it resulted in briefings that felt more like 'story time' with frills that only wasted time. It was agonizing.

      The tactical map was what Olivia reviewed first, watching as the shock-and-awe attack struck the most important hemisphere of Tamber. In orbit and below, Haven forces dominated the area. The response the Order could send in a few minutes wouldn't turn the tide unless there was a huge blunder on Haven's part. There wouldn't be. The Sunspire was under the command of one of their most experienced commanders, Admiral Rice, Ayan's mother. Her and four other equally powerful ships would take out the heavy cruisers that were on guard, the destroyer group that was sent to back them up and start on the rest of the forces in the Haven System, doing incredible damage unless Order Battlegroups coordinated, coming together then attacking all at once. The strategy of each battlegroup responding as quickly as it could instead of working together would lead to disaster. It would most likely wear the Haven forces down eventually, but that was only if… "This isn't an invasion. It's a rescue," Admiral Scanlon said, certain. "Haven commanders are just as smart and often more experienced that we are. Admiral Rice has over twenty years more experience than I do, and I bet her crew aren't far behind. They are there to smash through the defences around Tamber, take their people, the Nafalli and whoever else they can aboard their ships then leave."

      "If you'll pardon me for asking, why?"

      "Manpower," Olivia said. "There are thousands of people down there who were training for the Rangers, Haven Fleet, or were already serving but got stranded. Today they get rescued, tomorrow they're manning ships, climbing into fighters, or training more warriors. This is a disaster, and Wheeler is going to make it worse. I bet you a year's salary that he's getting ready to run right now, leaving a Rear Admiral with less experience than you in charge." A glance at the time of the recording told her it was already nine minutes old. "Dismissed. Find a replacement for yourself today. They will be better than you or I will eject you from service." She told the Lieutenant, his name already escaped her.

      "Yes, Ma'am," he said curtly.

      With a few small gestures, she opened a call to the senior Intelligence Officer on duty. "Yes, Admiral," he said, ready for any order.

      "Commander; Send orders to all forces in the Haven System, this is the highest priority. The orders are as follows: No Haven Fleet asset can be allowed to depart the Haven System. Begin interdiction procedures around Kambis. Create a perfect net around the planet and its moons with a focus on Tamber. Accept any ship that surrenders on our terms, destroy any that resist. Order any ships on their way to the Haven System to hold outside the system boundary. Any calls for assistance made by Order forces already within the Haven System are to be disregarded. Those are my orders, please repeat them back to me."

      He repeated her words back to her, reading from his station. "Would you like me to make any changes, Admiral?"

      "No, send using our highest speed systems," she ordered. "How long before they receive them?"

      "Thirty-six minutes," he replied. "Your orders have been sent."

      "Thank you, Commander." She closed the channel, pleased with his professionalism. Her attention drifted back to the recording of the Merciless flying through Tamber's atmosphere, firing on the Shard. Their attempt to rescue their people would turn into a trap. Every person they saved would cost them more than they anticipated. That was the best Haven forces could expect. If she got her way, the Order of Eden battlegroups would move as she instructed and trap them. They would be surrounded, forced to fight their way out. Admiral Scanlon hoped some of them would surrender, but it was unlikely.

      If Haven Fleet won there would still take high casualties, even lose ships. If they lost, every military asset Haven Fleet had near Kambis would be destroyed or captured. Neither of those outcomes were what she hoped for, however. Admiral Olivia Scanlon wasn't thinking to counter Admiral Rice, or Valent. Her focus was on the real prizes of the fleet; Admiral Ayan Anderson and the War Forge. It was her hope that trapping, defeating so many Haven ships would draw them out, bring them into the fight so Haven Fleet could force a victory.

      With a tap on her wrist, she opened a channel to the Rear Admiral in command of the Ascendant, the flag ship that was delivering her to the Cluster. "Yes, Admiral," he said. It was early for him, he'd just come on shift, but he was as ready as ever to carry her orders out.

      "We're in it, Gottfried." This was something she'd only said to him one other time since they started coming up together seven years before. He'd been the commander of her flagship for over three years.

      "I saw the intelligence. Are we taking the battlegroup into the Haven System?" he asked.

      "No. We're changing course so we can hide just outside of it. I need you to get us there as fast as you can."

      "They're forcing us to use guns before diplomacy again." He nodded once.

      "That's the expectation. How fast can we get there if we push our wormhole systems?"

      "Past what they're doing now? We can reach the Haven System in a day, but our projectors will need servicing. We won't have hyperspace or wormhole generation capabilities for at least four days, most likely seven. We'll have to leave the older destroyers and one carrier behind. They'll catch up about a week later."

      "We need to be there."

      "I'll make it happen, Admiral."

      "Thank you, that'll be all for now." The channel closed, the large living room was silent. Olivia closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths, then let herself start thinking about the Haven Fleet problem again.
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      Birds

      

      With the rattling and flashing of his fighter's main guns, Ronin dispatched his third enemy Uriel fighter of the engagement. The turret pod that sent popping bursts of energy back at him disintegrated first, then his rounds got through the hull and tore the inside of the ship to pieces. It would tumble through the air, down, down until it fell into the ocean.

      The new heads up display layout allowed him to see normally while the tactical map was updating in his mind, and it had bad news for him. There was a group of five Ramiel fighters on their way to the vertical column of ships they were defending. Dame was on her way there. It was her first out of simulation combat mission, her first Uriel fighter, but she was already an ace. It didn't surprise him, she was a defected Lorander Security Forces pilot who transferred from the War Forge to the Triton at the last minute. She'd logged hundreds of simulation hours on the Uriel and completed every qualifier. He was happy she was on his side, but knew she was out of her depth against that many single seat fighting ships.

      Ronin loaded and launched a barrage of seeker missiles at the incoming Ramiels, targeted them with the turret under his craft and ordered Maid to assist Dame immediately, she was the only pilot free of engagement at the moment. That included him; there was a Uriel fighter trying to get behind him, and as he turned his thrust up to maximum, listening to his inertial dampeners struggle to keep him from feeling more than a few g-forces, that enemy pilot was being given a gift. He shifted more power to his rear shielding, bringing it back to one hundred percent. "Dame, you need to back down, right now. Wait for backup, we're still too far away to back you up," he told her.

      With a flip that pointed her fighter's nose to the ground, she obeyed his order as she acknowledged it; "Coming to you, Ronin. The Sound Victory was right behind me a second ago, I got too focused on my target to realize they were gone."

      The Sound Victory had to move on. It was picking pods from the upper levels of the Everin Building up and shuttling them to the Pelican, where it was cloaked in orbit. It was incredible, how in an emergency evacuation, that all the exterior apartment pods in that building were space worthy and could be carried off like escape pods in an emergency. Watching it come apart one at a time was sad and amazing at the same time. They saved over a thousand lives already. So many people got confused by the evacuation alarms and followed the standard direction, which was to rush into the Everin Building and go to an assigned pod until rescuers could come. It would have been faster if they stayed in the square, or where they were stuck working during the gathering, but it could have been much worse, too.

      On Ronin's tactical map, all five enemy Ramiel fighters adjusted course to get behind Dame's fighter. It took them a while to notice her, but there would be no mercy for her now. He saw the flashes of light from their misses first, then she came into view, moving at speed towards the ground over two kilometres below, the white wings extended from the sides of her craft making her ship look like a pale butterfly in the darkness. "Retreat and fire, Dame," he said as he opened up with his main cannons. They had a different characteristic in atmosphere and had started to sound almost hoarse as they spat hundreds of high velocity charged rounds at the enemy.

      The shield systems of those fighters must have been working together as they flew in tight formation; his hits had little effect. As he launched another volley of seeker missiles, Dame's fighter - its cockpit turned upwards, firing all guns, thrusting pods pushing her ship down where she'd find more assistance - passed by close enough to cause a momentary turbulence warning for Ronin's fighter.

      Strikes that looked like little jets of fire sparked off her shields as the Ramiels hammered her with their guns. Her turret was rotating frantically, trying to keep up with the missiles they sent down towards her. As Minh-Chu passed through a cloud, he spotted them with his naked eye. Raging down after her, the five were in a simple V formation, wearing her shields down from seventy-nine percent to thirteen in seconds.

      He was in almost as much trouble as Dame. The Uriel behind him launched three heavy missiles as he lit his rear shields up with a barrage of micro-shells.

      "Bird down! Mayday!" Ronin announced over their emergency channels as he turned his fighter towards the lead Ramiel. A fighter would be lost in the next few seconds, whether it was his or Dame's, but he might be able to save both pilots. It was a split-second decision, a massive risk. If he pulled it off, he'd collide at an incredible speed. "This is going to be…"

      In the split second before the world went completely insane, his fighter spinning out of control through the air, his secondary port thruster pod registered a high-speed collision, he saw it light up, then his shields, the pod, and most of the armour on that side of his craft were gone. A dampener blew out, setting the seating in the emergency pickup module installed beneath his cockpit on fire. He struggled to force his ship to recalibrate so it could keep flying using two thruster pods - a small one at the front and the main starboard thruster - but caught himself thinking; I thought those seats were made of flame retardant materials?

      The fire went out a few seconds later, but his ship was billowing smoke as the last two working thruster pods calibrated to the new shape of his ship. Dame was back with the flock, joined by Maid and several other fighter pilots. She'd taken heavy damage, her fighter may not stay up much longer, but she'd gotten away. The five Ramiels were in the dogfight below as well, but they weren't in formation anymore, and one was on its way down, on fire.

      "Ronin! Do you still need rescue? I see you're still flying, but you are trailing smoke and your fighter is reporting critical damage," asked Merciless Flight Control.

      A terrifying rat-tat-tat ping-ping filled his ears. Not through the audio system in his helmet, but in the air around him, and he flinched as rounds impacted on the hull of his fighter, some busting through his damaged cockpit, one pounding on the back of his seat, which had an armoured plate to protect against that exact shot built in. "Cover me! I am the turkey in the middle of this turkey shoot," Ronin said. The turret beneath his ship returned fire for half a dozen rounds then stopped, reporting that its energy was depleted because its connection to a power source had been severed. An attempt to turn his ship towards the Uriel coming in his direction only resulted in a slow flying arc. There was no way he was going to best that pilot in what was left of his ship. "Oh, I hope mercy and luck are on my side today," he said, arming the destruct system on the miniature quad drive.

      "What was that, Sir?" Flight asked.

      The sound of a missile striking the good half of his fighter drowned part of it out, but Ronin knew his prayer wasn't exactly a declaration of his intentions. "I'm bailing, switching to flight suit," he said, activating the ejection system.

      INOPERABLE

      The word appeared in red across his HUD. That wasn't going to work. The enemy Uriel roared past him, slowing. He's going to tear me up while he follows me down to the ground. Ronin thought.

      With speed and dexterity that he didn't know he still had, he undid his harness, activated the heavy armour built into his flight jacket and boots, then shifted in his seat so he could kick at the canopy with both feet. It only rattled the first time, but the second time the port side clasp holding it down failed, giving him just enough room to get out of his ship as energy bolts raked across its battered hull. He was in free-fall, Maid's Uriel was closest, firing at the enemy ship as it came around for another pass. She was putting herself between his fighter and the one that got the best of him, but that wouldn't help him much anymore. "Maid, cover the pilot, not his busted rig."

      "I know, just give me a sec to adjust," she replied.

      Ronin switched his HUD to flight mode. "I always wanted to try this," he said as his heavy armour lit up, the lower half of his shield generation systems switching to barrier thruster mode. His suit slowed his fall and propelled him through the air. It felt like he was flying, as free as a bird. He wasn't the only one. Dame was in the same situation but further along, touching down on the ground without her fighter. She had her rifle in hands, reporting to Strike Team One, Jake's group.

      There were good reasons why someone in heavy armour didn't join the air defence. Fighters were much faster, they had heavier armour and better weapons. He was relieved that Dame was safe on the ground, that saving her didn't cost him another pilot, and that the five Ramiels that caused the situation had been cut down to two. He still felt like a sitting duck, however.

      "You're done in the air, Ronin," Merciless Flight Control said.

      "I know, I don't even have a rifle, I'm pretty sure it got shot up when the back of my seat was hit, so I'm going down, linking up with Strike Force One," Ronin said as he propelled down towards Haven Shore.

      "Covering him," Maid said. "Could use a hand, though; the bogey that took Ronin down has grabbed what's left of his fighter and is flying it up to its carrier."

      Ronin checked the destruct system on the quad drive. That's what they wanted most, but it would be their undoing. "He's making good time, too," he said, watching him move across the sky, trying to put more distance between him and the whirling dogfight over Haven Shore. Ronin turned the yield of the quad drive's explosive self-destruct system down all the way and smiled. The shock would be felt for over ten kilometres, but anything outside of one klick would be fine. If he didn't turn it down, then their own forces would be caught in it. He wished he could wait until that fighter brought the quad drive right into its carrier, but there was no guarantee that they wouldn't block his signal, so, there was no point in waiting. "Pop," he said to himself as he detonated it. A small yellow and white explosion lit up the space between two wispy clouds for a second, his suit registered a little turbulence. "No quad drive for you today."

      "Nice, now get down here and help us ground pounders," Admiral Valent growled. "Before you get yourself blasted."

      "I'll be down in a few seconds," Ronin said. Maid raked an enemy Uriel that was trying to break away from the main fight with gunfire, adding ferocity to her attack by launching four missiles that whistled past him. It did look like that one was about to come after him. "Thanks, Maid."

      "My pleasure, Commander."

      For a few seconds Ronin let himself watch the column of ships above Haven Shore. There were shuttles carrying pods from the Everin Building like eggs lit by their engine glow in the middle. Sleek but menacing Clever Class Corvettes covering them as they carried people within their holds and in pods, their turrets sending fiery rounds at enemy fighters as they battled with the defenders from the Merciless, Triton, the Sunspire class ships and every other part of the fleet that could contribute. It was like a flickering, whirling column of lights against an angry black and red sky.

      A warning flashed, telling him that he was about to touch down, and he turned his attention to the ground, where, after flying a few hundred metres to the south, he landed on his feet beside Dame behind Jake. She turned towards him, grinning. "Thank you, Commander. My mistake should have been my end. You sacrificed a lot to save me."

      "You're welcome, but the fight isn't over yet," he said, relieved as a soldier handed him a rifle. Samurai squadron was winning, even the Citadel fighters, which were formidable, were being knocked down much faster than he expected. It was a lucky thing, because his dangerous solution, the one that saved her, could have removed him from the battle entirely, costing Haven Fleet a leader. It was an irresponsible move, he realized, one that he hoped he could use to teach other pilots.

      A group of symbols started moving down from orbit on his tactical screen. "Head's up, Flight! Fifteen Uriels just punted from one of those Zhan Class carriers and they're covering heavy landers. We have Sol System Mechs coming down."

      "Are you sure, Commander? We can't scan through the armour on those ships," came the response from Flight.

      Jake turned towards him, alarmed. "He's right. I recognize them. We haven't seen a fully modern heavy encounter suit from Citadel yet. Finish whatever fight you're in fast. If our fighter cover can't knock those out of the sky, we're in for a battle."
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      Keeping the Advantage

      

      Seeing Minh-Chu on the ground was anything but a pleasant experience for Jake. He'd done it again; zeroed in on a momentary cause, saved a life at great risk to his own and taken himself out of place. He should have been up there, instead of giving his fighters directions from the ground. Everyone with their feet on the dirt was at horrible risk, it was actually safer in the sky or in space. Jake checked his ship's status and saw that five Uriel fighters were loaded into the Merciless' punters, waiting for pilots. "Ronin, Dame, you're going back up in a minute. Get ready," he told them. "Drake, Vox, you too. Get ready for pickup."

      Without thinking, Jake looked to the Merciless. It was only visible when its guns fired, and they were easing up. The Shard, its shadow looming at the far end of the island, was burning, the top two thirds of it had been blasted down to a twisted frame. He set the fighters' destinations and activated the punters, sending the fighters across the sky, their sound barrier breaking launches booming overhead. They were on autopilot, descending rapidly. "Clear!" he shouted. "New landing sites marked! Get clear!"

      "Jake, I can help down here and track what's going on with the wings," Minh-Chu said.

      "Get in your fighter and lead from the middle," Jake told him firmly. "We have every kind of problem on the horizon. I need you where I tell you I need you."

      As if everyone needed to be reminded that their enemies were closing in - which he didn't - Remmy ordered everyone not fending Order of Eden soldiers off to look upward and fire at the descending Citadel drop ships. The fight wasn't desperate yet. They'd gotten most of the people in the square out, starting with Shamus' nephew and the people on the platform with him. Order of Eden forces found cover, though, and they fired from behind any heavy structure they could fit behind around the square. "Minh, you're going to have to split your forces between the ground so you can help us with the Sol Encounter Suits and space where…" he and his friend were interrupted by a message from Merciless Flight at the same time.

      Dame was the one who repeated it out loud. "A new wave of Order Fighters are launching from Tamber orbit opposite Haven."

      Jake's tactical system showed that there were over a hundred of them and they'd be within striking distance of the Sunspire vessels in minutes. Dust and debris whirled around them as four empty Uriel fighters slowed their descent, setting down. "There's your ride. Good hunting," Jake told him, hoping that Minh-Chu would take his advice and let his squadrons do most of the fighting.

      "Thank you, Admiral," Dame told him, wasting no time in getting to her fighter, handing her rifle and ammunition off to a soldier near her ship. "Here, you'll need it more than I will." She told him.

      "What if you get shot down again?" the soldier asked her in return.

      "Not going to happen, Ensign," she replied, dropping into the pilot seat.

      "Thank you for putting me back on the path, Jake," Minh-Chu said over a private channel as he climbed into the new fighter. "Good hunting."

      Jake turned away from the four fighters as they started lifting off. It was time for the ground forces to make their push. "Merciless Tactical; I need a single strike on the front door of the storage bunker," he marked the target on his map. "Remmy, clear the Order hold outs on our six o'clock," he told him, directing his fire team towards the group of Order Soldiers that were taking pot shots from behind a small but dense power distribution building. "You have a minute."

      "Yes, Sir," Remmy replied. In the next instant he and Dot, his second in command, pulled twenty-five heavily armoured troops together in a formation. They led them in a thruster assisted leap that took them over the building their enemies were hiding behind. A thousand flashes of light followed as they fired on the fifty or so Order soldiers that had gathered there, and all signs of life were wiped out. "Done."

      "Sreeda," Jake addressed, getting the attention of the Nafalli squad leader. "You take the group at three o'clock. Then secure their cover for yourself."

      "Aye, Admiral," the Nafalli leader growled, she seemed pleased with the order.

      Eighteen Nafalli warriors, their sleek metal armour reflecting the light of cannon and beam fire, surged to Jake's left, leaping over their comrades, running on all fours as they closed the distance between them and a broad stone. Their enemies screamed in panic and pain as they were dispatched without the use of guns. It was over in seconds. "I think they beat your time, Remmy," Jake said, cringing a little.

      "I can live with that," he replied.

      "This is Merciless Tactical, we are charged, ready to fire."

      Jake made sure they were aiming at the main bunker door. It provided planet side storage for the Fleet and Haven citizens. Intelligence suspected that the Order of Eden was hiding several captives there and destroying it before they departed was a priority. "Fire," he ordered.

      A line of light from the Merciless above turned night into day for three seconds, and when it was gone there was a big white-hot hole in bunker doors that seemed impenetrable a moment before. "All right, everyone get ready to repel Citadel forces; charge shields and find cover." That was as much progress as they'd manage before the enemy Mechanized Suits set down.

      "Admiral, the remaining Order Infantry are retreating," reported Captain Stephanie Vega, who was with a small team roving outside of the square. "We're picking any armed soldier we see off as ordered, but…"

      "They know heavy armour's coming in," Jake said. "If we don't take care of them now, they'll come out when they're called on to make our day even worse."

      "We'll clear them out," Stephanie said, her tone like iron.

      The first lander exploded above them, sending its armoured panels down. It was an intentional explosion, meant to free the Citadel Encounter Mechs from the ships that brought them down. Five released from their shoulder harnesses, jump jets reducing the speed of their fall. "Ronin, we need support down here," Jake said as the ground shook, armour plates striking the ground around them, the Mechs touching down. They were three times his height in armour, had similar energy shields, and an array of weapons on each hand. "Concentrate on one target at a time! Find cover!" Jake ordered.

      Shards of light burst from the nearest Mech's left hand as a barrage of small seeker missiles erupted from its left. At a glance, two dozen of his soldiers' shields were already down to seventy percent on average, and before he could give it a second thought, Jake initiated his thrusters and hurled himself at the nearest metal monster. "Sorry, Ayan," he said under his breath, fully aware that he was breaking his promise to lead from the middle.

      "You're not alone," Shamus added through gritted teeth. He was a second behind him, approaching the Mech from the other side. "This thing's coming down!"

      They both knew what they were doing, switching their shield emitters to sync mode, increasing the power, hoping they wouldn't bounce off the Mech or get shot up on the way in. A deft backhand sent Jake flying in an arc across the square, his shields were down to eleven percent. His thrusters weren't powerful enough to save him from striking the ground, leaving a trail of broken brick behind. His dampeners took care of most of the impact, and he was all right, but he needed cover. Shards of light turned the brick to glass around him as the Mech attempted to finish him off.

      Any hit had a chance of cutting into his armour, two could cut right through him, and Jake was surrounded by Remmy's group an instant later, their shields protecting him as they fired at the Mech over two dozen strong. Jake unslung his rifle and rattled a few bursts off as they rushed towards the cover they cleared a minute earlier.

      "I've got you, you Sol System whoreson!" Shamus Frost declared as his shields synced with the Mech's. It was a trick that worked on most Sol system shielding - if you had a powerful shield of your own and could match its energy system to theirs, you could pass right through - and he leapt up the tall armour's leg, got onto its torso then started blasting the pilot's canopy at point blank range. Strobing, violent light bathed him and the Mech as he let loose with his rifle. "Eject, you cowardly little shit!" he laughed.

      "I am so happy he's on our side," Dotty said as they watched the Mech's canopy armour fail, rounds burst through to the pilot. The seven-metre-tall monstrosity sagged, lifeless.

      "Get out of there, Frost!" Jake shouted as his tactical map lit up with a warning. All four of the remaining Mechs were marked for air strikes, Ronin and Samurai Squad were about to give them a hand.

      "Oh, bloody hell," Frost said, jumping off the lifeless exo-suit and firing his thrusters, nearly scraping the ground on his way to Remmy and his people. A firestorm erupted behind him as missiles made for high speed space combat rained down from Samurai Squadron onto the four Mechs already on the ground. Ten more were caught in it as they landed, and whatever beauty remained in Haven Shore square was wiped out. Only craters and the remains of the first wave of Mechs were left.

      "Thanks, Samurai Squadron," Jake said.

      "Our pleasure, you're on your own for a while, though. We're picking up nuclear and antimatter alerts from those fighters coming in," Ronin said. "Making for orbit now."

      A group of new stars appeared overhead as Samurai Squadron's fighters turned upwards and throttled up. "Acknowledged," was all Jake had time to say before an alert went off in his Heads' Up Display. There were seven more Citadel drop ships coming down and a group - his scanners were having trouble determining how large - of Order Knights were emerging from the bunker they'd just busted open with hundreds of soldiers behind. "Merciless Tactical: Get rid of those drop ships immediately," Jake said as he marked them as high priority targets. Before there was a chance that the Merciless would hit friendlies below the first wave of drop ships, but Jake had his people out of the way this time.

      Three of the drop ships was set alight by a barrage of turret fire from the horizon. The armour plating disintegrated several seconds later, and the Mechanized Encounter Suits were spilled out into the air, jump thrusters firing to right the Mechs as they began to plummet. "Sky Queen here," the pilot said on the allied channel. "Happy to report the Nafalli camps have been liberated and rescue is under way. We'll blast these oversized buggers then drop Alaka and his people off."

      "Welcome to the island," Jake said, turning to Remmy. "Fire everything you've got into that bunker, I don't care if we collapse it, we need to take those Order Knights out quick."

      "Aye," Remmy said grimly. He knew there could be friendlies in there too, but he understood that Order Knights could cost them more lives.

      The Sky Queen was joined by the Jester, and they flew circles around the dropships and landing Mechs, which returned fire but were losing numbers fast. The Merciless's light guns peppered the highest drop ships with rounds that cut through their armour, busting them open, sending pieces of the Mechanized Encounter Suits  to the ground. A targeting alert showed on the Sky Queen. "Get out of there!" Jake shouted.

      A beam from orbit struck the Clever Class Corvette, following the Sky Queen as it tried to evade with a swerve. The shields were depleted in seconds. "Mayday, we're going down," the pilot announced.

      The beam broke through its hull and flames erupted from the mid-fore of the vessel, where the small bridge was nestled under layers of armour. The ship tilted down, its port side thrusters fired, then it crashed in the rainforest behind the bunker, shattering ancient trees and shaking the ground. There would be survivors, how many, he couldn't tell, but if Alaka was alive, he'd take the situation in hand.

      The beam from orbit had finished firing. If it was from one of the Order Cruisers, it would have to recharge for a while before another strike was possible. The fact that it could strike at all meant that it had gotten past Admiral Rice's group, the Triton and the rest of their ships. Jake made a decision then, it was time to switch tactics entirely, to refocus on their original mission. "Clever Class Corvettes, cloak and converge on Haven Shore." He checked on the evacuation progress. There were still between twelve hundred and fourteen hundred people in the Everin Building. "All ground forces, converge on the Everin Building, fire on the enemy whenever you have the opportunity but keep moving. Our main objective is to cover the evacuation of the last families there then get off this moon as quickly as possible." If the Nafalli need help after that, we'll send everything we can their way, but we can't fight this with split forces anymore. Jake thought.

      "Three dead on the Sky Queen," Alaka reported. "Two injured. We're extracting ourselves from the wreck and will join the main force soon."

      It wasn't the news Jake was hoping for from that ship, but at least it wasn't all bad news. "What ship was that beam from?"

      "It was an orbital defence cannon the Order managed to power up and turn on us," Alaka replied.

      "Where is he?" Jake asked in a whisper, thinking of Wheeler. It was his kind of dirty trick.
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      The Pilot Who Followed Her Spirit

      

      Edda Paley made sure she was in position alongside Minh-Chu Buu, or Ronin as everyone was to call him while he was on duty as a fighter pilot. The new Uriel fighters were grouped together. Hailing from every part of the fleet, all twenty-one of them sent after the hundred five Order of Eden fighters that were coming around from the far side of Tamber.

      The Twenty-One were cloaked, signal silent, and their shields were charged. As the darkened atmosphere of Tamber passed below, every pilot watched their weapon targeting systems process the passive scan data coming into their computers. Edda still found it strange that she could be so calm. The silence before violent combat was at the same time a thrill and a comfort to her. It set her senses abuzz, and it felt like time was slowing down.

      Years patrolling an edge of the Sionen Nebula in an entirely different galaxy for newcomers and Raiders made Edda used to long silences in space where she had to be aware of many systems at once for long periods of time. That is where she learned calm. It wasn't just a state of being, but a talent. Remain calm. It was one of the guiding credos of the Lorander Corporation Military training. Training she completed in a time that felt long past, but she hadn't matured much since then, so how much time passed didn't matter to her.

      When she wanted to get away from Nolian Society, which had been overwhelmed by passivity and too introspective as far as she was concerned, Lorander Corporation offered her a promising opportunity. In a culture where no one wanted to fight, they needed people who were willing to train as soldiers and explorers.

      After finishing her training, they determined that she had the mental fortitude and disposition that made her perfect for long term watch missions, so she spent years looking at a nebula that represented the fears of her people, the Nolians. Edda didn't complain. The passivity she tried to escape followed her into space, so she did what the earliest heroes of her people were known for; she made the best of it. When they encountered humans, they avoided being conquered through violence by inviting them in, and centuries later, the Nolians were a blended people, the founders of the Lorander Government and the Corporation. Their history was exciting, featuring many heroes who fought for rights, territory and progress. The Nolians loved reliving that part of their past, they were fascinated by it, but after spending years alone, contemplating the problems that drove her away from her people, Edda realized why she didn’t want to stay with them anymore. Why all the beautiful worlds felt old and uninviting.

      When Lorander defended the Nolians against a Raider attack, met a new race or culture, or founded a new colony of humans, her people didn't want to know. Change was vulgar, and there was no room for new heroes. They were happy with the stories they knew, worshipping the idols who had statues in their towns and cities. That was comforting. New heroes pointed to the fact that the universe could still be a dangerous place.

      After making that realization and exploring it for weeks, she requested to be transferred to one of the expeditions going to the Milky Way, and she served aboard more than one ship as the pilot. That position was a little different in the Lorander Corporation when it was compared to her current duties. A pilot aboard a Lorander capitol ship had to be an expert on the dangers and features of space and the things that inhabit it. They were the top navigators, advisors, and often astrophysicists aboard the ship. After all the time she spent alone, monitoring the edge of that blue-green nebula, she'd managed to qualify as a Level Three Pilot. It was just high enough to win her a prized position aboard an intergalactic explorer ship.

      It meant she could go on exploration expeditions with some of the best people serving in space, but it came with great responsibility. Overruling the Captain where matters pertaining to her qualifications were concerned was a welcome event because it usually meant that the Pilot saved them time, injury or trouble with local governments. In the Lorander Corporate Navy, she only had to use that power three times, and it was enough to endear her to the crew as well as her commanders.

      Then they were called to the Rega Gain system, and a whole world of dangerous adventure revealed itself to her. There was also frustration. Not being allowed to help Ayan, Jacob and her people was maddening. Couldn't her superiors see that these people weren't unlike the first humans who blended with her people? Couldn't they understand that the new settlers on Tamber represented the passion and heroism that the Nolians lost so long ago? The leadership was surprised when she volunteered to leave the Lorander Corporation, to help the budding settlement on Tamber.

      They denied her request. It was their right, Edda hadn't served her full term with the Lorander Corporation.

      Sometime later, when Lorander decided that they would finally help Ayan and her people by giving them a manufacturing system, Edda demanded to go with it. By then, she wasn't alone, and Lorander advised her along with a small group that if they left the service, they might never be able to return to their home galaxy.

      That suited Edda. With new enthusiasm, she helped anyone from the new Tamber based military learn about the Solar Forge, what it could do, how it could be duplicated, even showing them how the fast fabrication technology changed things for her own people when someone from Tamber would listen.

      When the time came, Edda made sure she was involved with the construction of the War Forge, but there were people with better skills and education for that, so her help wasn't essential. It started to feel like she was drifting away from the promise of adventure that lured her to Rega-Gain, then renamed as the Haven System. That was when she was given the opportunity to help with the technology for the Apex Military Training Program. It was enormous fun to test many parts of the program herself and helping with the creation of training modules that would teach more people how to use Lorander technology made her feel useful. Not like an adventurer, but useful just the same.

      That was the first time she was truly able to socialize with the humans. They were exciting, every one of them had a different story about what brought them there, and it surprised them when she wanted to talk to them, follow them to their makeshift pubs aboard the War Forge - which was still being built at the time - and be human.

      That's where she was first called 'Dame.' "Look at her, she's so classy, even when Edda's sideways wasted, she apologizes to people for stumbling or needing to lean on them," said her first girlfriend, Fiona. It was shortly before she left on the Revenge on the mission to the Iron Head Nebula. "She's like a Lady, no, no. You're strong, too," she said, turning directly to her, handing her a little glass of Zingara Rum. "We tried some of the advanced physical training exercises together, and we didn't pass everything, but you were one of the last ones to give up. No, you're like a classic knight, you know, the ones that only existed in story books - good manners, always smells nice, and strong - but what's a woman knight called?" she looked it up on her command and control band. "A Dame, I love that," she raised her glass.

      Sideways wasted was a term she heard a few times, and Edda was happy it didn't apply to her often, but that night was one of those times. Waking up beside Fiona was a pleasant surprise, and memories of kissing and cuddling drifted through her mind as the morning went on. The nickname, Dame, stuck, and Edda enjoyed it. Even after Fiona was killed along with hundreds of other crewmembers aboard the Revenge, she liked it. The name reminded her of her first love in the Milky Way and made her want to be better in terms of behaviour and skill.

      The Apex Program started, and Edda began to understand that pilots were romantic figures in Haven System culture. They were heroes and adventurers as far as the people were concerned. At the same time, soldiers and enlisted were regarded as noble servants of the cause, and that only added to her drive to fight the Order of Eden after Fiona's death. Her first human lover served on a ship of war, so her life was at risk, it was reasonable, but the atrocities the Order of Eden visited upon the galaxy were too much for Edda to abide. With the permission of the Headmistress, Violet Black, she learned how to fly every fighter and ship in the Haven Fleet in simulation, then completed all the qualifiers.

      To Edda's surprise, she submitted her application to become an official member of Haven Fleet and admission into the Combat Pilot Program happened in the same day. When she was given the list of pre-approved positions available to her, Edda chose to become a Uriel pilot.

      The Wing Commander for Void Eagle Squadron, Hamish Gross, assigned her to Enhanced Training in simulations. He made it clear that her service with Lorander Security Forces, watching one edge of a nebula alone in a patrol ship, didn't impress him. That is where she served aboard the War Forge until an opportunity to transfer to the Triton came along. Shortly after her transfer was complete, and she'd found her shared quarters, the great ship was on its way to the Haven System.

      

      Edda's full attention returned to the moment as the first mission alert went off, they would be coming into practical firing range of the Order of Eden fighters in thirty seconds. Hopefully they had no idea that The Twenty-One were on their way to intercept them. Everything had to proceed perfectly for the rest of the mission as far as Edda was concerned. It was her first time in a real Uriel cockpit. She'd sent five Order of Eden and two Citadel pilots to the next life, but she'd also been shot down once. This, her second fighter, would be the one she served in for the rest of her flying career, she would never be shot down again. The Admiral gave her this fighter, a real hero who stood for his beliefs and saved people. It was a relief that he wasn't a disappointment in person, but a severe injury to her pride that she met him because she'd been shot down. He sent her back up in the air as though she was a truant child caught out of school. Edda was sure that she had a lot of work to do before she earned the respect of command again.

      The navigation computer drew instructions onto her tactical display. The manoeuvre she had to pull off was complicated, not because it was difficult to accomplish on its own, but because The Twenty-One were going to do it all at the same time while they made a huge mess. Dame pushed all her thoughts and worries to the side and focused on the moment.

      The Uriel fighter's systems read her demand to target seven Order of Eden fighters at once. Two were lined up with her main guns, another with her aft belly turret, and the remaining ones had missiles locked on to them. Every fighter in The Twenty-One - a temporary squadron put together in minutes by Ronin to defend the fleet - was to do the same, their position in the formation was to keep them from overlapping their targets for the most part.

      The Order fighters obviously didn't see them. The new cloaking systems were working, the counter still had nine seconds left on it, but they were about to be in optimal firing range. The problem was easily solved by her training. Once they were within twenty-eight thousand kilometres of their targets with no obstructions, they were to fire. The mission counter was secondary.

      Hands on the controls, her eyes on the range indicator to her central target, Dame took a deep breath and let loose with her fighters' main and secondary weapons the instant they crossed the range threshold. Everyone in The Twenty-One made exactly the same decision - to favour their range indicators instead of the mission countdown - and the Order of Eden fighters were set alight with a barrage of gunfire as a line of rapid fire missiles accelerated towards them. The muffled puh-puh-puh-puh of her main autocannons as they fired small, dense, high velocity charged rounds at the pair of fighters she sighted filled her cockpit. The enemy's shields failed, guns returning fire.

      Order of Eden ships weren't built to the same standard as Haven Fleet vessels, and that was most apparent with their fighters. They had big guns and an interchangeable missile rack, but comparatively weak shields and a thin hull. The enemy managed to land several shots on her shields, bringing them down to ninety-three percent before her rounds ripped through the pair of fighters closing with her. Missiles began striking the Order ships, eliminating their shields and denting, sometimes rupturing their hulls. The difficult part of their strategy was coming up; the crossover.

      The Twenty-One pointed their thruster pods to their dorsal side, fired them all at once, sending them down towards the outer atmosphere of Tamber and beneath the long rows of Order Fighters as they passed overhead. In near unison, all the Uriels flipped end over end. Their enemy tried to track them, to turn and defend as they pushed on to their targets - the group of Sunspire ships and the Triton - but Dame and most of The Twenty-One already had them in their gun sights. It was amazing to her that she wasn't alone or even first in acquiring a target and ripping into them with their guns. She was doing her absolute best, focusing as she never had before, but some of her fellow pilots were still faster if not better than she was. The roar of her main thrusters firing at full intensity filled her cockpit. Their relative speed and direction would match their enemy's in a few seconds, until then they would have to contend with whatever counterattacks the Order Fighters had to offer.

      "They are launching drones and attempting to scramble all signals," Magnet reported. He was another War Forge pilot who transferred with her to the Triton. He was extremely good, a lot of fun to compete with too.

      "Use turrets on the drones, watch for missile launches," Ronin replied, his transmission scratchy.

      The fighters didn't evade, opting to recharge their rear shielding and use countermeasures instead. A plume of tiny missiles meant to confuse targeting scanners and harass enemies erupted from the Order of Eden ships. Most of the fighters had antimatter or nuclear markers, they meant to take out or weaken their main capitol ships' shields, and if they did, the Sunspire Dreadnaughts would most likely be lost. The thought of those artfully made, crucial ships getting destroyed threatened her state of calm, and Dame used neural targeting to send three missiles at one fighter, then another, and another as she focused her guns on yet another. All four of her targets had antimatter warning markers, and Ronin joined in, firing at the same ships.

      Several of her seeker missiles went wild, tracking ghost targets, or colliding with a decoy drone instead. Ronin had the same trouble, but then one struck its target. Then another, and a third. Two of his missiles struck, then he called; "They're breaking formation!"

      A burst of light filled the space in front of The Twenty-One as one of the antimatter bombs an Order of Eden fighter was carrying went off. It looked like it was the fighter she was shooting at, but it could have been another. It didn't matter. Her shields were down to seventy-four percent and it was time for The Twenty-One to break up, becoming groups of three as they put distance between themselves and the disaster that was about to take place. A disaster that, if it went off right, would take care of this entire group of Order of Eden fighters.

      Ronin was her lead, so she followed him as closely as she could as their fighters flipped then thrusted to get distance from the explosions that were sure to follow. The fighters were just over eight thousand kilometres away, a little too close for what was about to happen, so he had the right idea.

      The flash of light cleared, and Magnet was with his trio, flying after the Order of Eden fighters too fast. They were gaining, not getting to a safe range. "God dammit, we got turned around," he said.

      "Get out of there, at least ten kilo-kliks," Ronin said.

      "I know, we're…"

      Another bomb lost containment, going off under the Order of Eden fighter it was affixed to, and it was followed by a second flash of light, a great bulb of raw energy that tried to annihilate everything it came into contact with. The enemy fighters were still far too close to each other, and that explosion set off others, utterly decimating everything in their group. There were three more flashes, and when her sensors got a read of the area, Magnet's group of three and the enemy fighters were gone. "Travel on," Dame said under her breath, wishing she told him that she liked him, that she used his scores as a bar when she was practicing in simulations sometimes. That was the problem with heroes; sometimes they died.

      "All right, we're breaking this party up," Ronin said. "Triton Flight has assignments for all of us in teams of three. Leaders notify them that you're ready and get after your objectives."

      Ronin's fighter flipped and turned, leading her and Flag, a pilot from the Samurai Squadron, towards Tamber's atmosphere. "Triton Flight; My sensors have picked up a modified Arcyn Starskipper emerging from the deep ocean on Tamber. Can you verify that it isn't one of ours?"

      "Confirmed, Ronin; that Starskipper is not one of ours," Lieutenant Neke said from Triton Flight Command. Dame had met him, he was a shorter man with kind eyes. It was something she wanted to do every time she started service on a new carrier, introduce herself to everyone in Flight Command so they knew her face. What he said next made her adventurous spirit stir. "Intelligence believes that may be Sol Bandit."

      "Acknowledged," Ronin said. "We're after it."

      The nose of their Uriels began to flame up as they continued entering Tamber's atmosphere. Sol Bandit was the code name for Order of Eden Admiral Lucius Wheeler, the greatest enemy of Haven Fleet. The scan results of the ship emerging from the ocean far, far below came up on her display. It was an Arcyn Starskipper with enhanced shields, plating and an improved wormhole system. "How are we proceeding?" she asked.

      "Disable and cover. Switch your guns to directed electromagnetic pulse mode. We're going to capture him," Ronin replied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      A New Legend

      

      Ronin, Flag and Dame were about to catch up to the Arcyn Starskipper when five sharp nosed Order of Eden fighters came down from orbit to knock them off its tail as it tried to get away under water. They started with missiles, which, at such a long range, were taken out by the turrets on the bellies of the Haven Fleet pilots' Uriel fighters. Then, showing a little impatience, Ronin entered a climb right at their enemies. "We've gotta knock these guys down quick."

      Dame followed, catching up as quickly as she could to his right. It was strange at first, charging at their enemies in a near perfect incline, but she got used to it quickly. Fast enough to train her guns on one of the Order fighters and assign her turret to fire at another.

      Flag's turret was targeting the same one hers was. "Fighter Three is having a really bad day!" he said over the communications channel as their enemy's shields failed. He went evasive as they tested his hull. The one Dame had her main guns on blasted her in return, taking her shields down to eighty-four percent.

      Her enemy wasn't so well shielded, however, and it only took one burst to knock their forward shields down, another pair of bursts to rip through the front of the fighter then through the cockpit, killing the pilot inside.

      Ronin fired three missiles at the rest of their enemies, raking them with his guns. His three targets exploded, their fireballs large and bright in the atmosphere, it wasn't something Flag or Dame were used to. She'd only spent thirty percent of her simulation time in atmospheres, a number she set herself so she could keep working on her adaptability. The simulations didn't do the fire, the noise and close feeling of things in oxygenated skies justice.

      The fighter that got away, the one she and Flag spooked with their turrets, was on the run, and she went after it. "I've got him." Dame announced.

      "Good, I'm after the Starskipper," Ronin said. "Flag, back her up."

      "Aye, he's movin'." Flag said, turning to follow her.

      He was talking about the fighter that was trying to get away, no doubt. The Arcyn Starskipper was moving much slower under water, but the ocean made a good shield. Electromagnetic pulse weapons and mini-missiles weren't effective, and the rounds from their guns had a high chance of exploding against the surface. The only thing that worked were their turrets, and they suffered a huge range decrease, all the way down to ninety-five metres.

      After making sure her quarry wasn't leading them to another group of fighters, Dame increased her throttle and locked on with missiles. Ronin might need backup, that old ship could still do damage if it went skyward, so she decided finishing the Order fighter off with missiles made more sense. She got within ideal range and launched five. They accelerated after the fighter as the pilot jinked towards the water then pulled up, launching countermeasures that scattered out behind him like a chain of bright stars. To her surprise, three of her missiles went after the decoys, exploding in great yellow-white clouds.

      Punching her throttle up, Dame opened up with her guns. That urged the pilot into a spin, then a turn. "Go back Ronin up, I've got this," Dame said, following his sad manoeuvres.

      "Nah, I got it," Flag said as he launched five of his own missiles from above.

      One of hers caught up with the enemy fighter, blasting its shields down to nothing. The second struck, sending it spinning sideways, and then Flag's missiles struck, sending the ship down as flaming rubble.

      "Sorry, sorta stole your kill there," Flag said.

      Before acknowledging him, she slowed and turned her fighter around in a sharp arc then accelerated to catch up with Ronin. "You wasted ammo, if anything, but it worked out. We needed to take that thing out fast so we can catch up to Ronin and find out if Sol Bandit is on board," she said, passing him.

      "No need to feel sore about it," Flag snickered.

      Dame rolled her eyes and refocused on the task at hand, activating her cloaking systems, which warned her that they wouldn't be effective at such high speeds in an atmosphere. "So much for that," she muttered to herself. When she caught up with Ronin, they were getting close to a land mass. He had his jamming systems on, stopping any transmissions from the Starskipper. His jamming noise looked exactly like the type the Order used. "Nice trick," she told him.

      "Just hoping the ships in orbit think it's one of their own using a jammer," Ronin said. "We don't need any more fighters coming to the defence of whoever this is. Switch your guns back to DEMP mode."

      Dame set her guns to fire directed electromagnetic pulses, hoping that they'd get a chance to use them. For a moment she wondered if the Arcyn Starskipper was on its way to some underwater tunnel. Things would get complicated if that was the case, they'd have to submerge, and she'd only used that mode once in simulation, then one other time when she was finishing her qualifications on the Uriel.

      The Arcyn Starskipper burst up from the water. Ronin, Flag and Dame opened fire, sending blue bolts of energy made to interfere with electronics and shields through the air between their Uriel fighters and their prey. The Starskipper led them to land, where a massive forest covered the unoccupied territory. It flew low, accelerating, its shields losing power by the second.

      "Where's he going?" Flag asked. "Maybe to that mountain range?"

      "Arcyn Starskipper, land so we may inspect your craft and your crew," Ronin said, using one of the shorter orders from the fleet manual. "We will disable your ship and you will crash if you continue to resist."

      The Starskipper flared its main thrusters and dipped even lower, accelerating along the treeline then turning into an arc. The forest below was set ablaze instantly, creating a firestorm that forced their sensors to recalibrate. Dame flipped her fighter upside down and pulled up, watching the enemy ship with her naked eye as she increased speed to keep up. Ronin and Flag were still coming around, they each had five older seeker missiles after them.

      Her scanners finished recalibrating, and the reason why they had to do so was made plain; the enemy ship was using Xetima fuel. The flashes that started the fires below were hot enough to melt stone. That would only mess with their scanning systems once.

      Flag was struck by two missiles; his shields were down to three percent. "Countermeasures!" Dame shouted.

      As if he had to be reminded that he had them, he launched a barrage of counterpunch missiles from the rear of his fighter. They were new, she'd never seen them used out of a simulator, but they were amazing, using guidance systems and simple thrusters to intercept incoming missiles. They worked.

      Ronin wasn't bothering with countermeasures, he kept his speed up, gained altitude and used the turret under his ship to fire back at the missiles as he out-climbed them. That left her alone with the Arcyn Starskipper, which was firing back at her with a small railgun turret. "No more warnings, Pilot," she transmitted, switching to lethal rounds and targeting the ship's main thrusters.

      With practiced control, Dame flipped her fighter so it was upright again and got her enemy in her sights. Some things felt exactly the same as they did in simulation. A missile warning flashed on her screen. Her auto turret opened fire and she launched a package of five counterpunch missiles, not five packages like Flag did. One missile struck her right in the middle of the cockpit, reducing her forward shields to twenty-four percent. Another was destroyed by her turret, and the last one went after the counterpunch missiles, which tore it to shreds.

      Her guns roared to life. Dame loved the sound of them in atmosphere, it was like the rapid pounding of war drums, and she watched as the Starskipper's shields failed. A single shot made it through, nearly striking the aft Xetima tank. If she broke through the armour there, the ship would go up in a violent fireball, there would be no survivors. Several high velocity rounds struck the nose shield of her fighter as both its missile racks opened, launching forty-two seeker missiles at once at her fellow pilots. The pilot for the Starskipper was smart enough not to launch at her again, she was flying so close that any strike would have done damage to her fighter and the Arcyn ship.

      Another barrage of turret fire raked the front of her Uriel, reducing her forward shields down to twelve percent. With a flick of her shield controls, Dame sent all power to her forward shields and blasted the turret. The little shield charge the Arcyn Starskipper managed to regain was gone in the first few rounds. It was a pleasure to watch the armour of the older ship spark, deform and collapse around the turret. The weapon emplacement itself stopped firing as its barrels turned into a twisted pair of tubes, and the transparent metal bubble was torn apart. Dame released her triggers as a rapid succession of explosions - like the illegal firecrackers she and her foster brothers and sisters used to make into rows - sent pieces of the ruined turret works out up above the ship.

      The Arcyn Starskipper faltered in the air for a moment, then kept flying. "We're evading," Ronin said. "Finish it off, the Fleet needs us in orbit."

      "I've got this," Dame said, seeing that Ronin and Flag were both still evading several Tornado Seeker Missiles. They were older, but fast, accurate, and some of them could keep up with the climb rate of their Uriels. Ronin still had ten on him while Flag had eighteen. "Dump the rest of your countermeasures and set your mini-missiles to chase those Tornados," she told Flag.

      To her surprise and dismay, one of the missile racks on the Arcyn Starskipper opened again, there were eleven missiles loaded. A missile warning flashed on her tactical display, indicating that they were all targeting her! Using as much instinct as skill, she reversed thrust and fired her guns at the launcher as they started coming up from their tubes. Some of the missiles were caught by her gunfire, the Arcyn Starskipper must have taken serious damage on their port side, but she knew she couldn't have hit all the projectiles. Less than two seconds later, as her fighter was surrounded by the Starskipper's smoke, her fears were confirmed by the sounds of missiles colliding with her shields. There wasn't time for any kind of countermeasure, her ship and her life were saved by her forward-facing shielding. If she hadn't focused the energy there moments before, that would have been her end. Instead, her fighter got away with some denting and scratching.

      The smoke cleared, her sensors showed the Starskipper going down ahead of her, and with teeth clenched in anger, she flew after it. The trail of destruction left behind by the enemy ship as it crashed through the trees, skidded through the dirt and came to rest as it smashed into a tall stone was easy to follow. "You guys all right up there?" she asked.

      "I'm good!" Flag replied, laughing. "I am so glad you're here, Dame."

      "On my way to you," Ronin said. "Looks like we're alone on this continent."

      Dame scanned the Starskipper thoroughly as she descended towards it, and when she was sure that the Xetima tanks were intact, she put her fighter down right beside the battered ship. No one was moving in the wreck. It was unlikely the pilot survived, judging from the crushed forward section. She reached behind her seat for her rifle, then remembered that she'd handed it off. "I'm going to see if there's anything worth putting into stasis aboard the wreck."

      "Wait, I'm coming down to you," Ronin said. "Flag, join the fleet."

      "All right, you guys have fun down there," Flag replied. "I'll see you in orbit."

      Knowing that seconds counted, Dame didn't listen to Ronin. Her sensors picked up DNA that matched Lucius Wheeler. "We got him," she breathed as she picked her way through the open side of the ship with her sidearm in hand. "Wait, I'm getting an energy reading."

      "Intelligence says he's a framework, capable of regenerating from almost anything," Ronin said. "Fall back."

      "There's a procedure for this," Edda said, quickly loading instructions to fabricate three shells with nanobot twenty-eight into the small launcher in her left command and control unit. "My tactical system says he's regenerating." Every soldier in Haven Fleet was trained to handle Frameworks if they went through the most recent training, especially if they looked through the materials for the Apex program. "I have to get to him before he's fully recovered."

      "You're right, but be careful. No one would blame you if you waited for me, I'll try to get down there as fast as I can," Ronin said.

      "Is there time?" Dame said, rushing to the Starskipper. "Can I afford to wait?"

      "No," Ronin replied. "Proceed with caution."

      With great care, Dame climbed into the main corridor that ran the length of the ship and scanned ahead. A quick burst of rounds struck her, blasting her shields, sending her backwards. Her energy barrier was reduced to five percent, she scrambled through a twisted doorway. It was Wheeler, he had a Knight rifle, it heated the air around it and its target so much that bedding from the captain's quarters was smouldering.

      Another burst put holes through the bulkhead just above her. He was charging. As he came through the door, rifle coming around to aim at her, Dame blasted him in the arm then the shoulder with her pistol. A single round from Wheeler's burst caught her in the hip, blasting through her shields, damaging the armour beneath and burning her enough to trigger emergency medication. He screamed then dropped his rifle. His bare shoulder was burnt through, leaving his arm hanging limp. Wheeler caught himself against the doorway then backed into the hallway, half falling. "God dammit! This is too much regenerating for one day!" he said, pained, frustrated.

      The medical treatment on Dame's hip hurt more than the burn as it itched, gave her the sensation that tiny snakes were moving under her skin, but Edda got to her feet and limped after Wheeler. In the hallway she grabbed the front of his tattered and torn suit before she threw him down. His shoulder was almost completely mended, but her hip was not, and she lost her balance, toppling onto him.

      Wheeler laughed. "They all fall for me."

      With the effects of the healing meds nearing their end, her hip almost completely fixed, Dame rose up onto her knees and pointed her sidearm at him. "Don't move."

      "I don't think we've met," Wheeler said, glancing at the weapon then focusing on her. "I don't know where they found you, but if you help me escape, I can get you major credit with the Order. You'll be rich, and with looks like that, you'll have your pick of friends. I can set you up so you'll be powerful, completely free."

      "You just made this easy," Edda said, firing a round from her left gauntlet at his bare shoulder. The nanobot round burst through the skin there, making a shallow, ragged hole the width of her thumb.

      Wheeler cried out in pain. "What the hell was that? A nano-round?"

      "Welcome back to humanity," Edda said with pleasure as she watched him start to lose consciousness.

      "Now you'll never be free," Wheeler said, his eyes closing, starting to lose focus. "You'll be a legend."
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      Losing Ground

      

      "Shields are back up to twelve percent," Tactical Officer Dormen called from his station.

      Admiral Jessica Rice checked her ship status display and saw that his announcement applied to the entire ship, not just one section. That was better than anyone could expect. "Helm, keep us rotating so we can spread the damage from those long-range attacks out," her First Officer ordered.

      "Acknowledged," the lead Helmsman replied.

      There were heavy capitol ships firing at them from long range, but more importantly, the Sunspire had gotten too close to the last Order of Eden Cruiser in orbit around Tamber. In a way it was a good move; it gave the other four ships in her battlegroup time to regenerate their shields and address minor damage. It wasn't her style, though. The Sunspire was the lead ship, it should not have been the one to close within three kilometres to pound the cruiser's hull, then it's internal structure with every gun they had. The thrill of showing the Order the difference between a ship like the Sunspire - a proven design with advanced upgrades that were well thought out - and their heavy cruiser design - a ship that was made to match a dreadnaught but still a war machine built with little attention to the needs of each individual ship - was a privilege. There was still a firefight going on at relatively close range as the Citadel ships fought from only a few thousand kilometres away. "Admiral McPatrick," she said to Oz's hologram. "The Citadel ships aren't sacrificing themselves here for nothing. They have the ability to break away and flee."

      "They're distracting us," Oz replied, his hologram nodding, glitching for a moment as he nodded. "Doing damage while the rest of the battlegroups in the system are making their way here, taking pot shots from long range."

      "Exactly. We are out of time," Admiral Rice said. "If this were a Strategist game table, I'd predict the Order want to take at least one major ship. They want our technology and enough intelligence to locate the War Forge."

      "I wouldn't bet against that guess," Oz said. "The Triton will take the lead in finishing these Citadel carriers off while you wrap everything else up."

      "Aye," Admiral Rice said. The charge level of the Sunspire's shields jumped to fifteen, then dropped to seven percent on their forward shields. The Citadel vessels were going after their landing bays. "Inform the fleet that our hangars are closed for business," she ordered.

      A glance at her overall tactical display confirmed what she already suspected; nine Order of Eden battlegroups, each with a heavy cruiser and at least eleven destroyers were closing in on Tamber. Their interdiction systems were powered up, the ships carrying them were being shielded by the rest of the group.

      Her group protected the Pelican, which was still in low orbit around Tamber, receiving the last of the shuttles and proving to be a powerful torpedo and gun platform in its own right. "We're running out of miracles," Jessica said to herself as she checked the status of all five of her Sunspire Class Dreadnaughts. They were all fighting, but the Sentinel had a through-and-through hole in its aft section. The shields were still weakened there thanks to a several missing emitters, and it was using the Guardian, its sister ship, for cover. That wouldn't last long in a direct fight with so many Order of Eden ships. Emergency crews were already out on the hull of the Sentinel, placing temporary emitters and wiring them up to make up for the ones that were destroyed. It was a good measure, but it might not be good enough.

      The Triton, along with eight Haven Fleet destroyers, were being forced in closer to Tamber, but they had managed to heavily damage one of the Citadel ships, forcing it to retreat. Admiral McPatrick's hologram was giving orders aboard the Triton. His volume was reduced because he wasn't speaking directly to her, but she listened in as she checked through the Tactical reports on her control board. "Reload all functioning torpedo bays and fire at Citadel Carrier Two. I need our beam systems back up, now, Lieutenant. We need to keep that things' shields down. After this volley, we're switching to long range, we need to start on those approaching battlegroups."

      He was right. Taking the two Order of Eden cruisers and their accompanying destroyer group out was easy compared to the problems they were about to have. If they didn't start giving the battlegroups closing in on Tamber hell, they'd be completely trapped. "Ma'am; the Pelican reports that the last of the rescue ships are aboard. Haven Shore and the Nafalli internment camps have been cleared. The Nafalli ships from the surface are mooring now, securing for transit. They will be jumping out in fifty seconds."

      "That's it, then," Admiral Rice said, opening a channel to Admiral Valent. "Jake, we're finished here. Our primary mission is complete. We have eleven minutes before every battlegroup in the solar system is surrounding and effectively blockading Tamber. I'm about to order the retreat."

      "Good, we're about to break into the bunker down here."

      "You don't have time, blast it on your way out," Admiral Rice said.

      "There could be a couple hundred citizens down there, a few of the people we rescued confirmed that the Order may have been using it as a makeshift prison."

      "Then don't blow it," Admiral Rice said, knowing that Jacob Valent wouldn't leave the storage bunker behind for the Order of Eden to explore. They still weren't sure if their inventory of the multi-level subterranean installation was complete, there could be important secrets inside. "Just get your asses star-side now!"

      "Understood, you're right, we'll get to orbit as soon as we can get clear," Admiral Valent replied.

      "Hurry, I don't…" Admiral Rice started, but was interrupted by her tactical officer.

      "Admiral, a new group of heavy drones are coming in fast, they're emitting interdiction pulses."

      "Mark them as our main priority for our Gunnery Captain. Orient the ship for maximum coverage facing their launch trajectory. How many are there?" she asked, checking her tactical system.

      "Over a hundred so far. We will be unable to use any faster than light technology in nineteen seconds."

      Admiral Rice used the arm control on her seat to order the Pelican to make an emergency jump as she said; "Communications; send this message to the War Forge: 'Rescue mission update; the rescue fleet is trapped. Do not assist.' Send it with our current sensor data and logs using the quad drive system now."

      "Sent," Dobson, her lead communications officer said almost immediately after she gave the instruction. He was always good, not the hacker that the lead on the Merciless was, but he was always quick, clear and had an amazing ear. "Confirmation of receipt is in," he told her. "They have our message, and now we are unable to use that system for communications."

      The tactical hologram updated, showing that the Pelican jumped, leaving three Nafalli ships behind. They weren't civilian vessels, but corvette class ships over a hundred metres long, each filled to the brim with survivors. "Turn us towards Tamber and open our hangars. We need to take those ships on board, let the civilians off so they can be re-launched for combat. Signal the rest of my battlegroup to cover us."

      "We're trapped," Admiral McPatrick's hologram told her specifically. "Our anti-fighter guns are taking some of those drones out, but we won't be able to make a hole before those interdictor ships are in range. This is a new kind of thinking, it looks like they're pretty sure they'll win."

      The guns aboard the Sunspire had been firing heavy rounds for the better part of an hour, their torpedo tubes were constantly pushing deadly projectiles out into space, and the ship's beam weapons drained the shields of every vessel that came close enough. Every ship in her group was doing the same, and the first line of Order of Eden responders, mostly destroyers then a pair of carriers, had been reduced to rubble. Admiral McPatrick's destroyer group was on the verge of finishing off the second Citadel ship, burning and blasting a hole right down through its gunnery deck. As a fleet, they weren't in terrible shape, not by far, but the long-range attacks were about to begin in earnest. The Rassaaga and the Merciless were on their way back up after taking no damage, but that still didn't balance the scales. The Order were about to bring over a hundred capitol ships to bear, and they were holding carrier groups back. They probably already launched hundreds of fighters that were moving from one position to the next, staying behind obstructions on their way to Tamber so they could get closer than the last large fighter group that was sent after them.

      Stealth was not an option for the Sunspire or any Haven Fleet ship. Any vessel that wanted to cloak effectively would have to stop firing every weapon they had, including their point defence guns, which were stopping heavy torpedoes and fighters from overwhelming them. If a ship survived that, it wouldn't be without taking heavy damage. Damage that would probably render their cloaking systems ineffective.

      There was a solution, and it wasn't pretty, but she'd need every bit of firepower they could muster. They had to break the blockade as soon as possible with a fast, brutal rush.

      The second Citadel ship's main power systems went off line. Its gunnery deck was silent, now a gallery of corpses trapped in twisted machinery. It was already drifting away from Tamber orbit as lifeboats - white and blue oval ships - started launching from all sides. "Scan Citadel Two. Are some of the crew still at their stations?"

      "Scanning," reported a woman from her Sciences station. "Hundreds are staying behind, making no move to the escape pods."

      "Could they make repairs? Could that ship be operational in twenty hours or less?"

      "Yes," answered her lead Engineering Officer. "Just a guess, but that ship could be repaired, ready to fire torpedoes and missiles, perhaps even capable of faster than light travel in about a day. There are still thousands of crewmembers aboard."

      "No Geist, though?" she asked Oz's hologram.

      "No, I don't sense a thing," he replied.

      "Ask Merciless Communications if they could send drones out to begin hacking its systems. We want to wipe out the remaining crewmembers and take control of that ship, just in case."

      "Aye," Commander Dobson said.

      "Oh, and inform Admiral Valent; There are lifeboats on their way down to Haven Shore. The occupants are armed," she ordered, hoping that he wouldn't let them delay his retreat. They were trapped, yes, but Admiral Valent wasn't as helpful on the ground anymore. He'd directed the evacuation expertly, no one could expect better, but that task was complete. It was time for him to take his place in command of a ship. They'd probably need his kind of aggressive tactical mind soon.

      "Hangar one reports that all three Nafalli corvettes have landed. They're practically on top of each other, but they're moored well enough," Admiral Rice's First Officer reported.

      Every ship in Admiral Rice's group of five Sunspire Class vessels finished switching to long range mode, and they joined the Triton in firing at the encroaching Order of Eden ships. A second later a much larger response came from the enemy battlegroups. A hail of torpedoes, heavy missiles, and high-speed shells were about to cross each other in space. In only seconds, they would be pummelled, even though they were taking evasive action. "Drain our beam weapon systems, send all power to shields," she ordered quietly. A moment later their overall shield systems reported an increase to seventy-nine percent. The Guardian was having more trouble, however, theirs were still only at twenty-eight. "Put us in position between the enemy fleet and the Guardian and keep firing everything we've got. Give each of the destroyers carrying interdiction systems a full volley. We need to make a hole."
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      The Dread and Hope of It All

      

      The embrace of deep, blissful sleep was broken too soon. Ayan's command and control bracers were sending an emergency signal up her arms. She opened her eyes and looked at Laura, who was snoozing in a little cove of covers surrounding her so she couldn't roll off the bed.

      The memory of the beginning of their nap came back to her, and despite the sense of urgency being pushed to her mind, it made her smile. She'd dozed off watching her daughter drift off, it was amazing how they were so in sync sometimes. Daisy entered the room in almost complete silence. "I was alerted that you needed my help. There's an emergency?" She spoke through the sub-dermal communicator in Ayan's ears, her mouth moving but making no noise in the room.

      Ayan stroked Laura's face gently then slipped off the bed, still in full uniform. "I was just about to see what the emergency was."

      "Admiral Limeen Doolth arrived early, she's waiting in your living room. I'm afraid she came in while I was out of your quarters and she saw you and Laura sleeping. She is apologetic, but couldn't stop going on about how adorable you two were."

      That was typical of Limeen, who was endlessly curious about how people were with their families. Lamonthe's single status was probably the biggest reason why the Nafalli admiral didn't trust him, but not the only reason. Ayan and Laura's relationship seemed enchanting, though, and it didn't surprise Ayan that Limeen snuck a peek at them in their natural habitat, even if it meant she had to use her credentials to gain access. "Some of our allies don't have the same boundaries we do," Ayan whispered as she looked at the summary line of the emergency report on her left command and control unit.

      

      THE RESCUE FLEET IS TRAPPED. DO NOT ASSIST.

      

      With urgency, Ayan brought a personal hologram of the critical details up in front of her. It took seconds for her to see that the conditions surrounding the Triton, the destroyer group, and the Sunspire group were about to turn from critical to catastrophic. Not even those over-built, over-powered ships could break through the line the Order was drawing around Tamber. "Daisy," Ayan said in a whisper. "Can you quietly secure Laura? We may have to go on high alert. Make sure the rest of the children and civilians join you in small groups."

      "I'll begin immediately," Daisy said, gently picking Laura up. The babe stirred, then wailed as though she'd been stuck with a needle. "Oh, she did not want to be moved," Daisy cooed. It was still strange to Ayan that the android looked exactly like her, but it must have brought some comfort to Laura, who practically had two mothers. "It's all right, here you go." As the android spoke her civilian vacsuit made a comfortable sling pocket for Laura, and Daisy slipped her inside expertly. "I'm already signalling the nearest caretakers in the sequence to gather their charges and bring them to secure areas." The words were spoken soothingly to Laura, but the message was for Ayan. "You should reconsider moving your quarters there."

      "Thank you, Daisy. And you know that the secure shelter is for everyone who can't fight, not just officers. "

      "Of course, we wrote the program together. I won't bring it up again. I'll contact you if there are any problems," the android said, sending Ayan her own reassuring smile as she crossed the room with near inhuman grace.

      If the emergency program worked, the majority of the most vulnerable people in the fleet would already be in the safest places on the War Forge before panic could set in. It was an ideal situation at the moment; the main fleet wasn't in danger yet. They had time to get behind an unprecedented number of layers of armour. All those things only reassured Ayan a little. Being separated from Laura still worried her deeply, but that was the plight of a soldier.

      With a quick look at herself in a mirrored section of her bedroom wall, she began to shift her mentality from mother to admiral. By the time she was finished tying her red ringlets back, her military clarity had returned. A few strides took her out into her living room where she met Admiral Doolth and Leon. "Unlo was right," she said, sending the whole terabyte of data from the Sunspire's emergency report up around them in drifting holograms. There were hundreds of logs, ship system overlooks for every active vessel, recordings of the engagement so far, and every other tactically relevant piece of information she could want. "Organize this into a tactical report," she told her silent assistant software. The mess of thousands of holographic images and information panels coalesced into a few dozen with a tactical map in the middle. "Bring up the predictive timeline," Ayan said, pointing to an empty space above the tactical map of the Haven System. An image with metrics stretched over several hours appeared.

      "What was Admiral Kulsh right about?" Admiral Doolth asked, stroking the fur under her chin as she looked around at the summarized reports.

      "The rescue mission couldn't stick to a strict time limit, so every Order of Eden ship in the solar system is responding. They're trapped."

      "'Do not assist,'" Admiral Doolth read aloud. "The overriding instruction from your mother, who is the most experienced member of the Admiralty."

      "That doesn't mean she's always right," Ayan said. "I know I didn't say much when we were putting this plan together, but it felt wrong to me. It felt like we should have been planning to take the solar system back, not rushing in, getting our people, then jumping out. There are too many civilians in cities that we didn't get a chance to help left behind."

      "Most of the people there were part of a criminal element," Leon reminded as he looked through the situational data around them. He kept looking back at the short timeline. That was good, it was a sign he was starting to understand her way of thinking.

      "That includes the thousands of people who are being supressed by crime bosses. People who couldn't make it to one of our outposts for help because they were being watched or restrained," Ayan corrected. "Those people need help more than anyone."

      "You believe we should respond with military force now?" Admiral Doolth asked. Her question was a challenge, but there was sympathy in her big, dark eyes, and her muzzle twitched involuntarily.

      "I do, and I'll show you why once the other Admirals are online." The status of her display system showed that Admiral Lamonthe had just started reviewing the emergency report. Admiral Kulsh started examining it before Ayan did, and the other two Admirals weren't in range. She brought them into her discussion virtually, creating holograms of them as they were and linking them all together in one conversation.

      Kulsh was walking through the classified research section of the War Forge. "Admirals," he said, his broad, slick Mergillian features set in a serious expression.

      Lamonthe appeared in one of the smallest swim briefs she'd ever seen with a towel over his shoulder. He was dripping, in surprisingly good shape. A squeaking laugh made its way through the hands she put over her nose when Admiral Doolth saw him.

      "Sorry," he said with no sign of bashfulness. "I'm fresh from the pool," he said, tapping the band of his briefs so they expanded into a full vacsuit. "I'm catching up as fast as I can."

      "The overview is this: A small but powerful fleet of our ships has executed Phase Seven with the purpose of rescuing as many Haven Citizens and Soldiers as possible," Admiral Kulsh explained. "They have successfully completed parts one and two of that plan, getting every vulnerable citizen off Haven Shore Island and saving nearly all the Nafalli trapped on Tamber. They failed to do so in time, and now they are surrounded by interdictors. Somehow, the Order of Eden has managed to shrink that technology down to fit inside drones and only eight times the size of a Uriel fighter. Our ships are about to be overrun. Some of our most important commanders are vulnerable, including Admiral Rice who has made it clear that any kind of rescue attempt should not be made."

      It was characteristic of him to be clear, but unlike him to be cold about it. Nevertheless, it only helped Ayan remain focused. "Minuteman," Ayan addressed, and an icon of a box with lines trailing behind it appeared in front of her. "Calculate the most likely progression of events for the entire fleet over the next three days," she said, watching her timeline shift and change.

      "That wasn't in my Command Software Toolkit," Lamonthe said with a chuckle, his hologram watching the timeline graphic.

      "That's because it's addictive, almost as much as direct computer to brain interface. I only use this predictive software when I have a real need for it," Ayan said. The future timeline data finished rendering. "Using the data we have, if we don't do anything to help, every Admiral will be dead by this time tomorrow."

      "Surely some will be captured," Admiral Kulsh said. "Admiral McPatrick, perhaps?"

      Ayan poked the strand that represented his actions across the timeline and a detailed report of his death appeared including fabricated security footage. "He leads a team aboard one of the Order of Eden Heavy Cruisers and manages to take the bridge. He uses it to give the Triton a chance to escape, destroying a carrier, eight destroyers and several dozen smaller Order ships. He dies as he's escaping that ship, saving most of the incursion team that volunteered for the boarding mission. They manage to return, but Oz… Admiral McPatrick is destroyed with the ship. Do you want me to show you the rest?"

      "No," Lamonthe said. This was a personal failure for him. While he didn't think the rescue mission was prudent at first, he was convinced it could work by the end, and everyone knew he had uncharacteristically high hopes for success. "I'm guessing the lower ranks don't fare as well."

      Ayan moved into day two of the timeline. "At this point, the overall accuracy of this predictive system is only ninety-four percent, but it's enough to see that there's a high likelihood that space and air superiority is eventually won by the Order of Eden. Thousands of our soldiers make it to the ground, where they take cover and begin to rally, turning most areas of military significance on Tamber into kill zones for anyone who crosses through the airspace or actually makes it to land. That's when the Order wipes the moon clean of all life, bombarding it from orbit." The surface of Tamber caught fire at the poles, the equator and in the middle of each major land mass. Over the space of a few seconds, the surface flashed over completely, leaving no green and very little blue behind. "As for captures, well, it's predicted that the Order will get their hands on two Captains, five Commanders and nearly five hundred other lower ranking officers. Most of them will eventually succumb to forced mind scanning, most of those will be irreparably scarred."

      "I see that fourteen hundred and fifty-six of our people escape," Admiral Doolth said, pointing at a detail node at the end of the two-day mark on the timeline.

      "Thirteen are Nafalli," Lamonthe said quietly, it was perhaps a show of respect for the Nafalli Admiral.

      "They fight to the death," Doolth said, letting the holographic node go so it could shrink back down. "Such a high chance of that."

      "You had contact with the Victory Machine," Lamonthe said to Ayan. "You know how incorrect any technology that embraces the idea of fate or prescience can be. There are always unlikely surprises."

      "I've also seen things come true when I was sure the timing and the conditions were completely wrong. My daughter is the prime example. I had a choice to make, but when I saw her, all choice was gone. There was no doubt that I'd adopt her. The machine saw that our paths would cross and showed me the choice I'd make. I was right to doubt it, but wrong to eliminate that as a possibility because I thought the time it was supposed to happen in was past. Besides, this machine is pure mathematics. That's why it's effective and dangerously addictive. You ask it enough questions and you start trusting it too much, you stop thinking for yourself."

      "I understand," Admiral Kulsh and Lamonthe said in near unison. "Then why bring it up now? Why show it to us?" Lamonthe asked.

      "Because it will save us time. Every second we spend considering whether or not we send help, what level of response we use if we do, is costing lives," Ayan said. "And I am going to argue for the complete dedication of all of our forces to retaking the Haven System."

      "Yes!" Admiral Doolth said, shaking her fist. "We have fifteen Nafalli Battlecruisers with the fleet now. Most of them are old, but they're serviceable, most of them have boarding craft and five times the number of warriors we need to fill every one of them. More than that; most of them already have shield upgrades and quad drives. It would take minutes to get the rest ready with portable drives so they can keep up with most of the fleet. We will be counted as warriors in this fight."

      "It's true: the whole fleet is larger than ever, especially with the arrival of our Mergillian allies. Most of the Haven ships are being led by green crews, however, so I wonder if we should try to hold the Haven system once we've saved the Phase Seven Fleet in orbit around Tamber."

      "I am guessing that whoever is in command of the forces in the Haven System, is hoping our rescue attempt turns into a battle for the Haven System. That is an ideal situation for the Order. They'll know where we are, our ships will be damaged, and we know the Order has reinforcements on the way to the Cluster. They'll be able to take their time in coordinating and hit us with one major strike. It could be the invasion all over again," Ayan said before smiling a little. "It's the ideal situation for them if we don't have the ability to put together a real, viable defence, which hundreds of people in the fleet have been working on. What if we could turn it into a fortress? A real protected system for enemies of the Order to gather and regroup?"

      "A fine dream," Admiral Kulsh said.

      It was early, there had been only virtual tests done, but Ayan knew it was time to unveil something that her team had been developing even before they were driven out of the Haven System. "Bring up the overview for T.H.O.R," she told the computer system. A larger, more savage looking defence satellite appeared in the middle of the room. It had two main barrels along with several smaller ones set between other launcher and scanning systems. "This is the True Home Oversight Array, or T.H.O.R., for short. I know, the acronym is a stretch, but it was meant to be a code name while it was in development. Anyway, it's the evolution of the orbital defence system we had in place around Tamber, capable of projecting powerful shields, moving to positions where its most effective, and it can use data gathered from quad drive technology to determine friend or foe then fire on them at a range of a single light year. Using common wormhole technology, it can reach targets up to fifteen light years away. New Lorander power systems, our combat artificial intelligence programming and several other technologies make this possible. The War Forge can produce functional but not fully featured Thor units right now. It would have a pair of Prometheus beams that can fire for forty-eight minutes at a time, and two racks of standard Hammerheads, each rack would be fully loaded with two-hundred-twenty-five of those torpedoes. They would be shielded, and mobile with artificial intelligence that would take commands from secure sources and assist allied ships on their own if they saw they were in danger."

      "How fast can you produce these?" Admiral Kulsh asked in surprise.

      "Twenty-six every nine minutes," Admiral Doolth told him. "Remarkable. They wouldn't be fully armed?"

      "Right, the wormhole and other long-range systems wouldn't be installed. That would quadruple the time needed to complete each one even if we used our supply of exotic materials. For this use, I think we can live without, and any surviving units can be put through the manufacturing lines again for repairs and completion. If we surround the Haven System with these once it's retaken, our chances of holding it increase. Using our latest long range, trans-dimensional scanner systems will give us the early warning capabilities we need to defend it."

      "I saw the files on all this technology," Lamonthe said. "Most of the sensor and long-range systems won't be ready for weeks. The wormhole enabled torpedo launching system won't be really serviceable for months."

      "All the technology is viable. The only reason why it's not ready right now is because we didn't think we'd find a new home to defend for some time, even then, we hoped secrecy would give us a chance to finish testing and set a network of them up. If we focus on this, a final version can be ready in days, maybe a week." If we all forgo sleep, Ayan thought. "As it is, we can start making a version that won't be function complete, but will provide critical support. They'll be un-hackable, too. The military encryption and artificial intelligence make it impossible to break into remotely and cracking into one on site is highly unlikely because they have the same protections as our quad drives."

      Lamonthe thought for a moment, all the other Admirals looking at him. "I admit my heart is influencing my opinion, but I vote we take the Haven System back and use every resource we have to defend it. If we can light a fire right in the middle of the Cluster, a beacon for everyone in the galaxy to see, people will come."

      "I want to see what your prediction system says about this," Admiral Kulsh said, wiping a hand down the middle of his smooth head.

      Ayan nodded. "Minuteman, show me how the timeline changes if every Haven Fleet ship with a quad drive departs for the Haven System in one hour. We'll be using portable drives on ships without the system, and the War Forge will create the dimensional path ahead of the fleet. Add as many THOR units as the fabrication systems can make before arrival."

      A few seconds later, the timeline was redrawn. The results were flipped, and several victory conditions were met within an hour of the fleet arriving. "That is what I was afraid of," Admiral Kulsh said, his hologram highlighting the death toll for Haven Allies. "Over eight thousand Mergillian casualties. Every other ally will suffer half as many. My government won't abide this."

      "Redraw with only the Mergillian ships that have been upgraded in the attack force," Ayan said. The casualties went down into the low hundreds while the rest went up less than a thousand collectively. "I understand," she told him. "The warships that just joined us don't measure up to the kind of power the Order has in the Haven System right now. They can stay behind while the three battleships that have been upgraded join the fight, as far as I'm concerned."

      "It makes us look weak; several unmodified Nafalli battlecruisers will be joining you, not to mention the destroyer class ships they'll be bringing," Admiral Kulsh countered.

      "You and your government have the understanding of the Admiralty if this is a mission you can't participate in, we can't offer more," Lamonthe said. "You may hold your vote so we can hear from Admiral Doolth."

      "I vote we attack. With the rest of the Admiralty trapped or out of range, that brings us to a majority decision to proceed with an assault, does it not?" she asked with uncharacteristically official tone.

      Ayan thought about it. The Admirals who could vote included her mother, Admiral Rice, who voted nay by ending her report with; 'Do not assist.' The rest of the Admirals who were available were in the room, either holographically or physically, and that included Lamonthe, Doolth and herself, who were voting to attack, and Kulsh, who was holding his vote. No matter how he voted, they were going. "Agree to send your upgraded ships in and you save face with your government along with Haven Fleet," she told Kulsh. "I'd allow that as a compromise so your people can remain in the alliance."

      "I will abstain, holding all Mergillian ships behind to guard the ships that this fleet leaves behind until they can be retrieved," he said. "Good luck with this fight, I wish my people were better equipped."

      "That's a critical role, thank you," Admiral Doolth said to him. "I recommend we accept that as the Mergillians fulfilling their role in the alliance for now."

      Ayan didn't like seeing any member of their young alliance abstaining from participating in an action the majority voted to take, but it was something she'd have to bring up again later. "I'll accept that, but we'll be examining that decision more closely in the future."

      "I agree with Admiral Anderson," Lamonthe said. "For now, we only have time to discuss the brave."

      Admiral Doolth looked to Ayan and spoke politely. "Begin producing your mobile defence machines. We'll pass the word so the fleet readies itself. In one hour, we'll set out for the Haven System."

      "We'll have to give part of the fleet more time," Ayan said. "The main fleet will stick to the one-hour clock, the rest will follow a half hour later. That'll give all our major fighting ships a chance to install portable quad drives and get ready."

      "Haven Fleet will lead this charge," Lamonthe said. "I'll get to work organizing the battlegroups."

      "The Nafalli will provide significant reinforcements," Doolth added. "My people will enter this fray with verve."
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      The Bunker

      

      "The fleet is trapped between Tamber and nine Order Battlegroups. Interdiction pulses are making faster than light retreat from orbital space impossible," Agameg reported passively from the bridge, his voice clear in Jake's ear.

      The dirt to his left exploded upward in a fan of black and red-hot specks as he rushed to a thick pillar. He was pretty sure it was once a support for the high-speed rail. The Order Knights holding the entrance of the bunker were dogged in their defence, and they had those famous rifles, the kind that could put rounds through a civilian hull as though it was made of tissue paper. "Go reinforce the Sunspire Group and the Triton. We're pinned down here. Any shuttle you send down will get wrecked before it reaches land."

      "Acknowledged, Admiral," Agameg replied. "We are ascending."

      "Good hunting up there, I'll tell you the moment we can risk a pickup." Jake said, watching Remmy and Dot come running to him, firing at the bunker as they moved. Ever since the Sky Queen went down, things started taking a bad turn. They managed to keep the Order Knights occupied enough so the last civilians they could locate were off the island, but they still couldn't use the highest settings on their weapons because they weren't sure if there were civilians in the bunker. It resulted in most of his people getting pinned down behind slowly eroding cover.

      "God dammit! I wish we could just call for an air strike on these bastards," Remmy said.

      "You're starting to sound like Frost," Jake said with a chuckle, looking at his tactical scanner. The bunker was a black blob, the Order managed to turn the sensor jammers on. They were built into the facility when it was constructed by Haven Fleet. He wondered if anyone thought about the possibility that the enemy might use it against them.

      "I heard that," Frost said. "You're making me proud, Remmy."

      "Ignore him," Stephanie said. "We're almost in position on the west side of the bunker entrance. So far the Knights haven't shown that they've seen through our stealth."

      "We're having the same experience on the east side, there is no sign that they're aware of our approach," Alaka said. "The jungle is on fire, though. It's spreading quickly."

      Fires were a danger that everyone agreed would come up if fighting dragged out, and Jake was unhappy to see it starting. They had been on the moon for too long, the effort to make sure they got all their people off the island was on the verge of failing. That was, if there were hostages in the bunker. The Fleet already saw the mission as a success so far, but Jake didn't want to risk leaving anyone behind. He knew what captivity was like, he would spare anyone that experience. Even still, they had to hurry. If they weren't ready when the Fleet found a way to break through the blockade, his people would be left behind. "This island will be scarred by what happens here, there's nothing we can do about that now. We have to get close enough for a good scan then bust into that bunker."

      "So, we're taking it soon?" Remmy asked. The crater behind them had the remainder of their force, a hundred and thirty-seven heavily armoured soldiers. They were safe, under cover, but that was about to change.

      "The fleet is stuck here, and we'll lose pilots if we call transports in. Even worse if we try to break orbit on our own," Jake said. "We're taking those Knights out."

      "There are sixty-three of them by our count," Dotty said. The woman was a giant, and a great infantry commander. Jake would have to promote her soon, set her up with her own squad. "There are about three hundred Order Soldiers supporting them, but those scans were taken by a sensor ball we sent in. We can't trust anything with the jammers running. I know exactly where the controls are, but we need to shoot our way to them."

      "Thanks, Dot. We'll try to get you there," Jacob said. Stephanie and Frost were almost in position with their thirty-nine soldiers, and Alaka was in position with his seventeen Nafalli. Most of them were in the heaviest armour Haven had, loaded down with extra shielding and beam weapons that would look at home on a starfighter. "All right," Jake said. "We're rushing. Launch shield drones," he ordered.

      Thirty-five of his troops carried them. They were hundred-fifty-kilogram drones that projected shield barriers so Jake's soldiers could rush behind them. They soundlessly hovered overhead, stopping over Jake, Remmy and Dot as he ordered them to split up so they could each lead a third of the force. "All right, spread out and lead the rush," Jake said.

      Remmy and Dot ran to either side of him, each taking a third of the drones with them, their shields holding against the explosive rounds fired by the Order Knights from the heavy cover the bunker provided. "Charge!" Jake cried, rushing from behind cover, holding his fire as the shield barriers in front of him shimmered and flickered as a barrage of heavy rounds struck them.

      In a few seconds he was surrounded by his fellow troops, their shields merging with his so they'd be well protected once the drones were destroyed or their capacitors were depleted. "Fire broad suppression rounds once we close to thirty metres," he ordered. It was an infantry rush unlike he'd ever seen. Over a hundred soldiers in heavy armour based on a design he invented while he was still the captain of the Samson charged in a line with Remmy, Dot and him. Their augmented strength and speed allowed them to cover ground at a rate that seemed ferocious. Their ground pounding boots made the terrain rumble underfoot. The Order Knights kept firing, but their focus was on the drones above Jake's soldiers. That was a mistake.

      With few rounds exploding in front of the rushing soldiers, they were clear to begin firing slower moving suppression rounds. "EMP rounds!" he ordered, and the charging line lit up as every soldier sighted an Order Knight and sent electromagnetic pulse rounds their way. Jake performed a hard scan using every sensor his groups' armour had and was happy to see real results. The scan wave was stronger than the jamming signals. The ground floor of the bunker was filled with Order soldiers, and they were running towards the door. The Knights retreated off to the side. "Incoming! We have a few hundred Order of Eden regulars coming from the bunker!"

      The great hole left by a blast from the Merciless that melted the double doors and more was filled by Order Soldiers then. They wore the equivalent of old Freeground military vacsuit armour but their weapons could do real damage. They were Haven Fleet standard issue infantry rifles from the bunker's armoury. "Switch to lethal rounds! I didn't see any sign of civilians," Jake ordered. "It's time to show these bastards why we call our rifles Knight Killers."

      The Order soldiers managed to do a little damage to the shields projected by their drones, but it turned into a massacre as Jake's soldiers ripped into them with energy pulse rounds that were made to burn through medium armour. The Order soldiers were trying to counter-charge through a choke point, it made it easy for Jake's people to focus on the seven or eight that came through at a time. Even as he fired a string of energy rounds through the melted doors, he wished they'd surrender. They were fighting a lost cause. Their knights were using them as fodder.

      "Jake, is there a sally port on this bunker?" Frost asked.

      "It's not on the blueprint," Jake replied.

      "I see it; There's a group of Knights trying to get out on our side," Stephanie said.

      "Stop them with prejudice," Jake ordered.

      An explosion filled the air, followed by a yellow-red plume of fire and smoke over sixty metres away. "Well, we scattered those Knights, and they know we're here, so…"

      "Charge them and finish the job," Jake said, seeing the surface scan of the western side of the bunker. They didn't so much close the door, but whoever was on their way out was probably dead. Thirty-five soldiers firing on them with Knight Killer rifles through another, smaller choke point would make the knights easy prey, especially since everyone knew how to put them down for good. It wasn't a terrible gamble on the Knights' part, sending all their normal soldiers out to distract Haven Infantrymen while they escaped out the side door, but it didn't work out. "Alaka, any sign of a sally port on your side?"

      "Nothing, we just did a surface scan. There isn't so much as a crack in the bunker armour here," he said.

      "Good, move closer to the front of the bunker and hold. I want you to keep scanning for any new openings in that side." Jake didn't need their heavy firepower, not yet. "Oh, and watch the sky."

      "Aye, Admiral," Alaka replied.

      The bodies in front of the bunker were stacking up at a horrific rate, and the enemy charge was slowing. Jake was about to lower his rifle when a blast of light cut through the Order soldiers from behind and struck his shield barrier. Three of his drones failed, showering everything around them in sparks as their systems overloaded. The seven he had left made up for it in time to stop the next bolt of energy from cutting into his soldiers. "Rush the door!" he ordered, activating his thrusters and zig-zagging to the bunker in seconds, colliding with the unyielding metal cladding to the right of the main doors. Most of his soldiers did the same, but a few were caught by a bolt of white fire as it was flung from inside the bunker. One soldier was killed instantly, two others were incapacitated, their armour barely saving them from the white-hot plasma shot.

      The last soldiers caught on open ground scattered instead of hurling themselves at the bunker as Jake and the majority of their fellows did. Another bolt shot out, damaging two of his people's armour as it missed narrowly. Jake took the opportunity to toss all three of his cluster grenades into the bunker. "Fire in the hole!"

      The unique springing, popping sound of eighty-six small grenades separating from each other, filling every corner of the bunker entrance, preceded the ensuing destructive chaos of explosions by three seconds. As soon as his tactical system reported that all twenty-eight of the pellet sized explosives went off, Jake moved inside. "On me!"

      The moment he was through the melted bunker doors his armour reported a sudden drain on his shields, something got behind him. He whirled, activating the nanoblade built into his left gauntlet. It was a Citadel trooper in blackout armour that made him look more like a shadow than a man. How he survived the grenades he set off, Jake didn't have time to guess.

      The Citadel soldier was pressing an energized nanosword of his own against Jake's shields, it was so effective that they were almost gone. Sparks and fitful blue flames spat from the point of contact. Dropping his rifle against his chest where it affixed, Jake grabbed the soldier's wrists and slashed at his arms with his gauntlet blade, severing them both. "I have a captive here," he announced as he fired three stun rounds at the soldier then rolled his sleeve up and injected him with emergency stasis medication. It was then that he noticed framework systems regenerating the limbs. Without a moments' hesitation, he dropped the soldier, grabbed his rifle and set it to fire electrically charged explosive rounds made to kill that type of regenerating foe. Two loud bursts obliterated his enemy's head. A soldier covering him jumped at the sound. "Take their heads off if they start to regenerate, we don't have time to convert frameworks here," Jake growled as he moved to catch up with the rest of the group. Remmy and Dot led his people further into the bunker. "Surrender! We surrender!" shouted an Order of Eden soldier who dropped to his knees, a couple dozen more in the room behind him were doing the same. Jake switched to suppression rounds and fired them on a wide spread, stunning and covering the lot of them with sticky plastic netting that started hardening immediately. "Where are the rest of the Knights?" He asked, looking at the weapon in the middle of the room. It was some kind of plasma cannon, they'd wired it into the bunker's power systems roughly and jury-rigged controls. It wasn't something he'd seen before.

      "I don't know, but this'll help," Dot said as she reached a control terminal and deactivated the scanner blocking systems inside the bunker. Jake's tactical system highlighted them right away.

      "There are some Knights two levels down, they've surrounded themselves with unarmed people," Frost said as he and Stephanie entered the room.

      "We don’t have time for this," Jake said. There were only nine Knights left in the whole bunker, many of the ones they detected before were fakes, decoys. "Frost, Stephanie, Alaka; get everyone together and get up to one of our ships. It doesn't matter which, as long as it has a quad drive that can get you out the system the moment there's an opening."

      "We have Citadel Lifeboats flying down to Haven Shore. Fleet says the occupants are armoured, well-armed," Remmy said.

      "If we get out of here fast, we won't have to worry about them," Jake said, seeing that the nearest one was still seven minutes away.

      "You're going to stay down here and lead a group of volunteers to free the captives?" Frost asked, his holographic skull visage had a taunting, one eyebrow up look. "I know you too well, Admiral. That's not happening this time. This island will be crawling with Citadel troopers before you can free anyone. You'll be trapped with them."

      "This bunker can communicate with defences all around the island. I'll figure something out and get clear. If I can't, then I'll secure the civilians and we'll dig in. There are a lot of places to hide."

      "Right," Remmy said. "Leading from the front is one thing, presenting yourself to get killed or captured is another. Those Knights would give their lives to take you down. I'll lead the rescue, I have the negotiation training and nothing to lose."

      Dotty regarded him with concern. Stephanie nodded. "He's not the only one. We'll take a team down, see what we can do. You take the rest of our soldiers home."

      It was the first time he was undeniably a liability in the field. Jake hated it, but they were right. "All right, let's call some corvettes and shuttles down, it'll take a long time for them to get free of the battle in orbit, but we might not have much mobility without them," he agreed. "Remmy, Dot, you'll lead the rescue. No heroics. You make the attempt, let your scanners find out who is being held captive down there, and if you can't extract them, then you'll get to orbit as quick as you can."

      "Aye," Remmy said.

      Before Stephanie could add herself to the mission again, Jake turned to her. "You're coming with me, Captain Vega. The fleet needs leaders. There's no point in doubling up for this mission, especially since all the access points to that floor are only large enough for one squad to get through at most."

      "Aye," Stephanie replied.

      "There is a new group of soldiers approaching," Alaka said through the communicator in Jake's helmet. "We wouldn't have detected them if we weren't running a hard scan every second. We detect a group of twenty-eight coming from two Citadel lifeboats, they are all framework."

      "A few of those lifeboats must have had cloaking systems," Frost said. "So much for seven minutes grace."
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      Reload, hero.

      

      Fighting her way back to the Merciless as it raised into position in orbit to re-join the fight, landing after approaching at a dangerous speed, running through a quick but thorough check of her fighter's systems were all things Dame could handle. They were not all simple tasks, some were risky, but she didn't take short cuts in training, so some of them felt automatic. There was no question her knowledge couldn't address, and she and her fighter were in the right place at the expected time when the work was over.

      The uncomfortable questions and difficult confrontations started after she'd popped the lower compartment door on the belly of her fighter open and dragged Wheeler's unconscious body out. It was in a protective vacsuit bag, so she couldn't hurt him, but that didn't mean the responsibility of watching over her captive was lessened. Minh-Chu's fighter was on the deck next to hers, and he crossed over to her. "Keep your head clear, we're going back out with a new mission," he told her. "Oh, and I'm taking another pilot with us; call him Easy, he's one of the last Freeground Fleet pilots."

      "Easy," she tried the name. It seemed too light hearted to be the call sign for a fighter pilot, but she nodded and said. "All right, I'll hurry up and finish the prisoner transfer." There was a tap on her helmet, the sound of people approaching, and Dame found herself lifted up onto shoulders. "Dame got Wheeler!" someone cried.

      The Deck Officer and four Merciless Security Guards watched over Wheeler as a cable was connected to the bag and a scan was performed. The crowd hushed for a minute, then the security guard looked up and nodded. "It's him. Scans verify. He's in perfect condition."

      A greater cheer went up, and Dame was almost dragged carried away from her Uriel, but she caught the main antenna at the rear of the craft with one hand. "It wasn't just me," she protested, glancing at Ronin.

      He was laughing, his helmet retracted, looking at her with a grin that might have meant; 'Better you than me!' The Deck Officer, a tall woman with white hair, tapped her boot, trying to get her attention. Dame knocked on the helmet of one of the men carrying her, getting his attention as she pointed down. "I've got more fighting to do!" she shouted over the din. They put her down, quieting. "Thank you," she told them, feeling their anticipation, their eyes. "I was only the tip of a spear in this, and we won. Now we have to keep fighting. There is a war to win."

      "Are you relinquishing custody of the prisoner?" the Deck Officer asked, holding his command and control out for her.

      Dame retracted her gloves and helmet then pressed her thumb to the DNA reader. "I am relinquishing custody of Lucius Wheeler." She replied officially.

      There was a rise of applause and cheering that was too loud without the audio filters in her helmet, and most of the people who shouldn't have been there, people who were rescued and not secured away, she assumed, followed the sealed protective bag with Wheeler inside as it was carried through a pair of doors that led deeper into the ship.

      "Where are you from? I've never heard your accent before," someone from the circle of people surrounding her asked.

      Every time Dame tried to explain where her home galaxy was, how the planet of her birth was situated there, and how far away it was, most people seemed to glaze over by the end. The other answer, the one that invited more questions, was that she came from the Lorander Security Force. It was a shorter response, but it always led to people assuming she was only going to be around temporarily. They always looked disappointed with their own assumption, which was incorrect, but still, that was a longer conversation than she had time for. The simplest way to give the crowd something they'd like, many of whom she was sure were recording, was to come up with something new but true. Dame thought about that as she took a moment to look at the people around her.

      They looked tired. Most of them were staring through transparent face plates, wearing safety armour so they could keep reloading fighters when they came in, replacing modules that had been damaged and handling ships that were coming up from the planet. They were the most hard pressed, put upon hangar crew in the fleet, since damaged shuttles and other ships were diverted to the Merciless during emergencies, and there were too many of those. Behind them, far across the hangar, there was a line of broken things arranged against the wall. At a glance she could see they were shot up shuttles, heavily damaged oval compartments from the Everin Building, and a few fighter hulls that were split open so their pilots could be rescued and she became aware that they'd seen as many terrible things as she did, perhaps more. They were living through hours that felt like days.

      There were a few other pilots in the circle around her, too. Some of them looked younger than she was. One had a medic helping him as his right arm was being re-crafted by advanced bio-gels and nanobots. He stared at her, expectant, as though he was discovering what a hero looked like in the flesh. He had an ace's insignia on his good arm. It was the new one, like hers, a five-pointed silver star. Maybe they wanted bravado, but all Dame felt was humility.

      That question; 'Where are you from?' Stood out in her mind like a wound she needed to staunch with an answer. "I am Edda Paley," she replied almost uncertainly. "I came from another galaxy to find adventure and found heroes. I found you. Now I live in a cockpit so I can earn a home with you. So I can find a good place to land." A ping in her subdermal communicator warned her that her fighter was ready. "I have to go fight, thank you."

      After seeing several pilots flying Uriels, the fleet's best fighters die that day, Edda wasn't sure she'd make it back, so she made sure her emotions didn't factor into the decision to get back into the cockpit. To the people around her that was a statement that summarized the fight they were in. Not in orbit around Tamber, but for the whole war. It was the hope of most of them, and when she turned back towards her fighter, she was embraced by several of the people gathered, kissed on the cheek by several. Without realizing it, she'd given them something; a way to tell the whole galaxy why they were fighting. A good place to land, she recalled, wondering if that was something she'd heard before, or if it was a pure expression from her stunned mind.

      Dame turned back towards her fighter and sealed her suit. The crowd parted in front of her quietly. Several of them helped her step up into her cockpit. They did so silently, as though they could feel her determination, and suspected that it might be the last time they saw her.

      The cockpit closed and Dame felt at home again as she started checking the new system loadout aboard her fighter. The bottom compartment had been changed from a cargo and emergency rescue container to an armoured torpedo launcher, and her missile racks were different, bulkier. A status screen inside her helmet told her that everything on her fighter checked out after a dampener module had been replaced and several armour panels were swapped for new ones.

      "Nice speech," Ronin told her over a private channel. "Don't tell the Admiralty, but I like the short ones a lot more."

      "Thank you, Sir."

      "Call me Ronin in the cockpit and by my first name out of it. If you're always calling me 'Sir,' I might not think we're friends."

      "Thank you, Ronin," Dame said, thinking his command style was a little strange. As her senior officer, she didn't think he should have any concern for being her friend, but Haven Fleet wasn't like the Lorander Security Force.

      "I'm Easy. It's good to meet you," said a deep, confident voice. His fighter was already loaded in the racks, ready to drop into a punter.

      "It's good to meet you," she told him.

      "All right. How are your heads?" Ronin asked.

      "I haven't suffered any injuries," Dame replied. Then, realizing that's not what he meant, she added; "It's clear, Sir. Ronin."

      "I'm good to go," Easy said. "I mean, my stomach's a little upside down after that last ration bar, but I'm good to fly."

      "Good, we're punting in a minute."

      Dame pressed the translucent square button on the right side of her cockpit. With a satisfying click, it turned red, flashing; CHECK then READY. "What is our mission? I don't see a brief."

      "There's no time for one. You're my wingmates on this trip. We're going capitol ship hunting," he replied. "There's at least one Citadel ship cloaked behind the Order of Eden blockade."

      There was a short list of things added and removed from Dame's fighter. No more belly turret, but there was a rack of five updated hammerhead accumulation torpedoes that would generate their own antimatter in-flight. Added to that were two Rapidfire drones that launched using the same system.  There was a quad drive installed and while it wasn't being used to travel faster than light, its high-powered generator was dedicated only to her shields, and her guns were loaded with heavy hull-piercing rounds. The micro-missile racks she had were gone, replaced with heavier, faster missiles. Some were shield killers called Bursters. They were big, slow, but they emitted thirty electromagnetic pulses a second for ten seconds each while they followed the shape of an enemy shield barrier. The rest were powerful smart hull piercers called Drillers. She'd used all of the new munitions in simulations, but those were her favourite. Several of her fellow trainees were run through by them in simulations after she got right behind them and launched. The quality of the munitions wasn't a concern, it was the quantity that could be a problem. A fighter could carry hundreds of micro-missiles, but only a dozen Drillers, nine Bursters, and enough main gun ammunition to fire for three minutes. Yes, her Uriel was set up to be a huge problem for most capitol ships, but there were fighter screens and point defence weapons to worry about. "So, we're looking for another Citadel ship?" she asked. "Are we supposed to destroy it?"

      "We mark it and return. On our way back, the Fleet wants us to take out a couple of destroyers. Follow my lead, but if you see an opportunity to take real advantage of all the firepower we're carrying, point it out."

      "Real advantage?" she asked. "Like targets of opportunity?"

      "Not quite. The enemy fleet is closing in, trying to make sure any nukes or antimatter attacks hurt both sides, so they can out gun us with their numbers alone. If we have a chance to break their line with an attack from an unexpected direction, then that would be worth doing. If you guys see another, juicier target, then that's worth mentioning too."

      Any attack they made could reveal their location, so it could be their last. The chances of their mission succeeding weren't bad, but their chances of survival were not high. "I understand, Ronin," she said, glancing at the status of her shields. With their own reactor, there was a chance they could get through whatever the mission demanded. A chance.

      "Look for a nice target that will make the Order turn their heads away from our little fleet," Easy said. "Gotcha."

      "The rack is ready, you're up," the announcement from Flight Command squawked in her ear as an arm picked her Uriel fighter up then locked it to a rack that took it down where she was loaded into a punter. "Punting in fifteen seconds. There will be fighters to your right and left, watch your trajectory."

      "Thank you, Flight," Dame replied, feeling the connection of her HUD and the fighter controls. It felt cold, like she was wrapped in metal, and she turned its sensitivity up.

      The punter hatch door opened, then her fighter was ejected into space. Her shields charged to full in milliseconds, then she engaged her cloaking systems. Ronin plotted their course using Haven Fleet's Navnet Tactical system. She rolled and turned her fighter into place, accelerating. Fighters and capitol ships clashed only a few thousand kilometres away, it was a fight to defend capitol ships by people in single and dual seat vessels that had to combat each other while they hunted torpedoes and drones down. It was the fight she'd just come from.

      "I'm only telling you this because you're both new to me," Ronin said. "But this might be the most important mission anyone flies today. Finding this Geist is critical. We think it's here to command Citadel reinforcements once they arrive, and they're the ones who set Kambis on fire."

      "I understand," she replied.

      "Yeah, we'll find the little bugger. No way their cloaking systems will hold up with all this scanning energy bouncing around," Easy added.

      "Oh, and I've already gotten a message from my sister; she's pissed that she couldn't stay with her restaurant, but already cooking aboard the Merciless. You're invited to dinner once this is all over," Ronin said.

      "Both of us?" Easy asked. "I didn't get a chance to visit her place."

      "I'll sneak you in, Easy," Ronin replied.
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      Negotiations

      

      There was a line from a poem Remmy couldn't get out of his head as he, Dotty, two members of his crew and a volunteer made their way down a utility shaft. "What hardened hearts remember," he muttered out loud as he checked on his team's heavy armour. Everyone was sealed up, ready, most of them still had about seventy percent of their ammo too.

      "Oh, that's from the old movie we saw the other night," Dotty said. "The Brightest Ones."

      "I saw that," said Gorev. "It's 'What hardened hearts recall,' not 'remember.' Good old flick, too bad everyone dies in the end."

      "Except for the family they saved in the beginning," Dotty added.

      Remmy tested a thick powerline with a low powered narrow scan and was satisfied that the insulation was intact for over a hundred metres. It would be perfect for the rest of their descent and more. "We can slide down this main power line, we're hurrying this along. The Admiral needs people up top to help outflank those Citadel soldiers."

      "Aye," Dotty replied.

      "If they saved a family, then it makes their deaths an honourable sacrifice," said Ooram, the only Nafalli crewmember he was taking with him. She carried one of the first five barrelled tactical rifles designed by Haven Fleet for larger beings. As a tall tree-tribe descendant, the size was just right for her.

      "I'll put it on your watch list, Ooram. Focus up for now," Remmy said. Now I remember why that's stuck in my head, he thought to himself as he wrapped his body around the thick cable and descended. Thrusters would have been simpler, but the small space made it impossible to use thrusters and cloaking at the same time. The poem that came up before the credits was to commemorate the soldiers who died in the story, the true story. They saved a family trapped under a farm house only to get surrounded a day later as they drew the enemy off. They spent every round of ammo trying to get out of the dead end of some factory or something and it came down to a knife fight between three people in the end. Remmy stopped sliding down and jumped to the ledge in front of the sublevel service door, shaking his head. Wish I saw the middle of that movie, but I was awake for the beginning and the end. Would have like to see where that unit went wrong. He stepped aside, affixing to the reinforced wall beside the access panel. "I'll crack this, you watch the passive scanners, Dot," he said, popping the cover of the control box off.

      "I'm picking up scan waves from below," Dot said. "Sublevel six. It looks like there are two people searching for something, but it's like they're taking inventory, not scanning individual items."

      "What's down there?" Remmy said as he affixed a data cable from his right command and control bracer.

      "Lockers and a secure section past it. They haven't cut into that, it's like a vault inside a vault. All reinforced modern ergranian. I think they know better than to try to cut in with rifles. The base inventory says the Fleet is keeping old development prototypes in there. Old tech from completed research projects that they were keeping around in case someone needed to take a look at pre-production units."

      "So it's like a collection of research dead-ends our scientists wanted to keep just in case they made a wrong turn somewhere in development," Gorev said. "You'd think they'd just take a scan and drop them into a recycler."

      "There are a lot of nuances in a prototype," Masterson said. He was the fifth in their little band. Like Gorev, he was new to Remmy, but a real member of the crew that jumped at the chance to take this challenge on. "Just wondering, Captain, but why are you hacking into a friendly system? You have all the access codes."

      "I'm hacking in so the Order of Eden software they're running on top of ours doesn't notice that I'm taking control of the bunker's internal defence systems. They'd notice if I logged in." Remmy watched his tactical interface populate with fresh scan data. The pair of soldiers were frameworks, and they had the markings of Raze Squad, one of the more fanatical groups of Order Knights, but they didn't have their rifles. "Any scan data from the hostages or whoever's keeping them?"

      "They're using some kind of jamming technology," Dotty replied. "There's a circle on the third subfloor of static now, it looks like a containment field is limiting its range, but I can't see what's inside."

      "The Knights have a new trick," Gorev said.

      The system interface for the whole base appeared in a window inside Remmy's helmet. He was using his own copy of control software to interface with everything in the bunker. The Order of Eden programs had no idea. "I have full video," he said as a live feed started playing in a corner of his view. He checked the pair of searchers on the sixth floor. One was pointing her high-powered hand scanner at one section of lockers after another. "There's one of the searchers down there." He located the other one and watched for a moment as the Order soldier walked down a row of equipment cages. "This guy's started looking for something specific. They're both in a big hurry. I bet they're the important part of this hostage situation. They're buying time."

      "They could be after a lot of things," Masterson said. "We've got a ton of tech they want their hands on."

      It was certainly true. How much of it was actually in the bunker was another question entirely. "Is there anything that could be rare and beautiful to these fanatics down here?" Remmy asked.

      "Not even a micro-fusion chain," Dotty said. "Do you see anything in the inventory that would be exciting to these guys, Ooram?"

      "There are several seed strains, samples from synthetic ergranian steel development, bio-reconstruction gel in secure stasis and some nanobot research, but other than that, there's nothing I can see. Most of the stuff down here is early stage, the really useable stuff is all aboard the War Forge," Ooram replied. "I'm thinking someone from the Order saw something that looked promising and they're poking around for something better."

      "Like that starship class plasma cannon they turned on us up there," Gorev said. "There must be other weapons like that down here."

      "That was from a retired project, a technological dead end," Remmy said. "And, yeah, there are a lot of experimental weapons and shields down here, but the fleet passed on all of them. The Order wouldn't get much use out of anything."

      "That cannon seemed pretty useful when it took Hamilton out," Gorev said sourly.

      "Focus," Remmy told him. "I need your head here, or you may as well go up top." It was the sort of thing he might say in another life. He'd seen too many people who wasted time complaining during a mission die because their thoughts were somewhere else to put up with Gorev licking his wounds on an open channel. He looked to sublevel six and ordered the defensive measures to focus on the pair of Order soldiers down there. With a gesture from him, Dot or Ooram, the systems would turn them to grease. There was enough firepower on that floor to melt every object in the nine thousand square meter space to slag in ten minutes or less, two soldiers were nothing. They weren't wearing the armour the Order Knights were known for, only the emblems of the Razer Knights.

      "What's the plan?" Gorev asked.

      "Give him a minute, he's doing something in the system, probably setting us up," Dotty replied for Remmy.

      "There are video receivers in range of the Knights on the third sublevel," Remmy said. "There are five of them standing around thirty-seven captives. Looks like they're all members of the Haven government or military. They've got Lourdes with them."

      "Lourdes?" asked Ooram.

      "Shawn Lourdes, the Science Minister," Masterson replied.

      Remmy attached a remote node so he could communicate with the control box wirelessly, then closed it, making sure that no one would be able to tell anyone had it open. "We're going in. We're going to have to try to negotiate with them."

      "They'll open fire the moment they see us," Masterson said.

      "No, they're here for something," Remmy said. "I'll put something on the table."

      "What? All we have is our tech, if we start giving it away…" Gorev protested.

      "That's it," Remmy said flatly. He wouldn't let himself go into a negotiation frustrated, so he took a second to clear his head. "Gorev; don't question my orders. Follow them. Your brain is defective, so Dot or I will do the thinking for you. Understand?"

      "Yes, Sir," Gorev replied.

      The moment they were clear of Tamber, or they were off duty, Remmy would have Gorev removed from the Special Operations Combat Unit completely. There wasn't much use for a soldier who questioned orders without thinking things through first at least. It seemed the more nervous he got, the more he doubted his commanders. He needed people who knew better and were less nervous. "Here we go," Remmy said, opening the service door.

      They came through one at a time, rushing to the middle of the floor, which was massive. Remmy's sensors could see the end of the shelving, but he couldn't, not even with the augmented vision in his helmet. Heavy duty storage racks had been rummaged through. Equipment had been thrown around in a rush to take what was useful without any consideration for organization or caretaking. "Well, I'm guessing whoever dug into this gear didn't think the Order would be sticking around for too long," Remmy said.

      "Kinda goes against what Wheeler was saying," Masterson said. "Maybe he's the only one who thought this occupation would turn into a full-time government."

      If that was the case, then the Order's behaviour may have been vastly different. Remmy ran through the possibilities in his head briefly. There could be booby traps, listening devices, or other objects of interference planted anywhere on Tamber, especially in Haven Shore. That was in conflict with what was happening in orbit, though. They were fighting tooth and nail to defeat Haven Fleet forces there. From the few progress reports he'd gotten, the Order had already lost nearly two hundred manned fighters, over a dozen corvettes, sixteen destroyers and a carrier since Remmy and his team entered the bunker. The Order wanted to dominate the system, but they probably wanted a souvenir, too. A working quad drive, or maybe a whole ship.

      They finished rushing to the last row of shelving and the Order Knights came into sight. They wore red and dark blue armour made from thick plating built over strength augmentation and a skin suit. It seemed heavier, more up-to-date compared to the ones he'd killed before. The circle of captives was between them. "These guys like sending false scans. When we were up top it looked like they had a lot more captives, but we haven't seen evidence of any more civilians since we got down to this level. I hope I'm looking at holograms, but I'll have to assume I'm negotiating for real people," Remmy explained. He handed his rifle to Dotty, who affixed it to her back, keeping her own in hand. "All right, spread out, stay cloaked. I'll have words with 'em."

      With a look to a series of icons in his helmet, he turned his shielding all the way up and disengaged his cloaking systems. The barrier crackled around him at first. He deactivated the hologram that made it look like there was a laughing skull in his helmet, revealing his own face through the armoured plate, and amplified his voice. "Hey guys, you've got our attention," he said, raising his hands and stepping out from cover.

      Three of the Order Knights trained their heavy rifles at him while the rest looked around. "You're not alone. They never send someone like you alone."

      "You're right," Remmy said, glancing at the captains' slashes on his arm. "There's no way to know how many people I have with me, but I speak for the whole fleet here. I'm Captain Remmy Sands, you can call me Remmy or Captain."

      "Diseased disgrace of a human," one of the Order Knights growled.

      "Or that. It's new, but I could get used to it," Remmy said, keeping his tone friendly but not candy-coated. "Does he speak for all of you?"

      "I'm Lieutenant Rayes," said a different Order Knight.

      "Oh, is that where they get the Razer Knights thing? Not because you guys raze things to the ground, but because your name kinda sounds like 'raze?'"

      "My older brother sacrificed his life for the Knights," Rayes said. "He led us to a great victory for New Eden, so I was allowed to rename the unit."

      "So, you're the leader?" Remmy asked.

      "I have control of this situation," she replied.

      "You definitely do," Remmy said, looking to Science Minister Lourdes. His eyes were glassy and his skin was patchy. There had been reconstruction done recently. There was a chance that he'd been subjected to a more primitive kind of torture than most Order captives. Around him there were government workers, a couple guards from the bunker and a couple scientists.

      "Eyes up here, Captain," Rayes said, directing his view back up to her from the captives.

      "Right, so what do you want? You're holding hostages, so let's trade," Remmy said.

      "A working quad drive, the control codes for it, and full schematics," she said flatly.

      "I know someone who could get you all that," Remmy said. "You're starting at the top, though. What about safe conduct off Tamber in a shuttle of your choosing? I could get you a nice combat shuttle with regenerative plating that your engineers would love to sink their scanners into."

      "We don't have to worry about rescue. You'll be wiped off the surface of Tamber soon enough," Rayes rebutted.

      "All right, but I don't think you want a quad drive. I mean, we could set it off whenever we want," Remmy said. "Just one little transmission and it becomes a bomb that could crack a planet. A shuttle with regenerative plating and some advanced computing power is a lot less risky, and hey, if the Order takes Tamber back, you can always turn around."

      "That's your counter? A ride out on a shuttle type we've probably already captured?" the Knight asked. "I don’t think you fully understand the situation." Her rifle lowered, pointing to the back of the nearest hostage's head. A single blast would kill him easily.

      "You know, I could get you the schematics for a quad drive," Remmy said, wondering how he could manage to make a fake set of quad drive schematics in minutes without an artificial intelligence or even a peek at the real thing. "That's better than the real deal. Schematics can't blow up in your face."

      "Send them to me," Rayes told him. "Now."

      "What do I get if I send you a copy?" Remmy asked.

      With a kick, Rayes moved a young blonde man to the side, revealing a cylindrical case. The metal shielding raised at the touch of a button, splitting at the top to reveal a bright blue and white glowing liquid in a transparent metal tube. "This is a Mergillian reduction bomb. They use this type of device for mining asteroids, setting it off to destroy lighter elements, leaving denser metals behind. We found it in this bunker. It is active. If I let the substances intermix it will collapse this bunker. If you give me the quad drive schematics then I'll deactivate it and release three captives."

      "Hey, our quad drives are the most critical component of our fleet other than man power. This trade only works if I get all the hostages, that bomb deactivated and in my hands. How about I throw in a shuttle as a bonus. Just in case your fleet loses up there."

      "If you provide the schematics before one-minute elapses, then you have a deal," Rayes said.

      Remmy caught sight of the Science Minister closing his eyes. As soon as a tear rolled down his cheek, it was obvious that he was about to do something everyone there might regret. There was no way for Remmy to tell him that he wasn't going to give the Knights the real schematics. "Don't do it!" was all Remmy could shout before the worst happened.

      Science Minster Lourdes leapt for the bomb, flipping two heavy duty switches on the transparent metal lid before one of the Razer Knights at the rear decimated his head, neck and shoulder with a burst from his rifle. Rayes knelt down and hurriedly flicked switches. It was too late. The substances inside were already mixing and starting to glow.

      "Everyone run for the elevator!" Remmy cried. Control was lost. The hostages were stunned, slow, but they surged to their feet once Remmy drew his sidearm and scored a hit squarely at Rayes head. Her shields deflected it upward, where a shower of sparks rained down for a moment.

      If plan B was going to work, Remmy had to drive the Order Knights back, give them enough pause to get behind cover. He couldn't let them gun down civilians. A barrage of zip rounds earned their name as they made their trademark noise, curving around civilians to strike the Razer Knights with zip-pop sounds as they exploded against their shields. They weren't doing enough damage to put the Knights at real risk yet, but it was enough for them to worry about their shield integrity. Ooram, Dotty and Masterson were firing those rounds, scoring dozens of hits in opening salvos from an arc behind Remmy. "Everyone out! That means you, too, guys!" he told them. "We don't know how long we have, but those Knights are moving like it's seconds."

      They were abandoning the hostages and not taking the time to return fire. Instead they were running for the vault at the far end of the sublevel. That was a very bad sign. He turned, running for the elevator, dropping his sidearm against his thigh and pulling every shield generator puck he had on him. Following behind the hostages, who moved at what seemed a snail's pace, he dropped one after the other, setting layers of shielding up in his wake. Dotty and the rest of his people followed orders, running ahead to get the main elevator doors open. Yeah, that's exactly what you should be doing. "You're awesome, Dot!" he said as he watched her push the first set of civilians through the double hatch to the lift as it opened.

      Seeing a means of escape, the civilians sped up, their quick stumbling turning into a desperate mob rush. There was no time for anything else. The Order of Eden Knights' jamming field wasn't enough to mask the power build up in the bomb. Remmy's tactical system told him they only had seconds.

      "There isn't enough room for them all!" Ooram said, standing beside the elevator.

      Using the remote control he set up for the bunker, Remmy closed the elevator doors and sent it upwards in emergency mode. As soon as it was on its way, he was about to command the doors to open so his team could get the remaining civilians up the shaft using their thrusters, but the world shook abruptly. It felt like something powerful struck Remmy's whole body from behind amidst a roar that was so loud that it must have come from between his ears.
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      The Sympathy Owed

      

      The latest report from the battle in Tamber Orbit was complex, many-faceted but Admiral Scanlon saw stories in the raw data and holographic scans as she reviewed them in the Tactical Assessment Room. It was large, round, with no features other than its tall shape and metal sides. The lights were only bright enough so people weren't bumping into each other.

      Scanlon had the prized centre spot in the space, where holograms from every situation she was following surrounded her in a tall circle. Two of her Rear Admirals assessed data from the opposite side, orbited by holograms of their own. "The data link is very clear, very quick considering how much noise the interdiction systems around Tamber are generating," said Rear Admiral Iaffer. He was smart, which didn't make him as rare as the kindness he showed the people who were in debt to him. There were thousands, and he made sure they had what they needed even if they were a little late with their payments. He could afford it, being one of the wealthiest men in the fleet. "I'm wondering: do you think there would be any strategic value to sending Data Package Zero to our forces in the Haven System?"

      Instead of dismissing the idea out of hand, Scanlon gave it some thought as she reviewed the status of the ships around Tamber. The Pelican was gone. It managed to escape moments before the net of interdiction signals fell around Kambis and its moons. That meant that no matter what happened over the next day, there would be a resistance group with leaders out there. Citizens who watched their home get invaded, then ravaged during their rescue. Citizens who didn't have a chance to see the benefits of life with the Order of Eden. It took time to find prosperity unless you joined as a member of the military or administration branches, so none of them had a chance to see how civilized the lifestyle could be. Many of the people aboard the Pelican would become fighters for Haven, and one of the most frightening things about Haven Fleet, at least to Scanlon, was their ability to train people quickly. The Pelican was an outstanding question that made her brain itch.

      Wheeler had been captured, however, and that was good news. The Order promised a rescue in exchange for whatever plan he had for the leadership of Haven Fleet, and he kept reassuring them that he had one. It was easy to dismiss Wheeler's hate of Freeground, Ayan, Jacob, Minh-Chu, and the rest of the people who served aboard the First Light as madness. The man was devious despite his paranoia and overconfidence, though. If getting captured was part of his plan, then Admiral Scanlon didn't object. Haven Fleet wouldn't get any valuable information out of him, and if Wheeler actually did have a plan that would harm several of the leaders in Haven Fleet then she would learn something from him by watching it play out. The original Wheeler managed to take out Jonas Valent, so it would be interesting to see if the copy could do something just as significant.

      Remembering that the Rear Admiral asked if they should send Data Package Zero to their fleet in the Haven System, she looked back to the Haven ships trying to break free from orbit. They were organized in a circle, the Merciless, Rassaaga, five Sunspire class ships, and several destroyers sharing shield energy. It was brilliant. Each one of those vessels had enough independent power generation capacity to withstand over a minute of direct fire from everything the Order of Eden had in the Haven Solar System. Together, combining their gravity shields, which didn't allow torpedoes or missiles to reach optimum range against them, and their energy barriers along with point defence systems, they were incredible. Nearly indomitable, and the entire ring was slowly moving towards Freeground Alpha, which had enough mass to hold out against any bombardment the Order of Eden forces could bring about them for hours at least, even unpowered.

      How long can you keep it up? Scanlon thought to herself as she looked at the images of the most significant commanders; Admiral Rice and McPatrick. You're chipping away at your attackers. We've lost a few ships since you started moving in this formation, but I'm going to order it to an end. Can you survive ramming actions from three of our destroyers simultaneously? We only need a little break in your defences to start taking sections of your wheel out. What will you do when you see your defences collapsing? Self-destruct? The mental image of multiple quad drives causing cataclysmic explosions as they were set off made her shudder visibly. Everyone on those ships would be killed, and the rough math they had on the destructive power aboard those ships going off all at once indicated that Tamber would be rendered unliveable, its orbit destabilized, and it would eventually collide with Kambis. No, your fleet doesn't have a scorched earth philosophy. If you use a dimension drive as a bomb, then it'll happen right in the middle of the Order Forces pinning you down, but this fight is so close that all your ships would take damage as well. Some would be destroyed.

      "Admiral?" Rear Admiral Iaffer asked quietly.

      "Data Package Zero," Admiral Scanlon said with a nod. "I'm taking another look at the situation, one moment."

      "Oh, yes, I apologize," he said.

      There were plenty of incompetents in the middle officer ranks, and a few Rear Admirals if you considered the greater Order of Eden organization, but Iaffer wasn't one of them. Nor was he asking an unimportant question. Data Package Zero was the code name for the scanning protocols the Order had for detecting cloaked ships that used newer Haven technology. It was a pertinent question, and it had to be answered soon. "You're assuming that Haven Fleet will fall for the trap I've set. That they may have already sent reinforcements to the Haven System?"

      "I believe they'll be there within an hour," Rear Admiral Iaffer said. "Your strategy here will provide the best results possible: we'll have them trapped in the Haven System. We'll know where they are, Ma'am."

      "Right now, there's little benefit to sending DPZ to our forces in the Haven System. You worry about what happens after the Haven Fleet reinforcements arrive, when they slip into the system from an area that isn't flooded with energy and gravitational disruptions."

      "Yes, Ma'am. Specifically, I think a larger fleet of Haven ships could begin firing from several points further out from Kambis and Tamber, striking before we have a way of countering. I'd like to give our ships there a chance."

      "You really believe that my gambit here will work? That Haven Fleet are responding by sending everything they can to turn the tide?"

      "I would bet my shares in the company on it, Ma'am," he replied.

      "You have more sympathy for our forces we have there than I do. I know that you'd have broken their defences by now if you were on the bridge of one of those command ships. The commanders are losing ships because of fear and selfish thinking, we both know it."

      Rear Admiral Iaffer stared at the tactical overlook, where they could both see the Order ships blocking the Haven vessels from escaping, trapping them in orbit. That was a general overview, there was another fight going on between fighters and other small ships as Haven Fleet vessels tried to get even closer to the Order ships so they could cause great rifts in their shields or worse. It was working. Few Order of Eden fighter pilots or gunners were better than most of the people Haven had, and they had Uriels. Worse, the fighters that were offered up by Citadel were so incompetent that it was shocking. It seemed they couldn't accomplish anything without the influence of one of their Geists, which was currently hidden and blocked behind a telepathy shield. They were waiting for reinforcements to arrive before committing more of their own forces. The Rear Admiral finally nodded. "I would have forced several ships into that circular formation they have, rammed their shields and scattered them. It's a brute force manoeuvre, but the Haven commanders have proven that nothing else will work."

      "All right, then send them Data Packet Zero, and they'll be able to use scanning drones to see through any Haven Fleet cloaking device. I'll also order them to bring this conflict to a conclusion in the next thirty minutes. They are to withdraw any support for Citadel forces as well. I don't know where these ones came from, but they're not worth our help." Admiral Scanlon looked at the holographic model of Haven Shore, where there may be a battle soon, one that would result in the capture of several Haven Fleet Infantry, she hoped. Meanwhile, the Raze Knights would do their best to transmit scans of everything inside and take out as many members of government that they could. That was their primary mission; to interrogate then eliminate the heads of Haven civilian and military government, and they already managed the first part well enough. The information they managed to send was enlightening, even if a lot of it wasn't new to the Order. "Lastly, send a correction to my previous orders. The Order commanders are to retreat the moment they detect the arrival of significant Haven Fleet reinforcements."

      "Yes, Ma'am," Rear Admiral Iaffer said, forwarding the orders as he continued to speak. "May I ask why you're changing your order? It's not like you."

      Most people wouldn't get an answer, but Iaffer was worth the effort. "The Cluster is going to be one of the most difficult fronts in this war. I know the Admiralty disagrees, that they expect me to have a victory here then return to the brighter systems within a year. They are wrong. Overlord Dron knows it, I know it. The fact that Citadel has anything in this area confirms that they know it. We're going to need power in space, because it'll take time for us to establish the relationships we need to create a network of listening posts and spies. Regardless of how hesitant the commanders in the Haven System are to do what it takes to break that deadly wheel of ships in orbit, we'll need them and their ships. I'll punish every one of them savagely and we'll promote their subordinates, make them our people, indebted to us in more ways than one, and we'll have a proper force by the time the rest of our ships arrive from Order of Eden space. Maybe we can salvage some good people from what Tafford left behind. We'll make sure the rest get a chance to prove themselves if they survive."

      "That more than answers my question, thank you, Ma'am," the Rear Admiral said.

      "It's not what you expected, though?" Admiral Scanlon asked.

      "To be honest, I wasn't sure what you'd say. It's so rare to see you reverse a decision that I had to know what you were thinking. That is, if would be willing to share."

      "Then this will come as a shock: Tell Rinder to stop grinding the gears. Make best speed to our original destination in the Cluster, not the Haven System. We can't afford to arrive anywhere without our faster than light systems in good repair. My ships need to be ready for anything."

      "Yes, Ma'am," Rear Admiral Iaffer said.

      The data around her updated and the image of a blonde-haired pilot with dark brown eyes was added by one of the listening and decoding agents aboard a ship near Tamber. She was marked as a Former Lorander Security Pilot named Edda Paley, call sign; 'Dame.' The woman was discovered and highlighted because she was credited with Wheeler's capture. Scanlon sucked air in through her teeth as though bracing for a blow and let it out, saying; "A former Lorander officer is becoming a Haven Fleet hero, a legend."

      "Lorander has made it clear they want nothing to do with the conflict," Rear Admiral Iaffer said.

      "Yes, but for over a century Lorander has been offering humans an opportunity to start over for a low-ticket price. They're transported out of the galaxy to new worlds, ideal worlds, where they begin new lives as Lorander colonists. It's been confirmed: Regent Galactic has proven that it's not some scheme, Lorander has really been seeding nine different galaxies with humans. It was their solution to the enemies encroaching or rising in the Milky Way. For that whole time Lorander has been bringing new technology and wonders back to the Milky Way on their return trips, invigorating trade, expanding knowledge and thrilling billions. This pilot, part of Samurai Squadron, is called Dame. It's the archaic, female form of 'knight,' and in some cultures the name for an anointed leader. Her being a hero, and from Lorander, who the galaxy loves, makes her an inspiring example. She's one more reason why people between the bright starts of Order of Eden territory and the Core Worlds might see Haven as the right side in this war. Haven, the heroic underdogs, when we know what they're doing will eventually crumble into disorder and invite more invaders to plunder humanity. Dame is an example we can't afford people to see, especially in the Cluster. Put filters in place throughout our entire hyper transmitter network so news about her doesn't spread. We can't have anyone believing that any part of Lorander culture supports Haven."

      "Yes, Ma'am," Rear Admiral Iaffer said, putting her order through as it was uttered. "I'll be surprised if more than one or two solar systems ever hear her name or see her face."

      With a sinking feeling, Admiral Scanlon turned her full attention back to the holograms orbiting her in the middle of the large space. There were other commanders working, one of them focused on their longer-range missions. The face of Jaden Holm - nicely chiselled and stern - drifted in front of one of her subordinates. I hope Captain Holm and his Justicars get Alice Valent in hand. I might need that kind of leverage if Haven Fleet keeps finding stand-out heroes.
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      The Feeling of Distance

      

      Zero gravity racing was one of the most dangerous pursuits in the galaxy, there was no doubt, the statistics didn't lie. The most glaring statistic was the death toll. Every Free Flying Course, that was; a course where the racers weren't allowed to wear more than a thin suit, a helmet, and their flight modules, had a death rate of over thirty percent in the amateur races. Yet it was the favourite form of the sport compared to armoured or ship racing.

      Most zero gravity courses were built in a large containment vessel or maze, and both types always had an atmosphere. With an atmosphere you had sound, air so explosions bloomed large and bright, a slightly higher survival rate for the racers because they didn't need their helmets to breathe, but most importantly to the thrill of it all: it felt like you were flying.

      "Let me show you something; a sim I found in the system after I saw you on that sky luge track," Noah told Alice as they considered the idea of playing a sim together. Talking, cuddling, even making out for a while wasn't getting old. It was hard for either of them to stay apart; the attraction was real and always beckoning, but they didn't want the physical to too rapidly outpace the rest of their relationship. Oh, there was a part of Alice that really wanted it to. It felt like she'd learned more than enough about him to take things as far as they could go in the bedroom, and there were moments when holding back was the last thing she wanted to do. They needed a distraction, something almost as fun but not as intimate if there was such a thing. Besides, they weren't alone on the Corsair anymore. Her Nafalli crew had assembled a shipping crate and docked it to the Corsair's underside so the bots could be crammed in there. Space aboard Noah's ship had been reclaimed in the minutes it took for them to assemble the fabricated panels in space then push the security robots through the airlock into it. Then Theodore, Yawen, Krooke and Woone boarded the Corsair. It was Yawen's idea to split the crew so both of the Clever Class ships could be manned and ready for anything and Alice saw no reason to delay other than the obvious one; the fun of having the whole ship to Noah and herself.

      Regardless of that single reason to hold off from crewing the Corsair, Noah's new crewmates settled into quarters that may not be so temporary. As they made themselves at home and Theodore started a watch on the bridge, Alice and Noah retreated to his quarters.

      That's where the idea of sims came in. The ultimate playground was only limited by the programs they had and what they could imagine if they had time to design their own. When Alice saw that they were on the starting line for a Zero Rig race - a zero gravity racing course where the participants only wore their form-fitted suits without thrusters or even a helmet - she was delighted. "I didn't know there were Z-Grav race sims in the database. I didn't even think to look, Freeground outlawed most of these race types a long time ago."

      "The crew I grew up with used to hit the races every chance we got," Noah said, looking up at the interior of the giant globe around them. There were at least a hundred thousand simulated people there in stands, rumbling with anticipation as they spoke amongst themselves, waiting for the next race to start. There were several courses built around each other, the acceleration and deceleration rings dotted with obstacles and grip points that looked like long, snaking rails that could kill you as easily as save you if you were going too fast in the wrong direction. They were at the starting point of a maze. "This arena is probably still in orbit around Vanden, it was one of the best. I never saw the same tracks twice, they were always changing. Before you say anything; yeah, there were a lot of deaths, especially in the Unlimited Velocity Zero Rig races, but unless you're in a seat right next to a bad corner, you don't see that stuff close up. To me, when I was a kid, I didn't get that real people were dying, and when I finally did understand, I knew those racers were competing because of the rush, maybe just for millions of credits, or both. I knew there was nothing they'd rather do, so I always bet a few plat when I could afford it, that's the only tribute - aside from fame and racer guys or girls - they wanted."

      It was clear to Alice that Noah was explaining himself just in case she thought these deadly races were wrong, immoral, but he didn't have to worry. If there was no need for her in the military, she was sure that at least part of her time would be spent thrill seeking, and this would be one of the places she'd end up. The suit she wore was her favourite colour - powder blue - and it was decorated with piping that made the shape of it a little more exciting, accentuating here and there. While the piping followed different lines in some places, his green suit was just as form fitted. "They definitely capitalized on the eye candy too." His avatar was a perfect scan of his real body, and she made sure he saw her look him up and down before grinning at him innocently.

      "Why do I get the feeling that you'd love to visit a place like this outside of a sim?" Noah asked, smirking. "I totally wasted my breath with that whole speech explaining why I didn't think people risking their lives for a race wasn't totally wrong, didn't I?"

      Alice looked down into the transparent metal tube she hung over. There were pads above her, some kind of push off point. "Well, kinda, yeah. At least now I know you aren't one of the people up there who just want to see racers go splat."

      "Or the mess when a racer hits a bar so fast that they lose a limb or get split in two. There are fans who only come for the blood, you're right." Noah added. "I like the speed and the competition, though."

      "You ever race?"

      "No, not on a track. We used to turn the gravity off on one of the ships and use it a course sometimes, though. We'd be kids in full containment and brace suits, keeping the speed way below safety limits but feeling like we were moving at a million klicks a second. I still get a buzz from speed when I can feel the world moving past so fast that touching it would spin me out."

      "Then what are we waiting for?" Alice asked. "What's this race?" she tapped her slender shoe against the edge of the tube beneath her feet.

      "It's a maze. We go in through different tubes, take different routes through checkpoints using the sides to push ourselves around. The pads overhead are boosters that push us if we make contact. There are red rings that can slow us down if we curl into a ball, they also help you redirect your momentum depending on how you stretch out as you pass through them. Those rings aren't in this course, they're kinda too expert mode for me. At one point in the maze we meet up, and whoever has cleared more track at that point wins. There's a death match version of this with more racers, where they can catch each other and disable or kill their opponent if they've cleared more track."

      "But this version is speed and dexterity only," Alice said, not seeing any weapons within the transparent tubes below her. There seemed to be so many twists and turns that it was more a course of knots. "We could do something else when we meet in the middle…" she added with a wink. "There's plenty of time."

      "What?" Noah asked. Either he didn't hear her or wasn't sure he heard her right.

      That's how she'd leave it, at least until they ran into each other somewhere in the labyrinth. Alice pushed off, touching both her hands on the acceleration pads above her at the same time, crying out in surprise and elated excitement as she was shoved down the transparent metal tube at speed. At first, she took it like the sky luge, feet first, arms crossed, looking at the upcoming, gradual corner between her shoes. Then her suit made contact with the smooth tube, and even the low friction material didn't slow her down much as she slipped along the curve. When she saw Noah rush past her one tube over, he was face first, grinning. "Those launch pads were for your feet," he said over a comlink that was provided by the sim.

      Alice let the grip on the bottom of her foot touch the side of the tube and nearly did a face plant as she flipped end over end, coming up so she was heading down the tube head first. Touching the wall with her hand, she discovered that her fingers and palms had grips like those on the bottoms of her feet too, and she used them to push herself down the course, picking up speed fast. "Sure, you've never done this before, but you've probably seen a few dozen races." He already knows everything there is to know. She thought to herself, more amused than irritated at him.

      "More like a couple hundred," Noah replied. He was several bends ahead, slowing down so he could make his way through a tightly twisted set of turns.

      Not willing to be easily beaten, Alice pushed off the walls down the course as hard as she could several times, the military training she'd done in zero gravity taking over. After a few turns, it was all fun again as she realized that there were several tricks to this kind of racing that weren't obvious at first. The tubes and her suit were nearly frictionless for the most part, not just slippery, and the surfaces of her gloves and feet were all that could slow her down. The grip bars were also high friction. Those characteristics weren't too surprising, but how you approached contact with the sides of the tubes was all-important. That was surprising and so much fun as she gathered massive momentum while learning to curve her back, twist her body as she slipped along the sides of corners like a slick pea through a curled straw.

      The air rushing across her bare face and in her gel slicked hair added to the thrill, which had her laughing, yelling and always grinning. That was until she almost missed a pair of control bars that ran parallel to the inside of her tube. The next corner was sharp. Her glove caught one of the bars in time to slow her down and reposition herself before she reached it, and even then she hit it with her feet hard enough so she had to absorb the impact with a full crouch. A thought ran through her head then; this track is so transparent, that if those bars weren't there, I might not have noticed the corner at all, and then, well, I would have gone splat at what - fifty? Seventy? Even ninety klicks an hour? - but there was no reason to worry. Her avatar would have taken all the damage, and the only injury Alice would have suffered would have been to her pride.

      The corner hadn't been a disaster for her, though, and she was crouched down low in its crook. With dexterity that came from her time training in zero gravity sims, she pushed off hard into the next section of gradually curving track. The next feature was coming up - a long acceleration pad along the side of a gradual corner - and she stretched so as much of her suit could make contact as possible as it glided against the side of the tube. Then her body touched it and with a lurch that flipped her stomach upside down while she felt the gravitational forces increase, she slid quickly into the next series of gradually tightening corners, feeling like she was falling head first, shifting and changing the position of her arms and legs as she caught such a rush that she didn't see Noah until he was one long turn ahead.

      "I almost want to let you pass," he laughed. "I've never seen anyone have so much fun."

      To her momentary dismay, Alice realized that she'd put no thought into what would happen when they met head to head, but Noah wasn't travelling in her direction anymore, he'd stopped in the tunnel ahead on the opposite side from her, standing ready. "How do we come together so I don't clobber you or slam into the side?"

      "Easy," Noah said as he leapt up in time to catch her feet as she passed overhead.

      Alice was pulled to the other side of the tube, but he slowed her down so her collision was more of a long, sluggish slide. They slowly moved down a leisurely slalom section of the course as they slid together until the pair rested in a strange, low friction embrace. "So, how much of the track did I clear?" she asked.

      With a glance to his right, Noah directed her attention to the scoreboard which stated:

      ALICE: 28.7%

      NOAH: 71.3%

      "I nearly broke my neck three times and almost blacked out once to win," Noah said with a shrug.

      "Bloody pilots," Alice breathed, not unhappy in the least to have lost but pretending she was irritated was fun. "We're going to have to do that again. Then we'll show the crew."

      "Definitely," Noah replied, his lips drawing closer. "Yeah, the crew would love this."

      "Definitely," Alice agreed, finding his kiss warm, caring, and thanks to a few sim settings; unmistakably real. Outside of the brain-bud induced program they were laying together in his quarters, the motion of their bodies minimized except for certain actions like breathing, facial expressions, and kissing. Theodore, of all people, showed them how to adjust those settings, but he was far from her mind as they forgot where they were, a kiss transporting them to a pleasurable place where they could only sense each other.

      The bloom of happiness and excitement from Noah was separate from hers, she could feel the difference, and Alice was finally aware of her own feelings at the same time. His wonderful attraction and elation towards her and the moment was still so good that it could be addictive, but she was learning to keep that outside of herself while she enjoyed the reassurance of knowing how he felt. In short: her empathic abilities were only making things better, easier for her as she learned to read and control them.

      The simulation was cancelled abruptly, and they sat up with a gasp as a sense of urgency filled them both. Alice pulled the small brain bud from where it was placed on the back of her head. It was the non-invasive type, newer to the galaxy but around just about everywhere.

      "Elise, what's going on?" Noah asked the darkness.

      "I'm sorry, there's an encoded, classified top priority communication coming in from Haven Fleet Command," she replied. "It's for Captain Valent."

      "No idea whose calling?" Alice said as the lighting increased to a comfortable level. She was happy they were still dressed.

      "No, but Captain Lucas is on the whitelist, so he can be in the room while you answer it. The whitelist is short, and I'm not on it, so I'll activate privacy mode when you accept the call," Elise explained.

      Sitting up, Alice said; "I'll take it."

      Ayan's holographic torso appeared above the bed, then it adjusted so it was sitting cross legged in front of them. She was in full uniform, and other than a little smile that came when she realized that Noah and Alice were lounging in his quarters, she was in what Alice had come to call 'full admiral mode.' "I'm always happy to see the Captains of the Fleet getting along," she said, her British accent and dimpled but fading smile adding sugar to the remark. "I'm afraid I won't have time to look through the details of your latest report."

      "Everything's going well here," Alice answered, a little embarrassed, feeling like she'd been caught with a boy in her room for a moment before reminding herself that she wasn't a teenager. Her short time as a teen didn't include much fascination for the opposite sex, either. "We have a local lead, and Noah's becoming well known in the system. Not much has changed from my initial report."

      "I know, not much time has passed," Ayan replied. The last of her joviality slipped away. "I wish we had time for a social call, but a lot has happened for the Fleet. We initiated Phase Seven in the Haven System. That is a secret plan to rescue our people there or wipe the Order presence out using assets we hid when we were driven away. Unfortunately, the time we had to rescue our people was shortened, and while we were able to get most of them out of the system aboard the Pelican, new interdiction drones and several heavy warships are holding essential ships there."

      "Dad? Oz? Minh? Grandma?" The last felt strange. Taking Admiral Jessica Rice on board as her grandmother was still a new notion, and it still didn't feel right considering how hard it was for Ayan to gain Jessica's acceptance.

      "They're all trapped along with the most of the experienced Freeground people in the fleet," Ayan admitted.

      "So, Dad's aboard the Merciless, working with Oz and Admiral Rice?" That situation could get them out of trouble. The three of them were formidable on their own, so together they could be great.

      "The ships we have there are coordinating, of that we can be pretty sure," Ayan said. "The War Forge and the biggest fleet of allies we've ever assembled just jumped. We've managed to get our transit time down to twenty-one minutes. With the interdiction signals in the area, we'll be arriving on the edge of the solar system, but we have a plan. We're taking the Haven System back."

      "I can have the Clever Dream on the way in seconds," Alice said.

      "Same with the Corsair, we just need to detach from a container and we'll make the jump," Noah added.

      "Stay there," Admiral Anderson said firmly. "Intelligence predicts that this is a trap. The Order could turn it around on us. We'll be using a little ingenuity and a lot of firepower so we can hold the solar system without a great loss of life, but regardless of the outcome we need both of you out there. If we're successful, then we'll be able to send you resources so your mission is even easier. If the worst happens, and we're driven out of the system or blockaded in it, then your mission will be even more important."

      "That could happen? There's a good chance of that happening?" Alice asked, trying to be serious and stoic instead of worried, even frightened.

      "Yes," Ayan said. "The chances are that the results of this fight will land us somewhere in the middle, though, with a large portion of the fleet concentrating on defence for weeks before we can start supporting you. My point is that we need you out there, using whatever methods you see fit to recruit people who are already fighting the Order. If they're not willing to join or coordinate with us, make sure you support them using whatever backstory they'll accept. I can't tell you what method will work best, I'm not out there meeting these people, so we leave it in your hands."

      "And if you all get yourselves killed or imprisoned, we're supposed to build our own resistance out here?" Alice asked, realizing that it was a useless complaint the moment she finished speaking. "No problem," she told her with a smirk Alice hoped was convincing, cocky.

      The sudden surge of surprise and confusion from Noah almost made Alice laugh. He was probably having all kinds of trouble reading her. That was no surprise, since she was having trouble negotiating her own conflict with the whole situation. Her instincts told her to rush back to the Clever Dream so they could jump to the Haven System. Everyone she cared about other than her crew and Noah were in jeopardy, there had to be something she could do. At the same time her sense of duty and every rational instinct told her that obeying orders was the right thing to do. That her mother was making sense. After all; if they already had the largest fleet Haven had ever seen assembled, if they were already on their way, what could two corvettes do?

      "I'm happy you're out there," Ayan said, her voice and expression softening a little as she regarded Alice and Noah. "I believe what you're doing is important, but don't rush so you can show us results. Build something, get connected to important people who can help, and look forward to my next call. I'll have good news."

      A brave face. Alice recognized it immediately, especially since she looked so much like Ayan and she spent time every morning studying her own expressions. "Good hunting, Admiral," Noah said.

      "Be careful," Alice said, aware that she was specifically talking to Ayan as a daughter. The instinct to rush to the Haven System surged again, and she crushed it down, adding; "And good hunting."

      Ayan regarded them both for a moment, was about to say something, but closed her lips instead, ending the call with a pleased expression that made Alice wish she could read her mother more than ever. It was as if she was satisfied with where Alice was, who she was with, and that was all Ayan needed before rushing into a hopeless situation. Then again, that could be all in her head, the results of an imagination running wild on a diet of frustration and anxiety.

      "They're going to kick ass," Noah said, putting his arm around her. "We'll get another call in a couple hours telling us to fabricate a bottle of Champaign, because they've got the whole solar system locked down, you'll see."

      "I hope so," Alice said. Then she voiced a dark thought; "She dodged my question about Dad."
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      Breaking Out

      

      Trust. There were signs everywhere on the island of Haven Shore that the people that were just evacuated, those tasked with protecting it, and the soldiers that were fighting in that very moment had trust in something. As Admiral Jacob Valent was confronted by a sapling planted on a low, earthy spot on the landscape facing the beach in the middle of a little circle of stones, he got a sour feeling in the pit of his stomach, like all that trust had been taken away. The promise of a tree had been planted there by someone who expected to be around to watch it grow. The longer Jacob's soldiers spent on that beach, the more troops their opposition were allowed to land, the less likely a return to Haven Shore was.

      The sky was black with smoke from the spreading fires in the jungle. Dark, giant jungle cats, big shouldered apes, smaller monkeys and everything in between were starting to come down from the massive flat-topped mountain that ran the length of the island. They were going towards water, maybe they were reacting to this fire like a few that happened before, but this one was man-made, war-made. It would consume every jungle on the strand of land.

      Buildings that people called home, that filled their designers with pride, and were once wonders in themselves had been reduced. Some to ruin like the shard, which was more like a dark, broken, ruined spike in flames, others to lesser versions of themselves like the Everin Building, which had been robbed of most of the bulbous apartment compartments that were once the outer layer of the structure. Those compartments had been picked up and flown away under shuttles and corvettes, taken whole with residents inside leaving the Everin Building thin looking, almost sickly compared to its former robust shape.

      The worst damage, as far as Jake was concerned, was underground. The hostage negotiations quickly turned to disaster. Everyone suspected that would be the result, no matter who went down, but someone had to try to free the captives. Order Knights were zealots, willing to do anything to turn any situation into a victory, no matter the cost. The details leading up to the detonation of a bomb would be sorted out later, but the life signs from the bunker told him that Remmy Sands, Masterson, and Bedel, who was known as Dotty or Dot throughout the fleet were all killed. They'd managed to save most of the civilians, cramming them into an armoured elevator that Alaka's team was bringing up, and the other soldiers in Remmy's team were finished regenerating. They were cutting their way through the upper floors, making their own way to the surface while a couple members of Alaka's team cut down from above.

      Gorev, a volunteer with Remmy's team, had taken the least damage. He explained that the bomb was made to wipe out junk matter around heavy metals during asteroid mining but at such close range even heavy metals could be obliterated. That's probably what happened to Remmy and the other casualties. It was a quick death. That wasn't much of a consolation to Jake, who felt the loss of the Captain and his partner, Dot. Why do we only realize how much we like some people when we realize they're gone? He asked himself, not for the first time in his life.

      They were both likeable people, something Jake knew while they were alive, sure, but the depth of that was revealed as he saw flat lines and verification scan results after the bomb went off. There was a chance that their memories would be imprinted on new bodies, that another Remmy and Dot could be in the universe again, but Jake knew the mortal divide more than most. It wasn't the same. Death was death, and those two people's journeys were finished. Any new copies didn't serve them, they would serve everyone else. The Fleet, their friends, and the people who didn't appreciate them enough the first time around.

      They would be like him. Jonas became Jacob, and the two were more different every day. Different from the very start, he was sure. Like Ayan knew she wasn't her previous self, didn't feel the same, even though her father took every measure he could to avoid differences. Even though he knew it was self-serving, he hoped Remmy and Dot could be copied. He hoped the new science could work miracles.

      A barrage of light shards ripped the dirt around him and the squads. They backed around cover, letting their shields regenerate. Every electromagnetic grenade and pulse bomb they had were recharging, hanging off their backs.

      The black sky was lit by fire behind and in front of them the few fighters Haven could spare were blasting at Citadel shuttles as well as similar looking oval lifeboats as they tried to come down near one section of the island's beach. That broad cove was important. The stony shelf was lowest there, earthy in some places, only a metre or so above the gradual slope of the sandy beach. Invaders could rush up, dig in, even approach by water like several of the armoured lifeboats that made it through the fighter screen did.

      Squads under the command of Jacob and Frost were in the lead, looking for a way to destroy a strategic point near the water where Citadel soldiers set up in a cave. Its mouth was dense stone, and the enemy had set up four rapid-firing cannons that already tore several of his heavily armoured soldiers up as they attempted to ascend. The shuttle that was coming down to pick them up was nearly destroyed as well. Fighters had to take turns at lower altitudes to let their shields recharge. There was a lot of firepower on the ground, pointing up at the sky, taxing the defences of Uriels from over twenty enemy positions that were well dug in.

      The cave was certainly not the only emplacement, either, the Citadel troops were quick, focused and well-armed. The lifeboats they came down in were well armoured, ships that could carry seven people comfortably and served as good cover. There was every chance that they were generating new frameworks, too, but Jake hadn't seen evidence of that yet, even on scanners.

      "We've got a clear line of sight on Lifeboat Nine," Stephanie said from her position a kilometre down the rocky shelf facing the beach. "Watch this."

      A rapid series of bright explosions drew his attention to his right. One of her people's micro-missile launchers had unleashed a barrage at the ship they spent ten minutes creeping up on. That would be enough to split the hull, or at least temporarily kill most of the soldiers inside.

      "Charge!" Stephanie called, and the three squads followed her lead, rushing the flaming lifeboat to finish the framework soldiers inside off while they were regenerating. Longer range fire from soldiers peeking out of hatches in the second nearest lifeboat down the beach taxed their shields and threatened to stop their rush, but it was too late. Stephanie would accomplish her mission, their grip on the shoreline and the lower altitudes over the island would be loosened that much more.

      As if in retaliation to that small victory, two of the heavy guns in the cave Jake's squad was about to assault again came to life, lighting the sand and earth around them up with white bolts of energy. He wondered how mindless these framework soldiers were. They seemed much more capable, more coordinated than the ones he'd defeated before.

      They still weren't smart or quick enough to stop bots from boarding the second Citadel carrier and providing a good connection so it could be hacked. A combined effort by the crews of the Merciless and the Triton got that done, and that carrier - in a sorry state, but useable - fell under Haven control. The crew abandoned ship, but instead of breaking for open space, they turned to Haven Shore in their shuttles and lifeboats.

      There was one test he wanted to do before he led his people against that bunker. From his hip pocket, he pulled his last fully charged throw rocket. It was the length of his hand, set up with a high-powered electromagnetic warhead. With a jerk he tossed it over his head, the rocket activated, aimed itself at the cave opening and started its short, quick trip to the shield protecting it. Before it made it ten metres, one of the autocannons set up in the cave sighted and destroyed it with a short burst of rounds. "Worth a try," Jake said to himself.

      "Aye," Frost said from his left side. "Maybe we should back off, come around and take out one of the positions covering it from the side. That way we might be able to take it from the side or the rear."

      It took a second for Jake to push his irritation at the suggestion down. Of course I thought of that, but it would take time. There's another squad working on it already, and even they're finding it slow going. All these bastards dug in the instant they touched the ground, but if we take the cave, we have a chance at ascending in our suits, they have the biggest anti-air guns, we can turn them to the left and right, leave them behind so they can cover us as we crack a few more positions. "We're way past our mission time," Jake said. "Tell me you've got a better idea than taking the long way around."

      "What do you think I've been doin' here? I'm wracking my brain!" Frost snapped.

      Sometimes you had to sacrifice, it was just a fact. One squad could take the cave, but half of them would die doing it if they used quick tactics. He looked at the status of his eight electromagnetic grenades and six hand rockets, they wouldn't be finished for a couple minutes. Jake opened a channel to Oz as Frost sighed and apologized, promising to come up with something. "Oz, tell me you can free a corvette up for a few minutes to give us some support. I know we've got a bunch of combat shuttles, but they won't take the beating."

      "I've got… wait…" Oz started. "All right, we can't get a firing solution on that beach from here, and the fleet is busy, but one of my guys says he's putting something together. Hang in there, hold for a few minutes and we'll have something for you."

      "All right, I'm going to check with the merciless again," Jake said, switching over to a direct channel between him and Agameg. "Captain, can you get a clear shot at the cave I'm marking?"

      "We can't break formation with the rest of the ships in orbit," Agameg replied. "Did Admiral McPatrick tell you someone was working on a solution?"

      "Yes. Listen, I'm begging: just send down one torpedo, or a guided missile on an approach that will hit that cave from behind," Jake knew what the answer would be the moment he glanced at the tactical information streaming from the Merciless.

      "The moment we launch slower projectiles, even cloaked, they are destroyed. I'm afraid that is too much to ask, Admiral," Agameg replied.

      "Right, we'll get this done down here," Jake replied, irritated at the situation more than any person. "Leave us down here if you find a way to break through up there."

      "I understand my orders, Admiral," Agameg said officially. Then, with a more personal tone, he finished by saying; "Good luck."

      A small status tracker showed that Stephanie's group just finished taking a position up the beach. "There's something strange about these frameworks," she said on a channel reserved for captains and higher ranks. "I recognize three of them. They look like a synthetic person we have on file."

      "Aye, that's Spin's face, all right," Frost verified, highlighting a comely visage that had been rendered still, her eyes glazed and unfocused. "Why, though?"

      "We'll have to figure that out later," Jake said, smiling at an idea as he glanced at the charge levels on his grenades. "Steph, could that lifeboat fly?"

      "Scanning," she replied, then; "Yeah, it's not space worthy anymore, but it'll fly."

      "Great. Get your guys ready to move. I need you to establish a remote link with that lifeboat. I'm going to fly it up remotely then bring it down on the entrance of that cave. Even if it doesn't bring the portable shields they've set up down all the way, it might cause a collapse, or cost them so much energy that we can finish them off with the EMP's we've got."

      "I knew you'd come up with something," Frost chuckled. "We're in for a show, boys!" he told their squads as they huddled behind the cover of thick, dense stone and portable shields.

      "All right, there isn't much security," Stephanie said. "My C-Tech got the link up and running and he's passing it over to you. We're rushing back up the beach now."

      "Covering fire on my target area!" Frost called out, and thirty soldiers turned, moved a little so they didn't break their own cover but got a straight shot at a spot little more than a hundred metres down the beach. There was a burned-out Citadel lifeboat on its side there, and half a dozen soldiers who were using it for cover as they used powerful rifles and shield generators to fire at Haven forces.

      Seconds after Frost gave the order, they were driven behind thick chunks of hull and portable shields, giving Stephanie's people a chance at running straight up the beach. Her people fired at another bunker further down the beach as they took their chance, and for the ten seconds it took them to rush at inhuman speed, the sands were lit up by the flickers and flares of energy rounds. The instant they were far enough from the intense interference caused by so many portable shields and high energy shots, they cloaked, disappearing up onto an earthy shelf thick with bamboo and ancient trees that weren't alight yet.

      The middle portion of Jake's helmet display turned into an interface for piloting the hotwired lifeboat, and after a few seconds of looking it over, he piloted it straight up. It was marked as an allied ship, so Haven forces left it alone as it made a rapid ascent that was made even more extreme with most of the internal dampening turned off. The only passengers were blasted corpses, their framework systems fried thanks to electromagnetically charged rounds. At ten thousand feet, Jake turned the ship around and aimed it at the very entrance of the fortified cave. "All right, everyone cover, get back if you can. This lifeboat isn't fusion. There's fuel aboard."

      "You heard the Admiral!" Frost said, sounding more excited than alarmed. "Hunker down, crank your shields, and make sure whatever you're hiding behind is good and heavy."

      As Jake turned the throttle up to full there was a distant boom overhead followed by a scream that grew louder quickly. He opened the interior fuel cell door, overriding a warning that said; THE FUEL CELL DOOR IS ONLY INTENDED FOR EMERGENCY MAINTENANCE. DETONATION MAY OCCUR.

      To Jake, it may as well have said; IF YOU OPEN THAT THING, THE FUEL GEL WILL LEAK INTO THE CABIN AND TURN THE SHIP INTO A HUGE BOMB. It was exactly what he was going for.

      The turrets at the mouth of the cave only had enough time for a few shots at the ship before it came down on the emplacement in a blur of white and yellow thruster flame. The sound of the crash was so loud that the audio in his helmet cut out, and the ground jumped underfoot. A wave of sand and stone blasted them, and when the dust cleared, there was a crater with a few flames, a chunk of metal that was once a piece of the dorsal hull, and a shield emitter that was flickering near the bottom of the crater. "I think I overdid it," Jake said, in awe of the destruction. There was no evidence of a cave or the soldiers that were inside left.

      Frost laughed so hard, he ran out of breath, took a deep inhale then laughed it out too. He wasn't the only one. No one on their side was harmed, though several of his people's shields took a major hit, but they'd recharge.

      As his tactical computer marked hundreds of spots on the map were debris was still falling, Jake realized that all the firing in the cove stopped on both sides. Then, without a second thought, he sent a simple order out to everyone in armour. "Charge! Charge while they're still wondering if they survived! Use everything you've got!"

      He leapt up, ran across the dense stone he used for cover, and jumped again, activating his thrusters while he took two fully charged rockets from where they hung, charging on his back, and targeted the next shielded position, one over from the crater he'd made. They were still taking refuge in a lifeboat, but its shields were almost completely drained after it was sent rolling several times down the beach. The rockets took flight after he released them, their paths tight corkscrews ahead of him.

      To Jake's surprise, Frost was only a few metres behind him, still snickering but opening fire with his rifle on its highest setting. The rockets struck the shields, electromagnetic pulse blasts taking them down. In frenzied seconds, Jake and Frost's squads made it to the lifeboat before anyone could resist and gave no quarter as they blasted the soldiers within with explosive rapid fire. A dozen such victories took place up and down the beach. It was over in minutes, and a hundred fifty-three Haven troops turned their attention to the lifeboats that were coming in for a landing, setting up Citadel turrets to make the whole cove a place where none of the enemy soldiers could survive.
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      Army Ants

      

      The heavy tripod turrets Jake's Haven forces took from the Citadel troops saved them thousands of rounds of ammunition as they took down dozens of lifeboats headed for the beach. Flaming craft and the flashes of explosions lit the cove. Every one of their gun emplacements were surrounded by Haven soldiers who watched the edge of the water for surviving framework troops. The synthetic human enemies were short, fast, well-armed and small groups of them tried to outflank the force, escaping the wreckages of their landing craft and swimming for the mouths of the cove instead of the inner beach.

      They were supported by the ones - hundreds - that sacrificed themselves by running directly for the Haven defenders in an obvious ploy to distract them enough so a few frameworks could get around them. Jake scanned a few of the lifeboats in more detail as they were fired on, and discovered that these, hopefully the last wave of landers, were different. They were from a ship no one saw, it must have been near Tamber, and they were all loaded with cylinders with a framework skeleton in each. As soon as they hit the water, the lifeboat's hatches would burst open, the cylinders would push themselves out using simple collapsible arms, then a framework soldier would emerge, self-fabricating, materializing. Their weapons were stowed in the same case they landed in, standard heavy Order of Eden rifles and boots.

      "What are they doing? They could land anywhere else on the moon. There wouldn't be any resistance," Stephanie asked as she joined him and Frost on the beach. They weren't idle from where they commanded the troops, but held their rifles ready, checking long range for enemies that were trying to avoid the main defence along the shore.

      "It has to be the bunker," Jake replied. "Inventory doesn't show anything that they'd want in the levels that survived the blast, but we could be wrong. There could be something off the books or something they stole and stored themselves." He thought for a moment, looked over his shoulder at the ruins.

      "We'll have to blast it from space," Stephanie said. "None of my eyes and ears around Haven Shore saw the Order move more than people into the bunker, but I could be wrong. My coverage wasn't exactly perfect."

      "We're coming down like an anvil, making landfall in twelve seconds," Traveller said over the Fleet channel. He spotted them; three sleek Clever Class Corvettes decelerating, the Jester in the lead, perfectly visible as its turrets turned this way and that, finding targets in the water, blasting landers and frameworks with white-blue bolts of supercharged bolts. The upper guns of all three turned and unleashed a torrent of deadly light at an armoured drop ship that didn't make it to the ground. There was a load of tall armoured encounter suits inside, mechanized soldiers, and they were targeted by the barrage next.

      

      It felt strange flying the Jester without a real co-pilot. "Well daaaaamn! It's like a goddamned shooting gallery down here!" Tagger laughed from his turret. There were two groups of fighters chasing them, they'd have a clear line of sight in less than a minute, but until then his group of gunships would provide the cover the ground forces needed.

      It was a crazy, slap-dash effort, getting three Clever Class Corvettes free and crewed so Admiral Valent's ground forces could get the support they needed. The fighting was furious in orbit, as the Haven fighter screen helped keep powerful torpedoes, small boarding craft and enemy interceptors away from the Triton, Rassaaga and the five Sunspire class capitol vessels. It was a battle unlike he'd ever seen, with every kind of fighting ship he could have imagined, including several types of Order of Eden drones that no one had time to capture and try to hack.

      The Crow and Laura were the only Clever Class Corvettes that they could get their hands on. The Crow had its gun crew and a pilot, while the Laura was heavily damaged. It was missing two gun emplacements, and they had to replace a section of armoured panels on the dorsal side, where the small bridge was almost exposed. Crews got the holes patched and ran through a check with Pixie volunteering as the ship's new Captain. The former was killed while trying to rescue one of his gunners from where they were stuck in a turret. The turret was hit, and everyone who was drawn through the hole was obliterated as enemy fighters sighted them, defenceless in their vacsuits then picked them off. The Laura already had a tragic history, but Pixie took it on, grabbing volunteers for her gunnery crew from the hangars of the Triton. Most of them were shuttle and fighter pilots whose ships had returned in too poor a state to reload and redeploy.

      On one side, the Laura was a mess, with two turrets patched over, and a third dark, but the crew of the Laura was eager to prove themselves, including Pixie and that meant fulfilling her primary roles; taking civilian passengers aboard, then ascending to the Triton or whichever ship was ready to receive them.

      Regardless of what condition one of the three ships were in, the mission that Admiral Terry Ozark McPatrick gave Hal was carried out. He got just enough firepower and cargo space together to save the last civilians on Haven Shore, and judging from the ruins, it looked like he'd done it just in time.

      Hal opened a direct channel as he touched down; "Admiral Valent, your ride's here. Get your people into orbit, we'll take the civilians aboard and cover you through your low altitude ascent. It's gotta be soon, next thirty seconds or so, though." He cringed at the last, adding; "With respect, Sir."

      

      "We're on our way," Jake replied. "All forces; we're leaving!" He marked the launch point for the armoured troops on the tactical map. Most of them would fly under their own power. The rest were ordered to board one of the corvettes as soon as the civilians were aboard. Everyone started falling back, firing at anything that looked like it gave chase or would land between them and the corvettes along the way.

      It was quick, all of them used their thrusters to hop over large portions of the three kilometres between them and the pickup site. When they arrived, the civilians were already aboard. The corvettes landed as close to the ruins of the bunker as possible, and Alaka's team got the civilians there fast.

      "Oh, no," Stephanie said in a sinking tone.

      From out of nowhere thirty-five Sol Defence Encounter suits appeared above them, seconds away from touching down in a box formation five wide and seven long. They didn’t make the mistake of dropping in an armoured landing craft. The last one was still in flames, nearly three kilometres distant, the wreckage a twisted mass of devastated mechanized walkers trapped under heavy armour plating. "What the hell is it about this island that makes them want it so bloody much?" Frost asked, irritated.

      Shields protected each of the enemy heavy suits from the turret fire of the corvettes just long enough for them to finish their controlled fall to the stony ground. "Traveller! Get your corvettes up and off the moon while we take care of these!" Jake said, looking into the back of the Jester, where several civilians looked back at him. Some were terrified, others seemed numb, dull-eyed, and a few were weeping gripping whatever hand was near as their own shook.

      "I'm getting into one of those bastard's suits this time," Frost said.

      The ground shook as several of the mechanized soldiers made contact with the stony ground. "Aye, aye, Admiral," Traveller replied. All three of his ships were off the ground and accelerating skyward at incredible speed.

      "Tear the mechs down! Don't give them a chance to target the corvettes!" Jake said, taking a line of recharged electromagnetic grenades from where they were affixed to his back and hurling them at the nearest group of mechanized soldiers. They were over twice his height, loaded with more modern versions of familiar Sol Defence weaponry. Their arms turned from where they were starting to point skyward to him and his people. "Blast their shields down, give 'em everything you've got!"

      He avoided an encounter suit's barrage of shard shaped energy bolts, paying no attention to the white-hot grooves they left in the metal plates and stone where he had just been standing. Alaka's team was free to fight, and they turned their heavy beam weapons on the nearest, lighting the front of the field more than any of the thousands of rounds that over a hundred seventy Haven heavy troops sent at the new group of mechanized soldiers who were twice their height.

      "Let's see if Haven's designers are right!" Frost said as he caught up with Jake, rushing the front row of the robotic looking Citadel soldiers.

      "About what?" Stephanie asked as she passed them both, deftly dodging a barrage of white fire with her squad of fourteen following her lead.

      "Whether or not our best armour can stand up to these big mechanized buggers!" Frost said, throwing two hand rockets up. They spiralled towards the mechs in the second line, bursting as soon as they were close enough to the enemy shields sending an invisible electromagnetic blast at them. The nearest ones switched modes, readying sparking, spinning cutters in their hands so they could be ready to fend off attacks at extreme close range. That was new, and Jake didn't like the sight, finding him distracted as Stephanie activated the thrusters on her suit, turned her shields up, and too flight. Her trajectory took her right between the arms of the mech in the middle, past its deadly hands so she smashed into the armour just below the cockpit. It rocked onto its back foot and she affixed to the thing's chest. She turned, blasting the thing's arm with her rifle as it raised to slash at her.

      Her squads split into two groups; one blasted at the legs of the one she was harassing with her rifle, the other went headlong into the mech beside it, firing at close range, staying away from those cutting hands. One of her soldiers got too close. A cutting hand grabbed her, popping her shields like a bubble after less than three seconds as the other hand - this one held a broader, circular energy blade - pressed against her head. Nancy Fergeson, a soldier with Haven Fleet for two months, was killed when the blade cut through her faceplate.

      Jake fired at an untouched mechanized unit, leading two of his squads in burning its shields down with electromagnetic pulses from their intense fire. Tufts of grass and other plant life around them was starting to catch fire, the waste heat around their weapons raising the temperature around them rapidly. Anything not in armour would burn if it came too close. The mechanized soldier tried to reinforce its shields, but it only bought him a few more seconds of protection as it fired back.

      The problem with the tall armour's hand launchers was that everyone could see where it was pointing as it fired shards of light at them, and Jake's soldiers had little trouble dodging most of it. When a soldier was hit, they took refuge behind someone else in his squad while his shields recharged. So many of them had trained for this or other, similarly deadly scenarios, and the big mechanized units were starting to look slow as they tried to fan out.

      The units Jake's four squads were firing at found themselves in real trouble as their shields failed and everyone switched to heavy armour piercing explosive rounds that would also deliver an electromagnetic burst an instant after impact. As soon as they broke through their enemies' armour, it started to fail, internal systems faltering thanks to shocks and terrible shredding.

      A burst of white shards struck Jake's shields from his left, and he slipped back behind his fellow soldiers, draining his power reserves to force his shields to recharge from three to thirty three percent. It would take time to generate more energy, so Jake moved with the squads, fired along with them as he double checked the status of the Sky Queen's quad drives and remote systems. The drives were melted down, it was procedure when the ship was marked as lost. There was no way to turn them into even a low-yield bomb that would wipe out everything on the island. The remote systems were still running, though, and the auto-repair systems almost had two turrets running. He set the system to alert him when they were ready to fire. They wouldn't get many shots out of them, but that could come in handy.

      Frost leapt straight between the arms of a mech on their far right, two of his squad followed behind, and they planted their feet on the thing's chest and shoulders. They were following Stephanie's example. She'd taken out her target's arms then blasted through the armoured canopy protecting the pilot. "This one was piloted by someone who looked like Spin, too," she announced as her squad focused on the next mech, which was already stumbling. They used it and the first one down as cover against the rest as they unloaded round after round of their heaviest ammunition on them.

      "Kill now, details later!" Frost called back.

      "I agree," Alaka said as he and two other Nafalli rushed into the second line of mechs. Jake's shields were up to fifty percent, and his squads were working together without his leadership, so he joined them. It looked like the Nafalli moved with little effort, but it took everything Jake had to keep up, his legs pumping harder and faster than he imagined they could. They were charging right into an expanding half circle of deadly mechanized encounter suits, allowing themselves to get outflanked.

      Alaka had a good grasp on strategy, so it had to be on purpose. For some reason, the Nafalli wanted to be surrounded. "Koluun Miiru!" Alaka cried, slinging his heavy beam weapon, drawing a staff that telescoped to his height. The Nafalli to his right and left did the same, each of the tall, powerful tree tribe descendants brandishing staves of their own. One end glowed with a reinforced nanoblade while the other had a kinetic multiplier. Jake had tried a staff with a kinetic multiplier emitter at each end before, they were deadly, and incredible fun. He wanted to properly train with one, he was tall enough for the shortest length the Nafalli had, but he never seemed to get around to it.

      A burst of white shard-bolts struck Alaka's shields as he rushed a mechanized soldier that was a metre taller than him. The cutting end of the staff slashed across the front of it, and its nearly depleted shields failed as Alaka spun, flipped so he landed between it and its fellow. The staff came around again, and as Alaka planted his feet he smashed his foe's shoulder with the kinetic multiplier side of his staff, sending it flying sideways into its fellow soldier hard enough to topple them both.

      The Citadel suit to Alaka's left brought both his bladed hands around to cut at him, but his staff met them both, deflecting the attack neatly. The pair of Nafalli backing him up drove the bladed ends of their staves into the canopy of the assailant, cutting long slashes into the metal. Then they turned their staves around and stabbed it with kinetic multipliers that turned the force of their thrusts that made the cockpit and the pilot burst with the impact.

      The rest of the Nafalli kept blasting the armoured soldiers with their heavy beam weapons, shortening the time Jake's people needed to take their shields down dramatically. Jake gave up on the idea of getting into melee with one of the encounter suits after seeing Alaka and his fighters get to work and directed four squads as they targeted three mechs at a time, forty-eight of them taxing shields to nothing then riddling their armour with bullets until someone got close and finished them off.

      It wasn't a perfect strategy, even Stephanie was grazed by one of the cutters as she ripped a cockpit open enough to disable the pilot. Another mech turned and slashed at her from behind, cutting through Stephanie's armour and most of her leg. The cut was so clean that her medical system was able to fix it in seconds, but she almost lost her limb entirely. It was her third kill, and despite the close call, she had a souvenir; the pilot was drugged into stasis and captured in a body bag like containment sack that she threw down. One of the Nafalli affixed it to his back and kept fighting.

      Nancy Ferguson was the first but not the last to lose her life fighting the Citadel mechanized armour unit. Jake lost three in his own squads, while the fighting force lost eight humans and one Nafalli before they had killed all but the last two mechanized units. No one stopped to consider the dead. There was no time for that, too much sentimentality could get you killed.

      "No quarter! No prisoners!" Jake reinforced as he noticed his people begin to slow down. He gave the whole fighting force orders at once and they followed, putting distance between them and the remaining two mechs. The pair fought as though they had hundreds of allies behind them, slashing at the few Haven soldiers who were close enough, then firing at them as their targets backed off.

      Every soldier under Jake's command was shooting, circling their enemies, and the Nafalli joined in, even though he suspected they didn't see this as the honourable way to end the fight. To Jake, the mechanized suits were piloted by frameworks, which put them only a hair above robots. These soldiers weren't unique, they were manufactured, and if he was wrong about them, he didn't much care. Haven Fleet's quick in-and-out rescue plan had gone to crap, and Citadel was no small part of that.

      The mechanized suits were picked and blasted to pieces. When their outer armour failed they still flailed as though there was a chance it was worth fighting, but Nafalli cutting beams sliced through the frame of both. The pilots were blasted by anti-framework rounds, some of the last they had. It was time to go. There was nothing on Haven Shore for them to fear except a few frameworks coming up the beach. More importantly, there was nothing to defend.

      

      Hal was just touching down on the deck of the Triton when Damon said; "Getting a notification from the ground now. Admiral Valent's troops just finished taking all those mechanized Citadel guys out."

      "That was quick." Hal replied, surprised.

      "They're starting their ascent. They have casualties that are slowing them down, though," Damon reported from the station behind.

      "Get back there and make sure that our passengers get off ship as quick as they can. Our trio has to get back so we can cover the Admiral's people. They're going to ascend slowly and they'll lose people if they run into fighters."

      "Gotcha," Damon said, moving with more purpose than Hal had seen since he met him.

      "We're going back to help the Admiral?" Pixie's voice asked through his personal comm.

      "Yeah," Hal replied. "Think your ship can handle it?"

      "We'll be good as long as you and the Crow keep fighters off my port side," she said. "We're unloading our passengers quick."

      Hal wiped his eyes. They stung a little, it was to be expected after such a long day, after doing so many different errand and fighting missions for Triton and Fleet Flight. He took a moment to enjoy relative quiet and safety, then opened a channel. "Triton Flight, this is Traveller aboard the Jester. We're going back out to provide cover for Admiral Valent. We're launching next."

      "Negative, we're keeping the launch doors closed. Shields are low in that section," Flight replied.

      "The Jester, Crow and Laura are launching in a few seconds under our own power," Hal sighed. "Acknowledge."

      "I'm sorry, you don't determine… please stand by," Flight started to respond.

      Admiral McPatrick broke into the communication then. "You're up next, Jester. Watch for crossfire on your way out and good hunting."

      "Thank you, Admiral," Hal said.

      "Looks like you've got some real attention from the higher-ups," Damon said as he returned to his seat.

      During the last few hours, the Jester had been ordered to carry out more missions than he could count on one hand, and he was starting to feel a little worn. "I don't think I want attention from the Admiralty," he said. "Maybe they could spread it around a little."
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      The Wheel

      

      It was infuriating, watching a circle of ships rotate so they could share the damage that the Order of Eden ships were dealing. Every generator aboard the Sunspire was working to keep their shields running and even with other ships adding to the barriers protecting them, the highest they could manage to raise their energy reserves was three percent. They were a hair away from destruction.

      The fighter screen was showing its importance as it dominated the space between the Order and Haven ships. They were living in the crossfire, and thanks to the skill of the pilots, neural assisted interfaces and computer systems aboard their ships, they were able to take out most of the heavy munitions the Order launched before they reached the Sunspire and the other ships in the wheel formation. That was while they hunted down drones and fighters. The interdiction screen was starting to loosen up.

      That wasn't enough. The Order fleet had swelled, covering the Haven ships thoroughly, preventing them from leaving orbit. Admiral Rice knew there were several battlegroups in the system and that included many carriers, cruisers, even a few of the older but still deadly battleships. Unlike Vindyne, the Order didn't use disposable ships or technology. Their ships were truly military grade, and the people who were in command were dedicated. They knew it was a matter of time.

      Everyone aboard the Sunspire were focused on their duties. Most didn't allow themselves to think about the slow decline of their shields, the strikes against their thick outer hull as they became more frequent. Yes, the ship's skin could regenerate, but it wasn’t keeping up. The outer hull that protected the very middle of the ship was wearing thin thanks to continual strikes from cannon rounds that no fighter could stop, that their shields could only partially block. They were digging for the bridge, they were working to take her out.

      Worse, there were Citadel ships somewhere. One of the smaller ones revealed itself momentarily when it launched a significant landing force to Tamber. It took Admiral Valent's team only minutes to clear that mess up, and they were on their way up, covered by three corvettes. There was no new solution for her there, though. Perhaps Valent could offer some insight or modification to a plan that had them holding, sharing damage with seven other ships, but she couldn't trust that such salvation was forthcoming.

      It would be more likely that he'd look at their situation and come to the same conclusion she did: they were stuck. Even with the thinning interdiction field, their constant return fire at key Order of Eden ships, they were outnumbered twelve to one. Everything in or near the Haven System was concentrating on wearing the seven Haven ships down. The Triton was in the middle of their wheel, the eighth ship, a vault of reactors working to shore up the shields of the vessels most in need. A gunnery deck launching difficult to fabricate guided rounds, and thirty torpedo bays that kept the Order worrying about their heaviest cruiser. The crew of the Triton were so desperate for materials so their ammunition generation tech could keep up with the demand that they were throwing non-essential items into recyclers. If it kept up, the Triton would be unfurnished and whole decks would be stripped of secondary wall panels, but that was the least of their worries. They could keep doing that for days, using most of the energy they'd normally reserve for ammunition to keep their shields running.

      They didn't have days. If they didn't do something soon, they'd would have less than twenty minutes before they were open to the boarding craft that the Order carriers were launching, keeping ready behind them for the right time.

      "Ma'am," the tactical officer to her right said. "Our turn is coming up."

      He'd seen that her attention had drifted, her head was down, but not the wheel in her mind. The vulnerable, deteriorating rotation of the Sunspire, Sentinel, Guardian, Juggernaut, Intrepid then the newer ships: The Merciless and the Rassaaga with the Triton in the middle. They needed a break, a chance for their energy reserves to go up even ten percent so they could change formation and charge free. Admiral Jessica Rice was desperate to find a solution that didn't mean sacrificing at least one ship. "Don't worry, Commander, I couldn't be more aware of what's going on," Jessica said, her gaze steady, her voice low. It wasn't an admonishment, but a message to him: I'm with you until the end, but I haven't lost hope. We will be ready when salvation comes or make our own opportunity. "You know the routine; roll until our port side is facing the enemy, and resume firing everything we can send their way. Let's take five destroyers out this time, starting with that one, the Light Seeker. Order the fleet to focus a nine second volley then move on to the Owned Right."

      "Abandon our attacks on the lead cruiser? The Archon?" asked a junior tactical officer who just joined them on the bridge. Where he was before it all started, she couldn't tell, but she didn't have time to care.

      "Yes. For all we know that's a red herring," his commanding officer said from the tactical section of the bridge as he passed the order without delay. "We are chipping away at their firepower."

      "Any chance of getting our starboard guns back in shape?" Admiral Rice asked her engineering team. They had lost five main emplacements on that side.

      "I'm afraid we won't be getting anything back online. We're setting the hull in that section to grow over the gun emplacements, there just isn't enough to repair there."

      "I understand. Open fire and do not stop firing until we're out of ammunition or out of air," Admiral Rice said firmly.

      

      The weaving, wandering pattern Ronin, Easy and Dame were guided on as they hunted for a Citadel ship with a Geist aboard was maddening. Edda Paley understood why they were searching, every few minutes a coded message would come from the Triton, where Admiral McPatrick was listening for the Geist. They were told several times to search areas that were empty, near Tamber orbit where nothing was happening. The interdiction signals were spreading across the whole solar system, everyone was trapped, and she did her best not to be irritated at following leads that took them to empty areas of space. If they found the Geist, used their heavy munitions properly, it would severely damage Citadel's command structure.

      The fact that Admiral McPatrick could feel the Geist at all, even intermittently, meant that it was coming out from behind shielding, probably issuing commands through telepathic links to Citadel soldiers. Whoever was listening was depending on it.

      Even still, watching Haven ships huddled in a wheel formation, their shields and hulls getting chipped at over time, made her feel ill. New coordinates appeared on her tactical display, it was another destination to search. It came only seconds after the previous one. "This could be it," Ronin warned. "Be ready to pull up fast, if this is a big cloaking field, like Oz suspects, then we could fly right into whatever it is before we see it." He throttled down, turning the gain on all their scanning systems up.

      "Aye, ready," Dame replied.

      "Staying loose and watching my screens," Easy added.

      There was a lot of noise, that was the problem with passive scanners: the more you turned the gain up, the more noise you welcomed in, and there was no shortage of it near orbit, combat, and everything else that was floating around or emitting energy in the area. "This is a mess," she said to herself, allowing an uncharacteristic complaint slip out in a mutter. With quickly moving fingers she identified new noise on the scan data display and discounted it, helping her wingmates weed out the useless noise.

      "That reminds me," Easy said. "I might have a more permanent bunk situation, so I might not be living out of a bag for once. Do you have any suggestions for a good spot in the racks, Dame? I'm looking for a nice bunk far from any snorers or anyone else with disturbing nocturnal habits."

      "This is not the time for that kind of conversation," Edda replied with a sigh, continuing her work.

      "Why not? This scan data sifting can't be taking up more than ten percent of your bandwidth."

      "She's going to be moving into Samurai Squadron once we get out of this too, Easy," Ronin interjected. "Besides, we assign bunks when you arrive. You don't get to choose."

      "Ah, so we'll both be newbie Samurai," Easy concluded. "That'll be great, we can get to know our wing at the same… Whoa!"

      A flash of clarity appeared on Dame's scanners. It was unmistakeable: an array of punter systems launching fifteen Ramiel fighters. The curve of the hull they were installed in was gradually curved, almost flat. Easy was directly in the path of one of the smaller fighters. He barely got out of its way. The cloaking system re-asserted itself, and the hull ahead of them disappeared from sensors.

      "Think my cloak held up?" Easy asked as he settled back into formation.

      Ronin lead them in a broad arc away from where the large ship was detected. "You'd be shreds of metals and grease if they noticed you. Good job getting out of the way," he replied. "Break off, you two. Fly slow, parallel to the hull shape we just detected. I'm launching a pair of Bursters. If you see a section of that thing's hull and its shields have a hole in them, then launch a pair of Drillers. We need to tag this whale."

      "Aye," Dame and Easy said at the same time.

      When they were several kilometres away from Ronin, he launched a pair of Bursters. The missiles were cloaked as well as any could be, and he got away from their origin point just in case they were detected. He must have known that they wouldn't be as effective as they could be that way, though. A cloaked Burster only started going off when it was manually triggered from the launcher or touched an energy barrier, so there was a high chance it would be destroyed after a few seconds. Dame decided not to comment. She couldn't think of a better strategy for finding and tagging the large ship they were after.

      To the three pilots' relief, there was no sign that Ronin was detected when he launched the missiles. His cloaking systems hid the event, and the missiles themselves proceeded contested. They moved through the space where they detected the large section of ship hull, and Dame contained her disappointment.

      Easy wasn't as well disciplined. "Damn, I thought this hunt was over."

      "Hold on," Ronin breathed after a few seconds. He ordered one of his missiles to slow, letting the other proceed. Then, when it was well ahead of its twin, he activated it. Big blooms of energy started flashing rapidly around it as the shield interfering pulses that earned it the name 'Burster,' collided with the shields of the large ship nearly two kilometres ahead of it. "There it is!" he exclaimed as he sent the second missile in fast before the outline of the gargantuan vessel's shields was revealed bit by bit. Just from that shape Dame could tell it was much bigger than the Triton. Taller, broader by far, at least the size of a significant station.

      Then a section of hull behind the shields was revealed as a pair of high powered beams pulsed, destroying the first Burster, but the second, the one that Ronin held back, was rushing towards it, still cloaked. With a quick jerk, it turned to circle a small section of shielding over the row of punters that they'd seen before and started to blast the energy barrier with thirty electromagnetic bursts per second. "Now, fire your Drillers now," Ronin ordered calmly.

      The Burster was joined by two more as Ronin launched another pair at maximum speed. It took them seconds to cross the distance, and when the first one was blasted by the Citadel ship's deadly beams, those took their place. Trusting their Wing Commander's order, she and Easy launched their Drillers, turning away jaggedly as soon as they were away.

      By the time they were about to cross through the threshold of the Citadel ship's shields, there was a neat, hole in its defences. One, then two of their high-speed Driller missiles were destroyed by point defence beams. Then, as it was about to make contact, the third was reduced to hot shreds of metal. The fourth struck, and to their delight, jammed into the hull firmly. The plasma drill in its head activated. A capsule around its middle burst, sending nanobots across the hull that painted the deepening hole in the ship's hull for anything that cared to fire at it to hit. No cloaking system could hide that twenty by twenty metre section of hull. "That's it! We've marked it, our job's done!" Ronin said, ordering them on a course that would take them behind the semi-circle of Order of Eden ships that had their friends trapped.

      "That's it?" Easy asked, surprised.

      Dame was surprised as well, but she followed orders without delay. To his credit, Easy did the same, but he had questions.

      "We're loaded up with enough bombs to make a hole in that thing, at least, and we're done?" Easy asked.

      "Aye. That thing's too far away to do immediate damage to our people. These bombs will matter a lot more if we hit the Order from behind. We're all our Fleet can spare to do that; the rest of our fighters are barely keeping up with the defence."

      "Yeah," Easy said, his voice heavy with regret. As their fighters accelerated to the main battle, where Dame hoped they could make a real difference, create an opening for all Haven forces, she listened to him explain himself. "I've been an independent revolution guy too long. Still not used to letting someone more experienced do the thinking. Let's go bust up some Order hardware."
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      Rear Admiral West Kenly

      

      The message started with his promotion to Rear Admiral. It wasn't like a promotion most military organizations would bestow. The granting of it was an automatic function of the system according how he handled the situation since Lucius Wheeler abandoned his post in a mad, paranoid fit. The man told everyone he had a plan to dismantle Haven Fleet leadership, but he had to do so from inside. It was the last phase of a plan that never made sense to anyone. It only invited more questions from Order of Eden command, and more hate from the people of Tamber. Overlord Dron placed Wheeler there though, so there was no challenging it. When Wheeler left it was a relief.

      Serving under a paranoid fool was difficult. Could Admiral Wheeler manage the normal demands of his position? Strangely, yes. Wheeler was exceptional at everything the position of Admiral demanded, there was no doubt. It was his personal agenda to discredit his enemies that really rankled Kenly. That, along with the delusion that Overlord Dron was sending signals through space that would destroy Wheeler, so he had to wear a shielded suit. It was delusional. Why would Dron send him to the Haven System in a leadership position while he was sending destructive coded instructions his way? Wheeler's paranoia irritated Kenly to no end. That was until he decided and dedicated himself to being the perfect impartial officer. The Order of Eden had a clear goal in mind for the Haven System. Unquestionable suppression of the population until the long-term plan for the resource rich solar system could be decided. They were there to hold it for the Overlord.

      Sitting in the middle of the bridge of the Ascent One, the older Regent Galactic battleship he claimed as his secret flagship, he stared at the little slip displaying his new orders. They were just vague enough for some interpretation and excused him of any expense in the use of one tactic in particular. The dark grey deck around him was quiet except for a few distant, low volume conversations between technicians and officers while they worked at their stations. The bridge was fully manned by forty operators who managed every aspect of the ship. He looked up from his wide seat, large enough for three, comfortable enough to be called a sofa. He touched the narrow display slip, which looked like little more than a transparent, flimsy strip of plastic no longer than his hand, to the emblem on his chest and it changed to his new rank. "Congratulations, Rear Admiral," a warm voice said. Senior Commander Fetra sat down beside him with refreshing familiarity. He barely knew her, the old Captain of this ship was famously romantically enticed by her, promoting her from Lieutenant over the last year, forbidding her from leaving the ship. Captain Keusho was killed when The Shard was bombarded by the Merciless, most of the Order of Eden commanders in the Haven System were, leaving her in charge of the Ascent One.

      "Thank you. We have new orders. We'll be ending this battle shortly," he said. "We'll be capturing as many Haven Fleet ships and personnel as possible while being wary of traps. They're not averse to blowing themselves up using whatever they have at hand, especially when they're outnumbered by our people."

      "Good, we're low on pilots and the drones are too predictable to pose much of a threat to Haven fighters. It's as if all the enemy has left are their best, we've just cut the fat away from their rosters," she said, idly running her fingertips over his normally bald head. It was a little stubbly. "I've never met anyone who shaved from the neck up every day. Ever consider permanent removal?"

      "I enjoy the discipline of keeping it clean myself," he said, looking to her and beholding the relaxed smile that was so prized by the previous Captain. He wondered if she was trying to play the same game with him. The game that may have had her moving up a rank every couple of months, and lead to the inheritance of all his wealth upon his death. They never slept together, her aloofness with her former captain was well known, so was there a chance? Was she different with him?

      Catching himself as they quietly regarded each other, he imagined that she was taking advantage of his solitude. Little did he know that it was a choice. Being a calm creature that valued clear thought was a strength. He could appreciate that she was charming without being drawn in, without letting it interfere with their professional relationship. He'd see what kind of commander she was. "We have new scanning protocols," he said flatly. "Let me be clear: I will promote you to Captain and give you this ship if you prove yourself during this engagement. I don't care about your wealth portfolio, your history with the former commander of this ship. I value your intelligence, and your capability to carry out any orders given to you. I need an exceptional commander aboard this ship because I suspect that our superiors see us as expendable. I suspect this battle will take a sudden dire turn, that is why the normal Order strategy of wearing our enemies down with superior numbers is being abandoned here. If you climbed to your current position without being capable of performing your duties at a higher than normal standard, then I'll have to step in and we'll reassess your position aboard. I don't expect that, however."

      Her hand was withdrawn, but she didn't appear angry or shocked. Instead she looked… curious? A little surprised? "What are your orders, Rear Admiral?"

      He continued as though they were having a normal conversation. There were people under his command dying only a few kilometres away, and he was aboard a new ship with a new staff who he didn't know well. Their leader, who he'd just put in her place, was hanging on his every word and he was sure her crew were taking in anything they could overhear. "You'll work with the Tactical Sensor Analyst Team to input them immediately. I want them in use within five minutes." He handed her the data strip and she caught the flimsy thing between two fingers.

      "Yes, Sir," she said officially, on her feet, running it across the large bridge to the Tactical Sciences stations, a ring of terminals manned by several well-educated recruits. After studying it for a moment, she began to instruct them, dropping the data slip into a slot on the console. After a few short moments she was back at his side. "It's done. Do you want them to implement the new protocol across the fleet?"

      "Yes, please. We'll use all available scanners to perform a high powered, high gain sweep of the area," he replied. As soon as she swung the command interface board in front of her seat and started forwarding the orders and the protocol to all his ships, he attended to the other important instruction he'd received. Selecting Destroyers 138, 949 and 081, he ordered them to program the ships to be controlled remotely then to abandon them at the rear of the Order of Eden Fleet surrounding the Haven Ships.

      It took a few moments for the orders to be acknowledged, and each of the destroyers started moving. The rest of the Order fleet under his command maintained their firing pattern, sending hundreds of torpedoes, missiles and shells towards the circle of Haven ships. They were wearing them down; their shields would collectively fail in minutes. Citadel was no help as usual. Uncommunicative ever since they lost two major ships, it was surprising that they didn't get in the way. Their ground attacks did buy time, but he suspected that wasn't their purpose. They wanted the bunker and whatever was in the lowest floors behind scan-proof regenerating walls. Wheeler should have sent people down to cut their way in, but he gave up as soon as he was told it would take weeks to break through one of the vault walls without destroying whatever was inside.

      The vault wasn't on any records they could find. It didn't look like anyone other than the former Defence Minister, Anderson, knew what was kept safe within. Whatever was inside was still intact, most likely. There was no way Citadel could have gotten their hands on it without some technology that allowed them to walk through walls. "The scan protocols are in place and the fleet is ready to scan on your word, Rear Admiral," Senior Commander Fetra said.

      It had been four minutes and thirty-one seconds. If everyone was really ready, she'd surpassed her orders. "Thank you," he said simply. If she was just as impressive as an officer as she was in other respects, then she could become his most important ally. He checked the readiness state of the fleet, finding that they'd networked all their scanner systems and the new protocol was in place. That wouldn't have happened so quickly if it was managed by an average commander of her level. "Keep it up and you'll be Captain, master of this ship by the end of the day."

      "And alive?" she asked in a low whisper. There was no fear there, the question was almost asked playfully.

      "I don't believe this or any other crew is expendable," he whispered in return. "If the worst happens, and the odds turn, we'll live to fight another day."

      Confident that he had given the right amount of reassurance, he turned his attention back to his command board, a light input screen that he could swing in front of him to make direct commands. Kenly focused on the three destroyers that were quietly being abandoned and was satisfied to see that he had full control of them. He plotted a dynamic course for them that sent each one at the Sunspire, the storied lead ship of the small Haven Fleet in the solar system. The destroyers would run at it; full thrust, fully charged shields, only a little more than one kilometre behind each other. If the Sunspire tried to evade, the courses of the destroyers would automatically adjust. "At least one of them will hit that ancient ship, and that'll be the real beginning of the end. We'll harvest the steel as a resource, saving something, perhaps the commission plate if it survives, as a trophy. If they don't surrender after they see the expense we're willing to expend to bring about their defeat, then we'll beat them until there are only a handful left for interrogation."

      "How can this battle turn around on us?" Senior Commander Fetra asked. Her question was genuine, there was no hint of taunting or doubt in it.

      "I don't know, but we should be ready." The only thing that would completely ruin them was the arrival of the larger Haven Fleet, but despite their superior technology, their fleet was made up of cast-offs, the tailings of failed governments and militaries. They weren't a real force, not a real navy, so how could they turn the battle? He couldn't imagine it. Even still, there was a tightening in his stomach, a dark feeling that wouldn't go away. "We should be ready," he repeated, and found how his new subordinate slipped to her feet and started a slow walk around the bridge that gave her a chance to look over everyone's shoulder as she passed reassuring.

      Rear Admiral West Kenly used his command interface screen to order the entire fleet to begin a re-synchronizing of their scanners. In a minute, perhaps a little more, they would have the entire solar system scanned, and no cloaked ship would remain hidden. Haven Fleet would no longer have surprise or obfuscation on their side. "No technology is superior forever."
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      The Run

      

      The Athens seemed to grow endlessly as Ronin led Dame and Easy to one of the Order of Eden's big cruisers. It was near the centre of their line, had the largest interdiction systems and was bombarding the Haven ships in orbit around Tamber. From a distance it looked like a collection of white-grey plates, only a few, set together in angles that suited launch and retrieval bays, weapon emplacements and the occasional array of transparent metal, oval portholes. It was a newer ship, built in the last decade, but it seemed like an older lumbering vessel to Dame.

      A beast of burden, a city built for war with walls on all sides to hold the hostility of space and the enemies of its inhabitants at bay. The idea that a fighter could critically damage it reminded her of a museum exhibit she saw as a child where a group of tribesmen were charging a giant pachyderm in loincloths with stone spears as their only weapons. There was little time for idle thought, but she found herself wondering if the newer cruisers were going to replace the more vulnerable carriers. The Athens was flanked by two such carriers, numbered ships that didn't have proper names. Zero-Nineteen and One Five Two were almost as long but they were thin, like stacked wafers with sections of angled hull that were built thusly to make them easier to shield using energy. You don't name ships with numbers, she thought. How can anyone call a ship with a name like Zero-Nineteen home? The Triton, even the Merciless or War Forge sound like places. Their names tell you something about everyone who rests their heads there. How can anyone be proud to be from a ship called One Five Two?

      The tactical screen filled her view. Semi-transparent so she could look through it to her instruments and another layer of data around her main view in her helmet, and she paid close attention. They were behind the enemy line drawn by well over a hundred ships. The amount of resources dedicated to controlling the Haven System was so large that it barely made sense to her. Yes, it took a vast navy to control and hold a solar system of even a modest size, and the Haven System was huge, but the Order of Eden just lost another solar system in the Cluster. Iyagda was home to a shipyard they'd taken and started building Regent Galactic ships in, but the British Alliance ran them out of the system recently. Even though they said they were withdrawing back to the Core Worlds, the British saw that as too fine a jewel to pass up, and there was something going on there. Something that would wound the Order of Eden in the Cluster, surely, but there was an armada in the Haven System? It didn't make sense, there were details missing. Thankfully, it didn't matter much to the mission at hand.

      Behind the enemy fleet gathered around Tamber, there was next to no activity. Fighters launched to join the mad fray between the two forces and damaged ships that were lucky enough to return to the bays had come up on her tactical window, but that was all. It was a different story on the other side of the ship. A no-man's land of large ship crossfire and smaller vessels chasing and whirling like a kicked Loranen hornet's nest filled that space. She'd heard the mental cost of that melee for only a moment. Ronin made the mistake of opening his direct channel to Easy and her while he was still talking to the pilots he led in that death zone. "…after drones. Maid, cover Traveller's corvette group on their push. Take Rip and Sorrow, they just lost their leader. Everyone keep to the general rule: watch your ass and line your targets up three at a time," she overhead. "We're all clockwork killers today; tick-shoot, tick-kill, tock-switch, tick-shoot, tick kill. Doesn't matter if it's a torpedo or a fellow pilot, we're not going to run out of targets until time runs out for one fleet or the other."

      The channel closed then. A quick check at the communications screen showed her that Ronin was still connected to all Haven fighters, probably directing them through the mad fight in the void, but her and Easy were isolated from it. Ronin had a direct communication to them, but they weren't set up to talk to the main group automatically. She could have, the temptation to join the main channel for pilots was large enough, but there was a reason why Ronin had things set up the way he did. Perhaps he wanted her and Easy focused, or there would be specific instructions coming that no one could afford to lose in cross talk, or there was a special need for secrecy. The reason didn't matter. Her commander had it set up just so, and it wasn't her place to make changes.

      His short speech resonated with her, though. That was obviously something they were meant to hear. Maybe some of them didn't understand Ronin's clock talk, but that's what getting into a dogfight felt like to her. A metronome seemed to tick-tock a beat in her mind as she ran through practiced and sometimes improvised steps as she set her sights on a target, verified its identity, pulled the trigger using the correct weapon, watched it while she picked her next two targets, then moved on when her enemy was destroyed. Dame understood her own process well, but it was the first time she consciously realized that there was a rhythm to her work. Maybe the beat was faster for her, or every second was more well accounted for, or perhaps the cold, professional feeling that overtook her when it was time to take an enemy out made her better than most. Whatever it was, she hoped to never miss a step in her dance.

      "We're almost there," Easy said.

      "I know," she replied, watching the grey-white hull loom larger than ever. The details of thousands of thick armour plates were visible then. Space, the great void tricked the eye, making distance difficult to gauge. That was until you had a point of reference, and the Athens made for a great one at this distance. Its shields were taking a beating, most of the energy was being sent to its port side, which faced the circled group of Haven ships, leaving its starboard side with a weak, barely maintained barrier. This wasn't an ingenious plan. Ronin wouldn't get that kind of credit. It was an obvious one, a smart one. She acknowledged that much, but she wondered at the hubris of the Order commanders.

      "Dame, you have the Athens," Ronin said, sending her a firing pattern. "I'll take Carrier Zero-Nineteen and Easy will hit Carrier One Five Two. Just remember: when Dame's Hammerheads go off, a lot of the blast could hit the armour plating of that thing wrong. The blast could spread out to the sides, and we'll get caught in it if we're not careful."

      "Gotcha, Ronin," Easy said.

      "Acknowledged, starting my final run," Dame told Ronin. For an instant Dame found herself thinking; why me? This wasn't the time for such a question. The Athens loomed. Out of the few cruisers at the rear of the Order lines, it was the one they decided to destroy. The mission counter told her it was time to activate her antimatter torpedoes, but she didn't need its advice, her thumb flicked the switch cover on her flight stick up and she pressed the button that would activate all of the antimatter generation systems inside her Hammerheads at once. In eight seconds there would be one gram of liquid anti-hydrogen inside each of them, in six more they would be launched.

      There were steps to take before then. The Athens filled her cockpit view: a metal sky decorated with big double-barrelled cannons and several launch doors. The one in front of her was her prime target. If none of those bays opened in the next few seconds, that's where she'd send her Hammerheads. There was still a thin layer of shielding between her and her target, though. The rumble of her thrusters stopped as her ship hit the right approach speed and Dame let her tiny vessel drift on course.

      The quiet lasted two seconds, then she launched four Burster missiles rapidly. The instant they were away she sent her ship sideways, blasting her thrusters at the highest setting possible for a cloaked fighter. The Bursters reached their target and started flaring, going off fifteen times before point defence guns took them out. There were scanners and people searching for her Uriel, alerted to the fact that there was something out there shooting at the soft side of the great ship Athens. They wouldn't have time to stop her.

      A rift, a long opening was torn along the port side of the Athens weak shields. A launch door started to open. It wasn't the one she was targeting, but one further up the length of the vessel. With the help of the neural assist interface, she changed the target of her torpedoes to that spot, that crack in the door and launched them on time. In her peripheral vision she tracked their progress as they accelerated at incredible speed. Her focus switched to surviving the promised blast. Dame was confident that her aim and her timing was dead-on. The launch bay doors were half open, her torpedoes would skip right inside, travel for half a second then detonate inside the Athens' main hull. The only safe place was on the other side of the ship, and she pushed her fighter's thrusters so she was well on her way. Getting closer to something like that, an antimatter explosion, the ultimate expression of destruction, was counter-intuitive.

      Many things that are mathematically perfect seemed to be against people's instincts, but she believed in what the computer told her. If she didn't, there would have been hesitation on her part, and even a second's worth could mean disaster. Ronin and Easy would launch their Hammerheads against their targets once the Athens was damaged or destroyed.

      As her Uriel fighter streaked like a mad comet across the underside of the Athens, a hard flash of scanning energy blinded her scanners. The entire Order Fleet in the Haven System just pulsed their scanning systems in all directions. They were looking for cloaked ships. That kind of scan wave would reveal anything within a few hundred metres, maybe a couple kilometres if they were lucky, so it made sense for the Athens to do it, but every ship? It was a waste of energy.

      All her pondering was interrupted as a blast of white fire went off inside the Athens, lighting large upper windows, cracking a field of armoured hull behind her, and utterly annihilating thousands of square metres of the vessel's internals. The port side of the ship was open to space, and its stronger shields, the sections of hull furthest from the explosion saved her from the blast. It wasn't her plan. It was Ronin's, and she would thank him for it, then ask him why the honour of carrying it out was hers.

      A spray of white anti-fighter weapons' fire crossed in front of her, a few shots impacted on her shields. While she took a second to check the status of her cloaking system, Dame turned her fighter end-over-end. The Athens once again filled her view, only this time it was a ruined hell-scape of cracked ship armour and broken hatches. Another ship, not this broken thing, was firing at her with more than one anti-fighter turret, but her cloaking systems were working perfectly.

      "They've cracked it," Ronin said. "They can see through our cloaking systems somehow. Get cover, Dame. Easy: finish your run on the Zero-Nineteen fast then find cover."

      "My Hammerhead's away, heading to what's left of the Athens," Easy announced. "I hope the flash blinds their sensors long enough."

      The carriers flanking the Athens were both struck by antimatter explosions, their shields already decimated by the blast of her Hammerhead strike. As Dame guided her fighter under the ripped edge of the Athens armour, finding safe haven from the anti-starfighter turret fire, her eyes widened at the sight of the broken decks and ruined internals of that ship. At a glimpse she could see the shadows of crewmen and women who were vaporized near the hardest internal supports. How that happened was a mystery to her, there should have been layers of metal between them and the direct blast, but the ghostly evidence of the crew was there, clear enough for her to see at a glance.

      It took a moment for her to refocus, to start looking at her situation and get back to the work of devising a way to survive. The Order of Eden would send drones, fighters and gunships after her no matter how deeply she dug herself in. This wouldn't be a safe place for long. Ronin would probably have a plan, or at least an idea, but that didn't mean she shouldn't work on the problem herself before she heard his.
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      Giant Hunters

      

      The tactical map in front of Rear Admiral West Kenly flashed one more time than it should have. There was the expected flash as their network of scanning systems pulsed so they could detect anything trying to hide using cloaking technology. There was another, though. A big antimatter blast that followed it that came from the inside of one of their newest Cruisers, the Athens One. There was an instant when the ship could detect two cloaked torpedoes containing a gram of liquid antihydrogen before they went off deep inside the great ship's launch bay.

      It was useless data, only confirming facts they already knew: Haven Fleet had powerful weaponry, and you couldn't let it get anywhere near your most prized assets. The knowledge didn't take the edge off the shock that had Kenly speechless as he watched the wrecked husk of the Athens One start drifting, inert. Two smaller flashes followed the first, and both the carriers accompanying the Athens were rendered useless. One was reduced to a roughly burned out shell as whoever launched their torpedoes at it got them into a hangar near the middle of the ship. The other carrier was simply blasted. The torpedoes went off metres away from the heavy armour protecting the port side of the bridge. The result? There was no longer a bridge. It, along with hundreds of square metres around it were annihilated by the point blank range antimatter blasts. They would be able to rescue some of the crew since hundreds survived, but far fewer survived on the other ships.

      The suddenness of the attacks reminded him of a sparring match he'd had while he was training with the Aucharian Guard. His opponent, Nervil, wasn't spectacularly talented, so Kenly thought he had the bout under control. His blocks were timely and neat keeping his mediocre opponent at bay, then Nervil surprised him with a quick, wild jab that split his lip. The punch came so hard that he felt a couple bottom teeth loosen and he saw stars. It was a good lesson, one that he'd forgotten. Underestimating your opponent often resulted in an embarrassing, bloody failure.

      Haven obviously guessed that the highest-ranking Order of Eden officers were aboard Athens One. It was in the middle of their formation, heavily armoured, and one of the newest large ships in their fleet. He was lucky they were wrong. He almost chose the Athens as his flagship after the destruction of The Shard on Tamber. The only reason why he didn't was because he wanted a ship with better faster than light systems.

      The fighters that destroyed the Athens One and two of their carriers had been detected. Three Uriels did the dirty work, and they were coming together in the remains of their kill. Hiding in the corpse. It was difficult not to take it personally.

      "Sir, there's a gap in the middle of our formation," Senior Commander Valerie Fetra said, approaching the wide command seat. "The fleet awaits your orders."

      She didn't mention the cause of the gap, or the perpetrators. That was wise, there shouldn't be a need, it was the most obvious occurrence in the last ten minutes. Any commander who missed it wouldn't be worth the air they breathed. "Send Athens Two and Four into that gap and launch all our remaining fighters fleet wide. I don't care if you have to put janitorial staff in the cockpits, get them out there and get them shooting. It's time to clear the space between us and that circle of ships. I'm ordering our sacrificial destroyers in to ram the Sunspire now." His attention drifted to the group of Citadel ships that appeared on their tactical displays after the scan pulse. The new protocols revealed them as well as Haven ships. One of their vessels was as large as a major station, a bulbous circle shaped like a jellyfish with a closed bottom side that was over twenty-one kilometres across. He'd never seen such a ship unless it was owned by Regent Galactic or the Order. What do I do about that? They have a fleet that nearly equals mine. They could have brought this battle to an end but they've sent so little support. "Send a message to our Citadel friends: Assist with all your might or withdraw from the Haven System immediately."

      "Yes, Sir," Senior Commander Fetra replied, dropping onto the command seat beside him and putting his orders through the system with practiced alacrity.

      The trio of abandoned destroyers started accelerating towards the Sunspire from well behind the Order of Eden line. Order fighters had been trying to get heavy munitions through to that circle for long enough. Haven Fleet's pilots and point defence measures were too good, so no antimatter or nuclear bomb could get within effective range. The destroyers had a better chance, it was a good plan, and one that he didn't have to be financially accountable for if it went wrong. No one was aboard the ships either, the evacuation was complete and they were being guided by autopilot. The order to send the destroyers in came from above, so there was no restraint to his enjoyment as he watched them begin their short trip. The point of no return was eighty-four seconds away for the destroyers' ramming charge. He decided it was the perfect time to offer terms. "Haven Fleet aggressors," he said as he opened a broad channel from his seat. "You have one minute to cease fire and signal your unconditional surrender. We have lost enough today. I promise not to employ inhumane methods of torture and will treat your officers with respect if you surrender now. If you do not, then I can't promise you anything. I await your response."

      "More than fair, Sir," Senior Commander Fetra said as she worked on her command panel.

      "Would you surrender if you were on their side?" he asked, hoping for honesty.

      She only looked up for a moment before shaking her head once, a brief jerk to the negative. "No, I don't think I would, Sir."

      

      Dame watched her tactical display as clouds of vessels launched from every Order of Eden bay facing away from Tamber. Small ships burst from their bays like angry bees. A few were drones, but the majority consisted of a mass of small one-man fighters, heavier gunships, and armed boarding shuttles. A couple dozen were headed towards the remains of the Athens One. The sight of them on her tactical scanner, red dots swarming, threatening to overwhelm not only her, but the Haven pilots who were fighting so hard to defend their capitol ships, gave her pause, made her mind stop for a moment. If she left the cover of the massive cruiser, quick, deadly Order anti-starfighter guns would be able to take shots at her. If she stayed, remained under cover, she could kill several fighters before they outnumbered her then killed her. Surrender? There were terms, it was technically an option, but if they got her into a cell there wouldn't be much she could do to fight the Order. Bad conversation, misinformation and insults didn't make for the most effective arsenal, especially if they put a pain collar on her or something. No, the idea of surrender was nonsense at best, besides: she would never forgive herself.

      Indecision and hesitation irritated Dame to the core, especially when she suffered from such afflictions. Ronin and Easy were on their way to the Athens, dodging as much anti-starfighter fire as they could, zig-zagging and sending enough energy to power a small city to their shields using their backup reactors and quad drives. She prepared to do the same and checked her guns, making sure they were ready to fire and running a diagnostic that would find potential jams. Everything was clear, and as she finished a thruster check, turning her fighter towards the opening that would take her out of the corpse of the Athens One, she asked; "We're fighting them here?"

      Ronin replied after a moment, the sounds of a dozen other pilots talking in the background on another channel at lower volume under his voice. "Get ready to leave your hiding spot, Dame. Leave a Hammerhead behind. Set it to generate antimatter for sixty seconds before it blows. We can't sneak out, so we'll make some noise, try to scare the crap outta everything on this side of the field," Ronin said. "Oh, and leave the Hammerhead's cloaking systems off."

      "Yes, Sir," she replied. It was opposite to her thinking. Fighters were small, even without cloaking devices you could trick big scanners into ignoring you if you drifted for long periods near inanimate objects. It was one of their advantages, especially when you could carry powerful bombs. Making a spectacle of yourself was often a huge mistake. Her rising fear started turning into excitement as she dropped a Hammerhead. It drifted down lazily, the long-armoured body slowly rotating as it floated away from the torpedo launcher with no power behind it. The plan was daring, exciting, and Dame found herself fighting giddiness, a sensation she'd almost never experienced in the cockpit of, well, anything. Is this something that happens to all of Ronin's wingmates eventually? A mad plan becomes the only option and your raw skill is tested while you are forced to follow one of his counter-intuitive plans? Perhaps I have much, much more to learn about strategy and being a pilot than I thought. Then again, this might be disastrous and I won't have to worry about learning anything. With a chuckle to herself, she started her fighter down the course that would lead her out of the husk of the Athens One.

      The Hammerhead torpedo stayed in place, counting down, generating antimatter, and setting alarms off for hundreds of kilometres as sensors picked up the volatile, deadly substance. The effective radius of the bomb grew at an alarming rate, the line marking it on her tactical display chasing her fighter as she gained speed, flying around and between bent, burned and twisted parts of the ship. It would have been a thrilling challenge to have a dogfight in the wreck of the Athens. It was the largest cruiser she'd ever seen in battle, bigger in volume than any one ship in Haven Fleet other than the War Forge. The labyrinth would have been a great obstacle for any pilot who dared attack her while she used it for cover, and a thrilling challenge to her.

      The wisdom of Ronin's plan became clear as she emerged from the wreck. Almost all the fighters moving towards her had turned away. It was obvious that they wanted to be as far away from that antimatter torpedo as possible. They moved on to the main dogfight instead, taking the long way around their own fleet. "How'd you know they'd chicken out?" Easy asked.

      "It was a lot of things," Ronin replied hurriedly. "Fall in, we're taking a new problem on. Our capitol ship hunting trip isn't over, it's just getting harder. As soon as you start taking anti-starfighter hits, turn your shield regeneration cycle up manually."

      "We could burn our emitters out," Easy retorted.

      "Unless we're constantly taking fire. Just keep your thumb on the control. Keep adjusting it up and down depending on how badly you're getting hit. Welcome to advanced shield systems management," Ronin replied.

      It would be difficult, Dame had never controlled how fast power was being fed to her shields manually before. Most pilots never did it because they didn't have a great excess of power to play with and for the reason mentioned by Easy. If you did have an extra reactor or two aboard, you could burn your emitters out, start a fire inside your ship, and then your problems only multiplied. Missile lock warning alarms began to sound as she moved at speed towards Ronin who had turned his ship to chase three destroyers that were accelerating some distance away. Anti-starfighter rounds started streaking in angry white dots past her view, and as her shields took several hits, Dame planted the thumb of her left hand on a slider built into the throttle control. With a mental command, it became the manual control for her shield power system, and she turned it up, watching her shields recharge faster as they took dozens of hits from anti-fighter guns.

      It was incredible, she felt indestructible as she launched countermeasures against the missiles flying after her. If the enemy stopped striking her shields, she'd have less than a second to turn the recharge rate of her shields down to fifteen percent, the rational level for a Uriel fighter loaded with so much power. One of the missiles struck her shields, turning her craft a few degrees, and it took her a few seconds to get back on course. By the time she looked at her shields, they were almost completely recharged. She moved the slider under her thumb up a few millimetres, heard the power systems around her moan ominously as more power was sent to her emitters, and then lowered the charge rate when the shields were back to one hundred percent.

      A fighter almost surprised her, coming straight in, firing all four of its guns. Two of the enemy's weapons lashed at her shields with pulses of pure energy while the others fired slugs. It took her an instant to ensure her aim was true then she tried her new cannons for the first time. The standard weapons aboard Uriels were powerful, but the special weapons she carried fired larger shells made to pierce the shields and hulls of destroyer class ships. The feeling of the ammo feed running under her feet - a rapid rattling rumble - and the sound of her guns propelling their shells - a low, quick, rapid bark sound that repeated fifteen times a second - was thrilling, a feeling that must have been similar to sword and axe wielding ancestors as they took a heavy swing. It was almost overwhelming.

      The first few rounds broke the enemy fighter's shields down. The pilot of the heavy fighter turned his ship with a jerk and tried to accelerate out of Dame's path, but her rounds put great big holes all the way through his ship, ripping the internals and the pilot apart in three seconds. It was still almost directly in Dame's path, so she timed an increase in her shield regeneration with a glancing collision that sent the remains of the enemy ship spinning. "Don't ever take my Uriel away," Dame breathed.

      Anti-starfighter rounds continued to pepper her shields. The smell of warm electronics was registered by her sealed suit and synthesized harmlessly so she could smell the olfactory warning, but the Uriel's systems reported that it was still operating within its limits. As she fell in beside Ronin with Easy on his other wing, it seemed like they were an inevitable force chasing three destroyers.

      The Hammerhead she left behind exploded, and even her sensors were overwhelmed for a moment. The armoured forward section of the Athens One was all that survived, and it was drifting towards several Order of Eden ships. They had time to get out of the way, but it would still complicate their movements, loosen the barricade around her people, the circle of Haven ships that desperately needed a gap to escape through.

      The anti-starfighter fire was interrupted as well, the blast of energy scrambling targeting computers enough so they had to re-acquire their targets. Ronin fired all his Burster missiles at the lead destroyer. In the quiet moments following the flash, they all made it through and were able to damage the destroyer's port shields, nearly taking them down entirely before point defence systems took them out. "We have to get closer, give those defence systems less time to react to our attacks," Ronin said.

      The anti-starfighter rounds resumed their assault on their shields, and Dame carefully compensated, turning her recharge rate up again. They were closing on the destroyers fast. Soon they would provide as much cover as they would present a problem, and their point defence systems seemed predictable, like they were being controlled by a simple automated system. Ronin, Easy and her were having an increasingly easy time evading their attacks, weaving and dodging. The destroyers would be reduced to rubble soon.

      This was what it was like to be a fighter pilot tasked with killing capitol ships. This is what it must have been to be a giant killer on the chase. Dame thought, remembering ancient fables she made her caregivers retell over and over when she was a child.
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      Technology Reduced to Bludgeons

      

      The path to their prey was a hazardous one. Relative to Easy, Ronin and Dame, the three destroyers were moving too fast towards Tamber to get in front of them. To get close enough so their attacks had a good chance of getting through, the trio had to cut through open space, where larger, more powerful Order ship energy weapons would be able to hit them. Sure, most would miss, but there was so much firepower on the field that getting hit was a certainty.

      Their fighters were moving at increasing speed, coming in behind the Order ships and catching up. The enemy could see them plainly, their weapons tried to burn their Uriel's shields mercilessly, and Dame's power systems were warning her that they would soon overheat thanks to the flood of power she had to send to the emitters.

      Beams pulsed at them and the pulses of guns from fighters that could spare a moment to take a shot in their direction made it feel like Dame was in the middle of lightning storm. The jumping power level of her shields, the flickering of the lit button panel in her cockpit were enough to invoke fear, but Dame held fast to reason and an unwillingness to fail. Smoke was beginning to obscure her view of her manual controls, but the systems in her helmet overlaid a ghost image so she could see where they were.

      It wasn't the reactor that was installed to maintain her shields, or the small version of the quad drive installed in her fighter that threatened to burn out. They could keep going for years. The emitters were at their design limit, but they could maintain that for weeks. It was the electrical system between the two. The wires were carrying more energy than anyone predicted they'd need to, and their regenerative materials were healing as quickly as possible to counter some of the deterioration, but it was a losing battle. The slider under her thumb that controlled her shield's recharge rate was turned almost all the way up as they crossed the no-man's-land across the front of the Order fleet.

      It took less than a minute to make that trip, then they were behind the three destroyers. A firing pattern was uploaded by Ronin as they closed to within fifteen metres of the rearmost destroyer's hull. The Order of Eden ships stopped their assault, and she was able to turn her recharge rate down, the alerts regarding her electrical system faded away except for one, which was written small in the corner of her vision: SERVICING REQUIRED.

      "Let's take these down," Ronin said, sending a firing sequence to her and Easy's targeting computers.

      Dame verified it at a glance: the remainder of their Burster missiles would be fired in quick succession, then they'd rush along the shields of all three destroyers, taxing their shields in a scattered pattern so the port side of the vessels would all be hit at the same time. The second part of the pattern had the last of their Hammerheads blasting the port sides with only five seconds worth of antimatter generation, enough to hopefully drive the destroyers off course. They were to break away before they went off, turning back to the Order capitol ships, the way they came. They wouldn't be joining their fellow pilots in the great dogfight between the opposing forces.

      That realization nearly made Dame fire late. She initiated the sequence just in time, so the last of the Bursters in her rack joined those fired by Ronin and Easy. A hail of heavy weapons' fire striking the first ship in the line two kilometres ahead of them lit the sky in violent flashes as Haven ships turned their fury at the lead ship. The mechanical bump of her torpedo launcher flinging the second munition in the firing sequence told her that it was time to break away, and her hands were busy at the controls before she could think about it, spinning her ship to starboard and blasting her thrusters.

      

      Admiral Rice watched along with everyone at the tactical station as several antimatter Hammerhead torpedoes blasted one side of the three destroyers headed directly for the circle of Haven Ships. The lead ship was already being pounded by every heavy railgun and other kinetic cannon they had, and the thing was turning, but its trajectory barely changed. Its shields failed, the bridge, the forward power matrix, and a launch bay were broken open, but the mass of that ship was too great and it was moving too fast. It was more of a comet than a starship. "No life signs on that ship," her tactical officer said calmly. "Orders?"

      Everyone could see what was coming. The lead ship's trajectory had changed, but it would strike the Triton, which was stuck in place as it reinforced the shielding of the ships around it. The two behind were course correcting despite the damage they'd taken on the port side. They were pointing themselves directly at the Sunspire. "Shelter protocol." The triple then double hoot of the alarms started before she could explain what that was to anyone who needed a reminder. Knowing her bridge staff, none of them did, but she took her place in the command seat regardless. "Dampeners to maximum. Abandon the outer sections and take cover behind internal armour." As she said it, crewmembers were rushing from their gun emplacements and other stations behind the outer hull of the Sunspire, running as fast as they could inward, so they could seal themselves behind the old vessel's inner layer of armour, putting metres of some of the best metal between them and the void.

      "Helm," Admiral Rice addressed calmly. "Position us so we block any potential collision with the Triton or the other ships in our formation. Ronin's plan only bought us a few seconds."

      "Aye," the helm reported.

      "We're reinforcing your shields as much as we can," Admiral McPatrick's hologram said from her left.

      Admiral Rice turned towards him. Regret forced itself into her thoughts; she wished she saw the three destroyers coming earlier, that they'd used the Sunspire to forcibly break through the enemy line, even though it would have meant their end, that she didn't agree with the Phase Seven plan. Setting all that aside, she uttered the most important thought to the holographic counterpart. There were only seconds left. "Tell my daughter I love her." Then, turning to the bridge crew and tapping a control that would send her words across Haven Fleet, she stood. "It has been an honour to serve with all of you. Let freedom reign, even if we must win it with swords and gnashing teeth. This is the Sunspire, declaring an emergency."

      Her helm team did exactly as ordered. The bridge crew, most of them Freeground Fleet veterans, stood at their stations and saluted her. The Sunspire successfully blocked the first destroyer as her arm was half way raised to return their gesture of respect.

      

      "Oh, no, hell no," Easy muttered over the channel he shared with Ronin and Dame. The Sunspire managed to block the first destroyer as it rammed into its side, crushing into some of the heaviest armour made for a starship. The second struck the great ship almost on the nose, while the third destroyer collided with the long body of the Sunspire near the rear, glancing off, away from the circle of ships the Sunspire guarded. "That ship, it's history, it's why I signed up. I thought it was invincible," Easy added.

      The second destroyer that struck the Sunspire was nestled against its nose, the armour of both ships fused together by the violent collision. It exploded, adding another sun to the sky for an instant. Dame turned the video of it off and looked to her tactical scanner instead. There was a group of fighters, all launched with the last sortie, surrounding two boarding shuttles.

      These were Order of Eden troops and pilots that expected to be delivered to Haven ships, where they'd board if they could get past their defences and fight counter-insurgence teams. The thought made her furious, but as the first of their rounds raked her shields, Dame focused. A hunter is calm, a hunter has a clear mind. I am a hunter, she thought to herself. "Focus, we have giants to kill," she said to the fighters on her channel.

      "I couldn't have said it better," Ronin said, his intentions appearing on her tactical display. He was going to turn his fighter sideways relative to the group of nine fighters and two boarding shuttles, then fire as they passed by. Easy checked in, his trajectory taking him above as he would do the same thing.

      Dame had to make sure she could be effective without getting caught in their crossfire, which limited her options. Deciding on a course of action, she signalled her neural interface to mark her intentions on the tactical map for all to see. Her attack was vulgar, risky, but it would be satisfying if it worked at all. As Ronin and Easy moved to her left and right, she swerved to assault the group head on, turning her shield recharge rate up as they started to fire at her. Normally this was a foolish move.

      It wasn't complete folly, though: more than half of the squad she was charging noticed Easy and Ronin, so they weren't firing at her but turning in their direction without abandoning the shuttles. Her shields would last for the moment, the fighters defending the boarding craft were using pulse guns, and her shield was using a small percentage of that to recharge, stopping the rest. The boarding ships turned their turrets on her, and Dame weaved, dodging most of the incoming fire as they closed. At the same time, she lashed out at the lead one with her heavy guns, the rumble and grumble of them almost as satisfying as the moment she saw the boarding shuttle's shields fail.

      The instant it was vulnerable, she launched a Driller missile. It was set to anti-personnel mode. The narrow, hard pointed missile pierced the front of the boarding shuttle and burst open, sending hundreds of spider-like spinners through the occupants. The little robots turned their attention to the electronics, then, following the schematics loaded into their memories to the computer systems.

      Ronin and Easy's gunfire was tearing through fighters as they tried to fight through the three Uriel gauntlet they'd set up. Signs of panic among those pilots were evident, their ships jinking and colliding with each other as they realized they'd been caught in an obvious, quickly set up trap.

      The second boarding shuttle's shields were already down as Dame piloted her fighter out of its way so it wouldn't collide with her. In the quarter second it took to pass, she turned her ship, firing a burst with her guns. The unprotected hull at the rear of the ship came apart like tissue paper as it was ripped by her heavy armour piercing rounds.

      "Nice!" Ronin said as he blasted the last fighter in the group apart.

      A signal from the small skitter bots from her Driller missile came up on her heads' up display. NEW SHIP UNDER CONTROL. A sub-menu and new interface menu appeared in the corner of her view, and she transferred remote control of the shuttle to Ronin. "We hacked one."

      "Thank you, Dame, we're going to use this for cover on our way to the next target, circle around behind it as I turn it around," Ronin said. "Too bad there are no life signs aboard."

      "Couldn't be helped," Dame replied, taking her ship into a jagged turn.

      "Where are we going? What's our target?" Easy asked. He sounded different; more intense.

      "The Ascent One," Ronin replied. "We're almost there, too. We are to disable as many of its offensive emplacements and power generation systems as possible. Don't use any more Driller's, Dame, we're going to need them. We're going to fly under its shields, skim the hull so we can avoid getting cut to pieces. Until then, we're using evasion and our shields to close, you know the drill."

      The Order Fleet was already under a direct assault from what was left of the Haven group near Tamber, their allies letting loose with an intense gun and torpedo barrage that moved past them. They were rushing to Freeground Alpha, most likely to use it for cover.

      The Order of Eden fleet's heavy weapons were busy with a counter-attack, taking advantage of the Haven ship's broken formation for as long as they could, meaning that automated anti-fighter guns were all Ronin, Easy and Dame had to contend with if their cover was blown away on their approach on the Ascent One. "I never thought I'd think getting fired at by automated guns would be a relief," she mused aloud.

      Ronin and Easy laughed in her ears, and she smiled a little, seeing the humour in her statement. A moment later, the seriousness of their mission returned as Easy asked; "I'm guessing there's leadership or something on that ship?" His fighter zigged and curved to avoid a stream of light railgun rounds.

      Dame slipped out of the way of another emplacement's attempt to halt her advance as she listened to Ronin's response. "We're clearing the way for a special boarding team. They're getting set now and will be on their way in less than three minutes. A good friend of mine wants a face to face chat with the grand poohbah on that ship."

      That could mean Admiral Jacob Valent would be on his way. At least Dame hoped that's what it meant. The foolish notion that one general could stop a war by confronting another face to face wasn't the reason why she hoped it would be him. No, Dame hoped Admiral Valent was on his way because he believed in revenge.
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      The Trio

      

      The point defence systems aboard the Ascent One, or someone monitoring the situation on the bridge of that ship must have recognized that there was no one left alive in the boarding shuttle Ronin, Easy and Dame were flying behind as they made their approach. It was obvious the moment that the perimeter guns stopped carefully shooting around it, instead shooting at it with thousands of kinetic rounds per minute.

      The vessel began to break apart, twisted, pierced metal armoured plates and pieces of the interior alike flaking off at first, then coming away in spinning chunks. "All right, one more time," Ronin said so Easy and Dame. "Merciless, do you have a direct line of sight on my target?" he asked someone aboard that ship where it was in orbit around Tamber.

      "The Merciless and Triton have your target. We are clear to fire," a voice from the Merciless replied. "Firing. They will lose their shields in section nineteen, but only for a few seconds. We will not be able to continue firing. We are moving back under cover."

      "Understood, we'll fly right in behind your shells," Ronin replied, sending Dame and Easy an update detailing his simple plan to their tactical systems.

      A food tablet was offered by her suit, and Dame took the morsel as she watched the rapidly approaching flock of signals move from where the Merciless and Triton fired hundreds of heavy shells before taking cover behind the remains of Freeground Alpha, the gigantic, thick old station ring with countless darkened portholes in orbit around Tamber. She liked how her suit knew when she was hungry, and Dame still wasn't tired of the flavour she chose for her provision tablets - mint-chocolate. Her hunger was gone only a few seconds after she swallowed. It wasn't a true meal by far, but a good way to keep her energy up while removing a distraction.

      The remains of the boarding shuttle finished flying to pieces, it's parts spreading out behind Ronin and his wingmates like a wake. "Break but stay close," Ronin ordered. "Our door won't be open long."

      Dame and Easy's fighters split in opposite directions. Anti-starfighter rounds started striking her shields immediately. Her thumb moved the slider for her recharge rate up, and the wiring between the reactors and her emitter systems started to overheat right away. While dodging most of the gunfire, she vented her cockpit, clearing the atmosphere. The thick grey smoke that had accumulated was drawn out with it. Shutting down life support entirely was next, and her suit took over. "My power systems are overheating," she reported. "Shields are holding, but I have to do more dodging. I can't get power levels up, there isn't enough material for the main power cables to regenerate anymore."

      "I have three emitters about to burn out, here," Easy replied. "Trade ya?"

      "Hang in there, our window is about to open," Ronin said.

      The Ascent One loomed, its point defence guns turning, following their targets as best as they could, spitting shards of glowing hot rounds at the three of them as Dame, Ronin and Easy evaded. It was time to decelerate. If they kept moving at that speed, they would never pull up in time to skim along the hull. Her thrusters turned around and blasted as forcefully as they could, moving her ship every which way as she dodged incoming fire and slowed her approach.

      The flock of heavy cannon fire from the Merciless and Triton finally struck a small section of shield right in the middle of the Ascent One's eight hundred and forty metre length. The shields were almost completely down there, and Ronin turned towards them, firing his main cannons. Dame and Easy joined him, blasting the thinned section of shields.

      It wasn't like her to be afraid, to doubt her course of action, but Dame realized she'd stopped breathing as they committed to their trajectories, as her guns rumbled and rocked on their mounts. Her eyes grew wider as the energy barrier and hull loomed. "Point your shield geometry! Turn them up as high as you can without burning your emitters out!" Ronin ordered.

      Dame realized she was still going too fast. It was the mistake of someone who was distracted, fatigued, or inexperienced. Maybe she was all three, but the only way to correct her error was to turn her ship around so her rear thrusters could join her thruster pods in slowing her down. Muscle memory and her neural assistance interface made it possible for her to do just that, and her shields were tuned so they made a fine point. It reminded her of a bee charging stinger first in a death dive.

      An explosion of sparks in her cockpit and a sudden rise in temperature nearly tricked her into thinking her ship had wrecked on the surface of the shield. As she pulled up, narrowly avoiding a direct collision with the hull of the Ascent One, she saw that she'd taken damage: her main inertial dampener had burned out along with two aft shield emitters. "Dame!" Easy cried.

      His Uriel fighter swept past her, blasting an anti-starfighter turret with a quick double-burst of rounds, shredding the emplacement. "I'm all right, thank you," she said, sighting another turret, guiding her ship towards it as she activated a diagnostic program. When a complex ship had big problems, it invariably had several little, harder to find problems too.

      "You came in a little too fast, passed us both and hit that shield like a meteor," he said, relieved, laughing. "I thought we'd have to scrape you off the hull."

      "I'm fine," Dame said, rattling her guns at a turret that was turning in her direction. Her fighter skimmed the hull, making it difficult for any gun to get a good shot. The unshielded turret and the ball with the controller inside went dark, then stopped moving as the motion system was blasted through. "I only have thirteen percent shielding aft, and a maximum of twenty five percent everywhere else, though. My power systems are too damaged and I'm using a backup dampener. I am fine, though. Thank you."

      "A launch bay is opening up: Frame twenty-four, section seventeen," Ronin said. "Easy and I will shut it down. Dame; start firing drillers at strategic targets. Take turrets out as you go, we need to start clearing a path for our boarding teams."

      "Yes, Sir," Dame said as she blasted another turret, one burst tearing through its light armour. They were made to fire from behind heavy capitol ship shields, not take armour piercing hits on their naked metal plating. With the help of her neural interface, she started scanning for computing centres and main data lines under the Ascent One's hull. It was like flying across a hostile metal landscape dotted with violent, spitting plants.

      The results of her scan showed several hot spots, places where data lines came close to the hull of the ship. They laid out like roots under the ground, reaching out to important systems then spreading out. She could no longer hear her guns when they fired, but felt them as they rattled the frame of her Uriel around her, unleashing quick, effective bursts at two turrets, stationary targets that could barely get a shot at her before they were ripped to shreds. The first target, a major data line that connected to the main antenna, came up and she launched her first Driller, then her second.

      The heads of both bit into the hull, reporting that the skitters inside were powering up, getting ready to leap into the ship and tap into any data line they could create a connection to. They would all start broadcasting to Haven ships so they could start hacking into the Ascent One's systems.

      On to the next big data convergence she flew, diving under a metal spar that ran along over a hundred metres of the steel beast's hull. In her mind, that's what it was like. The data lines beneath the hull spread out like veins under the dark armoured skin of the giant they fought to undermine. The five anti-starfighter guns she destroyed next couldn't fire back at her, not while she was in the six metre space between the hull of the ship and an armoured antenna. They could have gotten a shot off, but the safeties built into their targeting program prevented them from blasting a part of the ship they were affixed to. They were so much target practice, all but one of them reduced to scrap with single second bursts. That last one took two bursts because her aft thruster pod touched the hull of the Ascent One, a reminder that she was taking a lot of chances to get where she was going.

      There was a cluster of data connections just under the hull, highlighted in red by her tactical system. The lines were coming together like a spider's web, forming a thick bundle in the middle. That was the scanning array, the main one, the high-powered eyes of the ship. There were others, she'd passed one on her way to this system, but this one was definitely the main one, the cyclops' eye. It was covered by a transparent metal armoured dome, thousands of receiver systems beneath, some of which glittered, most likely devices that were made of rare metals or synthetic materials that were more delicate than a wisp of smoke. No weapon she had could get through the protective metal protecting their main scanning array, but the drillers didn't need to hit that target. Instead she launched one so it stuck into the hull right beside the main armour, then another to the right of the scanning array. They started cutting into the hull right away. The skitters inside would have no trouble finding major data lines from where they'd emerge.

      "A few drones got past us, Dame," Ronin said. "They're after you. Come towards us, evade as much as you can, we'll cover you."

      "On my way," she replied, flipping her fighter end-over-end and thrusting roughly back the way she came. Her reticule lined up with an anti-starfighter turret and her trigger finger tapped automatically, sending a second's worth of heavy rounds through it. The thing unravelled in a burst of metal plates, its twin guns stuck turning to port as though a dead man was leaning on a controller.

      "Ronin," Easy said, his voice tight, desperate.

      "I know, I'm working on it," Ronin replied, the sounds of his guns barking in the background.

      A glance at their location on the tactical map revealed that most of the drones that were coming for her had suddenly turned back to assault Easy and Ronin was catching up, but he might not be in time. Easy was facing nine drones at once, his fighter turning, main guns blasting one after another. "Ronin, my launch door's stuck. I can't get my Rapidfires out."

      Dame pushed her thrusters as hard as she could, leaving scorch marks on the Ascent One's hull. Rapidfire drones, I forgot we had them, she thought to herself, getting the pair she carried aboard her fighter ready. Once she was in range, she'd launch them, they'd help even the numbers out a little. I can't believe I forgot we had them. It was a lucky thing, though. This moment, more so than any before, was the right one to use them.

      Ronin shot three of the enemy drones down in one sweep. Easy's fighter had taken damage - one of his thruster pods was destroyed, and his canopy had a through-and-through hole from starboard to port - but he was relentless in his zig-zagging manoeuvres, in firing burst after burst at his assailants. They were down to two enemy drones when a port in the Ascent One's hull opened and started launching two per second.

      There were five drones in front of Dame, they were from the group that originally started towards her, and they would get a clear shot at her if she continued flying directly towards Easy and Ronin. Dame had to change course so she could use a lip in the metal plating of the hull for momentary cover. She could follow it in a long curve so she could get around to Easy and Ronin using a safer, longer route, but was it the right way? The only way?

      Her fighter was skimming so close to the hull that she had a shot at the drone port ahead. It was still open, launching a new assailants like an automatic rifle. Beneath rows of thick rods and between two boxy observation sections that protruded from the hull, she would have a shot to launch a missile at the port. Her forward shields were fully charged, she'd have a chance. Readying two guided missiles loaded with conventional explosives, she considered which tactic she would use after they were away.

      Running, using the ridges and irregularities of the Ascent One's hull made sense, but only if she could protect her aft side by keeping obstacles between her and the drones. That would be difficult. Good drones were always quicker than flesh-and-blood pilots in tight spaces.

      There was the other way; momentarily face off with the drones, destroying as many as she could before ducking under the shield rods ahead. There were fifty-five of the long, delicate emitters, each about ten metres long, running parallel to the hull, and once she came up on the other side, near the drone launch port, she would be able to coordinate with Ronin and Easy. There was a chance the drones would take shots on her even though they stood a high chance at damaging their own mothership, or that Dame's fighter wouldn't survive the three second face-off that would precede her flight beneath the emitter rods, but running would expose her much weaker rear shields.

      Then the time came for her to launch her missiles, and as she sent both of them flying under the emitter rods, between the observation posts, then on to the drone launcher port. The missiles caught the far lip of the port, sending a burst of shrapnel that looked like a geyser of shredded metal in the distance, flinging several drones every which way. Some were obliterated as they crushed into the shield overhead.

      Then it was time to make her decision. Dame took a sharp, deep breath as she accelerated past the ridge to her right, her opportunity to take cover, to fly the long way around to get to her wingmates gone. Then, letting her breath out, she mentally lined up her targets. As the five drones rushing towards her came into her naked eye's view, she let a burst roar at the closest.

      The forward shields of her Uriel reported hits: 23% then 18% before the first drone was split roughly down the middle by a triple burst from her guns. The second was shredded after only two bursts. Forward shields reported 11%, and she was already firing at the third drone as it tried to move out of her line of sight, rushing towards her all the while. Another decision had to be made; she could take a chance and keep firing at it while she tried to manoeuvre her ship under the shield emitter array or concentrate. Then she remembered one of the pilots who beat her handily in a simulation. Traveller, formerly Hot Chow, won several death match skirmishes while flying aft-end first the entire time. While she hadn't mastered that kind of flying, at least not to his level, Dame did practice it often enough. That was how she might be able to keep fighting while she took cover.

      Instead of firing at the drone passing her, Dame made sure she was lined up to skip right under that long row of giant shield emitter rods, then turned her fighter end over end before it slipped beneath them. There was a two-metre gap between each of the rods, and the drones didn't bother following her. Instead they turned and fired from above, their rounds avoiding the emitters. Dame wasn't so careful. The nose of her fighter had just enough room to tilt up as she flew backwards, to angle its heavy guns at the drones, and as soon as she could see the drones through the rods as they passed overhead, she opened fire.

      Half her rounds tore chunks out of the emitter rods, exposing the conductors under their housings along with important balancing and control devices. Her tactical system informed her that the shields protecting that section of the Ascent One from exterior attack were on the verge of failing. It was an unintended bonus. The most important thing to her in that moment was that half her rounds made their way between the gaps in the rods as she passed under them, eventually ripping one drone to pieces. The last of her attackers continued its careful assault, taking her shields down to 2% before several of her shells smashed its starboard side. It flew in a tight circle, then accelerated towards the hull of the Ascent One in a spiral before crushing into the hull.

      Then she was out from cover, flipping her ship to face the direction she moved in, turning her shield recharge rate up only a little so her forward shields could recover. The hull of Easy's fighter was pockmarked, but mostly intact. More importantly, its pilot was still intact, flying, firing one gun at a drone. Ronin was turning the body of his fighter so quickly from one drone to the next that it looked computerized, the precision of his sighting and firing was astonishing. There were a few scars from rounds that got through his shields but didn't penetrate his hull marked the front of his fighter. His was almost a point blank fight, with drones flying around him, trying to avoid the quick attacks from his deadly guns.

      Without hesitation, Dame launched her Rapidfire drones. Armed with the best technology Haven Fleet could design into the clover shaped, thin ships, they sprung from her aft compartment and began firing their particle pulse guns at two targets at a time. They wouldn't last, they weren't designed to. As they chased their enemies, Dame lined up three targets of her own and began firing.

      The first enemy she destroyed turned to face her as her rounds split it through the middle. It got a couple shots of, reducing her forward shields back down. The red indicator read 3%. When the first enemy drone was destroyed, her angle of attack was perfect for the second, and she caught it from below, blasting through shields with one burst, drilling a ragged hole through it with the second. Beyond it was her third target, and as her rounds ripped across its dorsal side, ripping through shields and its thin body, she lined up three more targets.

      One of her automated enemies battered her shields with its pulse cannons. 1%, her forward shield charge indicator flashed. With a practiced hand, she manually shunted all the available energy from her rear shields, it wasn’t much, to her forward shields and she watched the shield emitters built into the smooth nose of her ship flare and go dark. One of her Rapidfire drones saved her, sweeping by, raking the enemy with a stream of white bolts. With its victim left burned through, drifting inert, the Rapidfire drone moved on, disappearing from sight.

      Without the fanfare of sparks, fire, or smoke, Dame's entire shield system died. "My shields burned out," Dame announced, deciding not to offer specifics. It was actually the wiring. The overtaxed system most likely burned out as she tried to send power from the front to the back of her ship.

      "Activate the shielding on your suit," Ronin said.

      With a glance, her personal shield was activated. They wouldn't stop too much, but it was better than nothing. They would allow her to have contact with the controls of her fighter, surrounding them as she touched them. It was the best they could do.

      Her backup inertial dampener system rattled under her seat as she jinked out of her course, narrowly avoiding a collision with an enemy drone. A moment later, the nose of her fighter was turned towards it, guns rattling two bursts, sending it to pieces as it turned towards her. There would be scars on the stubby wing of her Uriel fighter from the few shots it got off before she destroyed it. There was another target in line with her trajectory. Dame beat this one to the punch, sending several rounds through its middle before it could test her fighter's armour. Then, with a jerk Dame turned the nose of her fighter towards one that blasted the hull of her ship with a quick burst of a particle beam that drew a black burn line across the front of her cockpit before her rounds sent it spinning up into the Ascent One's shields.

      "The Merciless has control of the Ascent's main weapons. Boarding teams will be here soon," Easy said.

      There was gratification in that. The Drillers she dropped did their job, what she'd accomplished was important. A line of fire reached out from one of the larger drones, cutting into her cockpit canopy, nearly burning through her armour's shields before she could rotate her fighter with a jerk, blocking the beam with the armour on her port side. The pulse ended, and she tried to turn her ship, to get a clear shot on it, matching its speed and rotating her ship. If she was in an older Uriel, that beam would have cut right through her cockpit and damaged or burned through her armour.

      Tangling with the heavy attack drone at close range tested her. Hand urgently working at the controls, her neural interface picking up finer, quicker instructions, she stayed away from the business end of that cutting beam emitter. The normal occurrence in such a close fight was for both combatants to get closer and closer as they danced around each other, trying to stay out of each other's firing arc. That was until one got a shot on the other, one of them was out maneuverer, or they collided. There was another way to break the knife-fight like flying contest. One of the pilots could break away intentionally, try to get a shot off before their opponent could.

      Beating a drone in a contest of reflexes was uncommon, attempting it usually got you killed.  Dame caught sight of two rows of grappling arms tucked under the thing, and realized it was her only chance. "Dame! I can't get a shot! You're too close to that thing!" Easy said.

      "Line it up, and fire when I get clear," Dame said through clenched teeth. The strain of the concentration and work at maintaining her place on the drone's blind side was intense. As suddenly as she could, she turned all her thruster pods to port and turned them up to maximum, sending her fighter out of the close dance with the heavy drone.

      Easy's first shots hit but didn't penetrate it's shields. Dame's fighter was already turning as she worked as quickly as she could to get the thing in her sights. Easy's second burst missed the drone. A second later, it was in her sights and she struck it with a full burst, blasting its armour apart and disabling it but not before it could pulse that beam weapon a second time, long enough to break through her ships' armour and destroy her port thruster. "They're like foul da'ku!" she exclaimed, recalling a type of bird that pecked at hamstrings, fingers and eyes until their prey fell helpless so they could tear them apart with their beaks. They were universally hated flock hunters, mostly because they liked to go after children and small mammals, eating them alive.

      "You'll explain what that means sometime," Ronin laughed.

      As her fighter compensated for the lost thruster, Dame turned the nose of her ship to blast two more drones that fortuitously lined up, one behind the other. Her trigger finger didn't click for a burst, but held down, defeating the first enemy drone's shields, cutting through its side, then ripping into the one behind. As the kill was nearly complete, her right gun started clicking, making a sick metal-on-metal pinging that told her it was empty. Not just empty, but empty at least three hundred rounds early! A growl bubbled up in her throat loud enough for her wingmates to hear before she shook the frustration off.

      With a flick and a button press, she forced her starboard gun to recount her ammo. As she lined up her next target, saw that the recalibration of her flight systems failed, the recount completed, reporting; 333 ROUNDS. It had to be enough. "One gun out, I have two drillers and a heavy guided missile left." Out of frustration and necessity, she blasted another drone from behind.

      The Uriel fighter's thrusters were still balanced enough for her to fly without having to make much of an adjustment, but that missing thruster was slowing her down. "New signals coming in," Dame announced as she saw unidentified fighters approaching from behind Order of Eden lines.

      "This is Neptune, Void Eagle Squadron leader. We are enroute to the Ascent One, coming to assist," her old Wing Commander said. Regardless of how she felt about him, or how he sentenced her to simulations instead of real flight, she was relieved to hear his voice. Even more relieved to see the hundreds of signals reporting in behind him.

      They were at the head of a fleet of Uriel and Ramiel fighters with over a dozen Clever Class corvettes and Haven destroyers behind. "Good to see you, we're just clearing up a drone problem," Ronin replied. "We could use some support. Check the mission status update I'm sending you."

      That update would probably inform the newly arrived Haven ships that there were boarding parties on their way to the Ascent One, and other missions in the area were already on their way. The status of every ship trapped in Tamber orbit was probably in there too, all in a format that was easy to understand and quick to read. A drone spun then thrust directly into Dame's path. She managed to strike it with a few rounds, try to thrust out of its way, but it clashed with a forward thruster pod, ripping it off its mount. It took her a moment to adjust to its absence and stop her ship from spinning. Ronin swept in, blasting another drone that was turning towards her while her vessel was wrestled back under control. "Think you can still fly that thing?"

      "I'm fine, just slow," Dame replied.

      "Good, we're landing," Ronin said.

      A flashing, fountain of light strobed to her left. Her HUD informed her that a barrage of torpedoes and turret rounds just finished off the shields she'd weakened earlier. Dame turned in time to see the Jester leading two more Clever Class corvettes into the landing bay Ronin and Easy assaulted earlier. "Maybe I can find a better ship to fly home," Dame said. The comment was meant for her own ears only, but Easy heard it and chuckled.

      "You and me both, sister," he replied.
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      Scramble

      

      The fighters on their way back to the Ascent One were overtaken and destroyed by three Clever Class corvettes, the new staple vessel of the Haven Fleet. Those ships were returning to destroy three enemy Uriels that were causing peripheral damage to the Ascent One while they defeated a hangar full of drones. Watching the enemy pilots fight along the hull of the ship, surviving regardless of the odds, was infuriating. It was like having an itch you couldn't scratch.

      The perimeter guns were so much target dummies to the trio of pilots who harassed the large capitol ship. Watching one emplacement after another fail to hit the fighters because the pilots were hiding in a blind spot, or flying too close to the hull was an invitation to rage that would have been utterly impotent, a useless distraction for Rear Admiral West Kenly.

      Senior Commander Valerie Fetra was doing her best with what she had. The defensive fighter screen that was normally under her command was gone, and their systems were being hacked, starting with their sensors. While squads of soldiers and technicians were on their way to different parts of the ship to find out how Haven Fleet found a way into their systems, other officers worked their people hard to counter it. "Get several of your people working on hacking them in return. If they're directly connected to our systems, then we should be able to use that to our advantage unless you fail and they get complete control," Senior Commander Fetra told them in a clear, certain tone.

      "Right away," replied one. "At a glance, we've determined that the connection is two-way, and that they're using an operating system that's somewhat compatible to ours."

      "Stop telling me the obvious and get to work earning your section a bonus for stopping their progression through our systems and turning this around on them," she told him, on the verge of exasperation.

      Her underling, Cameron was the name of the new head of Communications for that shift, nodded curtly, his eyes lighting up a little at the promise of a bonus. He nearly ran from the command seat to his busy group of officers and technicians. "No, no! You five; try to find any way into Haven Fleet's system using their connection. The rest of you; stop them from accessing more than our sensors," he told them hurriedly.

      "That's a good idea, hacking them back," West said as he watched the three Clever Class corvettes break through a severely weakened section of their shields with a barrage of missile and kinetic round fire.  The ships didn't even slow down to make sure they'd knocked the shields down but continued into a bay that had been blasted clean of defences, manpower, and most other useful features. "That's it, the battle has turned, it's too late," West said under his breath.

      "Senior Commander!" shouted the lead Communications officer excitedly as he rapidly tapped an input pad. The thing had a transparent screen that showed half a dozen windows with scrolling code. The keyboard appeared under his fingers as he tapped it so quickly they was a blur. "We've already found a vulnerability."

      His explanation was drowned out by shock as the tactical screen in front of Rear Admiral West came alive with hundreds of new contacts. They were Haven Ships: heavy destroyers, more fighters than he could count at a glance, a squad of corvettes, and more signals were appearing every second. He nearly dropped out of his seat when he saw the gargantuan silhouette of the War Forge. It was keeping its distance, well out of range of his fleet's energy weapons. Some kind of new ship was spilling out of every launch bay as the behemoth mobile station. Its main guns were acquiring targets, about to start firing. No kinetic weapon in the Order of Eden fleet could match the heavy railguns aboard that ship. The largest of them fired guided missiles with several metres of hull piercing material on the front, along with a beam system that drilled at the shields of its target. They were the size of small shuttles, and the War Forge could fire thirty per minute from each of its twenty-eight turrets. Well, theoretically. No one had actually seen them firing at full intensity, most likely because the ammunition was so expensive to produce. Half its guns started firing at the largest of the Order Fleet ships. They were long range shots, there was a slim chance of minimising the damage if he ordered the fleet to evade, so he did. When he looked back at the tactical map, West could swear there were shapes of old, lumbering Nafalli ships emerging into normal space around the War Forge. "This is about to become a rout."

      "Thank you, Junior Commander," Senior Commander Fetra said, finishing her short conversation with her Communications Lead, sending him back to his section. She turned to West; "The ships launching from the War Forge are actually defence cannons. Thanks to a vulnerability we were able to find, we've tapped into their control network. As far as we can tell, the software they're running was rapidly implemented."

      "We can take control of them?" West asked, more desperation in his tone than he would have liked.

      "All of them," she replied, very pleased with herself. "They use a multi-mode mesh network. If we take control of one, we can control them all, but we can't be sure of how long it'll last."

      "Then do it! Target the wave of ships coming towards us and begin firing immediately. Use everything they have, all their power, every missile. We don't want them to have anything left when Haven gets control back."

      "Yes, Sir," Senior Commander Fetra replied, turning to her tactical team. "Begin firing; destroy the incoming fighters first then continue up to the next size class."

      Seconds later, the mobile turrets launching from the War Forge began turning on their makers, firing at fighters and corvettes from behind. West only had a moment to enjoy the turnabout before an alarm went off on his console. He tapped it, summoning a video window that replayed a scene that had taken place only a moment ago in the damaged landing bay.

      The view was from the end of a nearby hallway. The sensor there was watching an armoured airlock that looked largely undamaged until an explosion ripped through it. The instant the air finished rushing out of the hall, a man in heavy Haven Fleet combat armour, its horizontal slats dark and formed around his large body, charged in with Nafalli and human soldiers behind him. From his movements, shape and the skull hologram in his helmet, the computer determined that it was Jacob Valent with a ninety-eight-point-three percent certainty.

      Before he could think, before he could control his reaction, West flung the command panel in front of him aside so it swayed on its arm and stood, his heart pounding, sweat on his palms, under his nose. He could feel his heart hammering against the inside of his ribcage, and his mouth was inexplicably dry.

      "Valent is here," Senior Commander Fetra said in a matter-of-fact tone that didn't match the urgency of that statement. She was whispering, in fact. Whispering! Most of the soldiers aboard had climbed into fighters, boarding shuttles, and anything else with a thruster and gun to ensure their victory and they were long gone! Even their Order Knights were somewhere in the dogfight between the two fleets, not that the Ascent One had many in the first place. It would be up to every man and woman aboard to kill Valent and his team of heavily armoured humans and Nafalli! It would be like throwing sticks and rocks at bulldozers and tanks! She should have been screaming; "Valent is here!" Not whispering!

      Then he realized Senior Commander Fetra was staring at him, observing him. It was only a moment, but it was enough for him to try to come to his senses. With a few taps he opened a channel to the entire ship; "This is Rear Admiral West Kenly. I will reward whoever kills Jacob Valent with a quarter billion credits. I am sending his location to all of you now."

      Half the bridge emptied as Senior Commander Fetra shouted; "Stay at your posts! Get back to your stations!"

      "They've gotten control of our shields, navigation and deactivated interdiction systems across the fleet," Cameron said as he passed, running for the door. "Good luck."

      "Well, that's the end of discipline on this ship," Fetra said with a sneer as she grabbed West's arm. "We have to go. There's an escape ship under the bridge."

      Rear Admiral West straightened his tunic and stood. Then, yanking his control panel back from where it awkwardly hung on its arm, he ordered the entire fleet to retreat. With the interdiction signals down, they would be able to generate emergency wormholes. His orders barred him from retreat but he didn't see the logic behind allowing his people to be captured or killed. So many of their most stalwart fighters and most dedicated officers were dead. The leaders they lost when the Shard was attacked, the soldiers they spilled out through their launch bays in anything that could fly, and the rest who were killed on Tamber represented their best. Perhaps there were a few left, but not enough to bolster the thousands who were just trying to work debt off, or rise in the ranks to power. He knew many of them would turn coward. So running was the best option.

      All the capitol ships, even the ones that were suffering a pummelling from the new Haven Fleet ships acknowledged the order. "I'm ready, let's go."

      "This way, Rear Admiral," she started towards the main entrance to the bridge hurriedly. When he caught up to her, she asked him. "Do you even have enough money to cover that kind of reward?"

      "Of course I do," West said, looking the blank wall beside the bridge entrance over. She had pressed something there and was waiting. A door opened, and they set off running down a narrow hall. In truth, it would have been a little less than half his fortune, and if someone managed to kill Valent, he'd pay up because the fact that they'd done it on his order would win him laurels beyond his imagining. "I wouldn't put a bounty out if I didn't intend to pay up."

      "You're a man of honour," Fetra said as she took a right turn into a lift. He was right on her heels, so when she turned to look him in the eye, they were close. "That's why I'm saving you. You're going to promote me and give me command of a ship once we're out of this."

      As much as West wanted to bristle at the way she told him what her reward would be, he mentally acknowledged that it was a trade he could live with. "If I'm still a Rear Admiral, then, yes, I will."
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      Veritas

      

      The rush onto the Ascent One was a blur. Dame, Easy, and Ronin touched down in their fighters alongside the Jester. The next instant they were out of them, taking their rifles and infantry kits out, locking the systems down - especially the small quad drives that had survived the fighting - and then they were grouped as three soldiers with Ronin in the lead.

      The Jester and the other two Clever Class corvettes took off the instant the boarding parties were out of their holds, rushing towards another objective, Dame assumed. There was little time to get a good look at the three heavy armour squads, the heavily damaged landing bay or her fellow pilots before everyone was on the run.

      The Nafalli's armour looked like a liquid metal had been poured on their fur. Their hackles were raised, giving them sharp points on their backs and necks. Red and black eyepieces helped give them a savage look. The humans had skull holograms that made it look like some kind of evil death's head was inside their helmets. Most likely to hide their identities and to intimidate. I should choose one. With a few gestures, she selected a sun-bleached lion skull with a few eye gestures and left it like that.

      The charge was on, then, and Dame had no trouble keeping up as she followed behind Ronin. Her rifle at the ready, carried across her chest, she felt out of place, but she'd done the infantry qualifiers, was in good physical shape and kept her eyes open, looking through the transparent tactical overlay in her helmet at the burned and bashed hangar. Edda Paley had never seen the damage the weapons on her fighter could do. While the broad holes, warped plating and blackened pierce marks around her weren't actually from her fighter, they were caused by the same weapons.

      There were crewmen and women in the large hangar when it was hit, people in a couple shuttles that were torn to bits while they were getting ready to take off, and some of the inner doors were open at the time. She could see the evidence of equipment that had been drawn out, scraping along the hall floors, as violent, sudden decompressions had taken place. The control booth's transparent metal windows were shot through. It was once busy with crewmembers who directed traffic and work was dark. That was necessary, she thought to herself. Those were Order of Eden people who would cheer if I was killed. They'd celebrate if the broken hull of my ship were dragged onto this deck, revive me if they could. Then I'd be tortured and probed for information. The same would happen to any person who doesn't agree with them. This destruction is necessary. Her belief in the justifications that went through her head were strong enough for her to pull the trigger, that was the important part. There was always a little part of her that was willing to reconsider after the fact, though. Dame would keep that to herself until she didn't feel justified in acting. There was no good reason to sow doubt in others until then.

      The main hatchway leading deeper into the ship was blown through by Admiral Valent along with two Nafalli. As soon as they were through, Ronin's voice was in her ear. "Dame, Easy, we're not following the rest of the group. We're sneaking off to a utility tunnel. Follow me."

      The stealth systems on their suits activated as Ronin popped a simple hatch open. It was made to blend in with the hallway bulkhead. There was an alert on her tactical map, showing where Admiral Valent's squads were running into resistance from lightly armoured Order of Eden crew and two squads of combat androids. It wasn't their fight. Instead, they slipped into a service corridor, quietly closing the door behind them.

      "What's our objective back here?"

      There were a few simple robots ahead, they were transporting armour plating and support beams from somewhere further inside the ship, leaving them in neat piles along the side of the hall. They couldn't see the trio of invaders making a quick march past them. Dame felt like she was playing a sneaking game, like she and her friends in the care centre would sneak out of bed to steal a cookie or piece of fruit from the kitchen as children. There were much higher stakes, but the feeling of being unseen was strangely delicious. "We're here to sneak aboard another ship and hijack its navigation system, stop it from getting away."

      "We're headed to another launch bay?" Easy asked.

      "Not really. Here," Ronin said, highlighting a section several frames ahead on the ship. "There's an escape ship built into this one. We're on the way."

      "There's no one guarding these maintenance areas?" Dame asked, surprised to see that the access hallway they were in was nice and broad, it lead all the way to the front of the ship, too.

      "There are supposed to be patrols passing regularly along the entrances and exits. They're supposed to come through here, too, but it looks like every soldier they had was put in a fighting ship and sent to break the stalemate between our fleets."

      "We were losing," Dame said without thinking, recalling the destruction of the Sunspire.

      "We were holding out," Ronin countered, increasing the pace to a run.

      It wasn't hard for her to keep up, but Easy's heartrate was highest, it was a test for him. A portrait of a gentlemanly looking male in an Order of Eden fellow appeared in the upper right-hand corner of Dame's view. Beneath it stated: Order of Eden Rear Admiral West Kenly: Capture and contain. "This is why we're stopping that ship. He's going to use it to escape and we're cutting this Rear Admiral off."

      "That's right," Ronin said. They were moving at a full run. The ship they were trying to get to was on her tactical display, and it was starting to activate. The vessel was corvette class, thirty-nine metres long, roughly shaped like a leaf. It didn't look like a vessel Regent Galactic made. That was probably because it wasn't. It was special, probably an expensive escape craft for cowardly commanders. "Jake, er, the Admiral was hoping to capture him, but they're running into too much resistance. Finishing the hack on the Ascent and capturing its database is more important, so he's put me in charge of getting West."

      "As if you don't have enough to do," Easy snickered between huffs and puffs.

      "We'll get him," Edda said flatly, right behind Ronin.

      Their route took them out into the open, where they would emerge at one end of the loading bay for the escape ship. They slowed, and Ronin kicked the door open. Nothing on their tactical map warned them that there was anything wrong with kicking the maintenance door open and rushing in. Their scanners didn't show any activity in the bay other than the systems aboard the escape ship powering up.

      The bay was made to fit the ship with large armoured doors, mooring clamps along its sides, and a collapsible gangway leading to the port side of the vessel, which was called Veritas. The name was written large across the aft side of the ship in a curve that conformed with the shape of the hull.

      An instant before disaster struck, Edda noticed a squad of fifteen security androids surrounding six soldiers that read clearly as framework constructs. Minh-Chu didn't show any sign of noticing them, they were over twenty metres away, in formation, standing on the far walkway that was connected to the ship gangway. The androids turned their flat, boxy heads. They didn't have faces save for a flat armoured panel that most likely protected their sensor suites. The androids, not made to look human at all, noticed Ronin and began to raise their weapons.

      Without thinking, Dame yanked Ronin by the pack built into the back of his armour, throwing him behind her as she fired her rifle at the squad in the distance. They exchanged fire at the same time - her shots flying wild, meant to distract as much as to maim and disable - and she dropped under cover as her shields reported hits, the indicator flashing red: 98%, 91%, 83%, 71% before she put a crate between her and the squad of mechanized and synthesized Order soldiers.

      Easy stayed back in the service passage, Ronin was scrambling to his feet just ahead of him, out of the line of fire. "Why didn't those guys show up on our scanners?" Ronin asked, irritated.

      "Dead suits!" Easy replied, peeking around the corner, firing a few shots, then ducking back as several bolts of energy narrowly missed him, scarring the wall instead. "It must be. It's like old cloaking tech, suits that block all signs of life so whoever's wearing them can hide what they are."

      "Yeah, but our scanners should have picked up the androids," Ronin remarked, throwing three discs into the air that started flying in random patterns as they fired energy bolts at their assailants. They only lasted seconds, so much skeet for the androids and framework soldiers.

      "Some kind of jamming? Or maybe they hacked into our tactical system or something?" Easy proposed.

      "I can see them now," Edda said as she took a small hand rocket from her thigh pocket and flung it overhead. The androids didn't scatter, but shot at it, forcing it to explode half way across the bay. "Dammit! I hate robots!"

      "I told Jake this was a bad idea," Ronin grumbled as he fired back at the androids, most of his shots hitting their mark, depleting their shields, but they were fearless, and instead of jumping for cover, they fired back. Before his shields were depleted, Ronin ducked back behind cover. "It should be him and his best guys here, everyone else charging up the middle. We just don't have the people to take these buggers out. We'll have to get creative. Any ideas?"

      Edda took her turn firing, getting through to two androids. Watching the strikes directly on their metal armour was highly satisfying, and she was reluctant to duck back under cover when her own shields were down to twelve percent. An alert popped up on her tactical display that said; WORMHOLE SYSTEMS CHARGING, referring to the Veritas. It would be able to escape moments after launch. "It might be too late to get creative," she replied.

      Then her scanners picked up six humans. One was verified as West, and she watched them run towards the gangway. "They're going to escape," Easy said through clenched teeth. "Dammit, I want someone to answer for all the shit the Order's done to the Haven System!"

      "You and the whole Admiralty. We want someone other than Wheeler, someone whose been in the order for years, and this guy's the right guy, according to our intel," Ronin said as he took his turn shooting. A barrage of his heavy rounds battered the lower half of the squad of troops, doing as much damage to the flimsy deck as it did to the shields. Taking their footing out was a good idea, but it was too late to stop the Rear Admiral. Ronin's next barrage targeted the coupling between the gangway and the ship. To Edda's surprise, it only did superficial damage. The armouring there was robust, even for something built to military standards.

      It really is time to think creatively, but I don't have enough training to be a real infantry soldier, Edda thought, looking all around for anything that could help them stop the Rear Admiral. Then, another thought occurred to her; Is there something else we can do if we can't stop him? The hull of the Veritas was only twelve metres away, by her estimation. For her that was ten long paces and a jump, unless she used the propulsion systems in her suit, then she could get there even faster. There was an emergency hatch on the hull, too. If it could be accessed from the outside, then she could get into the ship. She shuddered at the memory of going after a Wheeler in a downed Starskipper. Taking one person alive was difficult, even under those circumstances. No, I can't force my way aboard and expect to live, not even in this armour. They will have weapons and full control of the systems on that ship.

      As a last-ditch attempt to stop them, Dame peeked out from behind cover and fired at the gangway, scarring the transparent metal cover as the Rear Admiral and his small group rushed to the ship. She wasn't the only one. Her shots were joined by Easy's, and Ronin tossed two hand rockets up. One struck the gangway, the other landed in the middle of the androids. The first did little damage, while the second scattered the enemy squad. It was a lucky shot; the androids were too focused on protecting the Rear Admiral and his people to take the rocket that hit them out.

      The main thrusters of the Veritas lighted, glowing red then blue, pointing up. The heat wouldn't be a problem for them in their armour, but it indicated that the ship was about to leave. With surprising speed, the armoured doors at the bottom of the hangar swept open, and pure nervousness gnawed at Dame's middle as she realized there was only one way to go after the Rear Admiral.

      The androids were down along with the framework constructs. They wouldn't have much of a chance to shoot at her as she made the jump, so she got to her feet and readied herself.

      "Dame! What are you doing?" Ronin asked, shocked.

      "I'll get him. I'll bring him back." That first step punctuated her statement, and she made the leap, suit thrusters pulsing as the mooring clamps came away from the sides of the ship. This was the kind of thing a hero did. This was the kind of mad act that got normal men and women killed but served as the beginning to the greatest stories in the histories of her people. This was the kind of thing that could win a war and end suffering.

      The ship began to move faster than she was descending, and she thought; This is the kind of thing an idiot does, as the hull fell away from her so fast that her body couldn't make contact. Then, to her surprise, Easy flew past her and collided with the hull. His suit affixed, he half turned and grabbed her hand.

      Flopping onto her back, her armour affixed to the hull of the Veritas and she watched the shape of the Ascent One diminish, getting smaller faster as the Veritas' thrusters pushed them away. A pair of Uriel fighters turned, firing pulse guns that raked the Veritas' shields. Then they were inside a wormhole, surrounded by twisted light and colour shifted space. Dame turned all but the direct laser link channel to Easy off. They would definitely be detected if they left their whole communications suite on, then she realized that her cloaking systems were still running. If the ship they were piggybacking on didn't have the technology the Order used to detect cloaked ships, then they could ride along undetected indefinitely.

      After several moments of laying still, attached to the hull, Easy burst into laughter. Dame was just starting to laugh along, marvelling at the absurdity of her idea, when he sobered. "Now what do we do?" came the question.

      An answer came to mind, but she knew it wouldn't be helpful. Edda offered it anyway; "We answer that question, and then we'll know."

      "May as well start talking about the sound of one hand clapping," Easy grumbled, turning over and looking at their immediate surroundings. There was nothing but hull plating, flat and neatly fitted together for several metres in every direction. "I lost my rifle." He breathed. "I just realized. I dropped it when I saw what you did then dove after you."

      "Why did you do that?" Edda asked.

      "I…" Easy started, verbally fumbled, then settled on; "I have no idea. Why did you jump?"

      "Seemed like the heroic thing to do," Edda said, flipping onto her belly, making sure her suit was properly affixed.

      "I hate and love that answer at the same time. Did anyone ever tell you that you're crazy?"

      "Where I come from, I'm a perfectly reasonable person." That wasn't true, and Edda knew it, but it wasn't the time for soul searching. It was time to start looking for the hatch she saw before she made the leap.

      "You're going to have to tell me about your people sometime," Easy said with a chuckle. "If you're reasonable there, then they're probably pretty cool."

      "I'll have plenty of time to tell you about them if we can't get into this ship quietly. We'll have to make the whole trip on the outside."

      "Oh, guess that could be worse, I aced Suit Week," Easy said.

      "I didn't have to do that," Dame said, imagining what it must be like, trapped in a space suit for an entire week.

      "Well, you're about to," Easy said. "Found the hatch. It's hard-locked. Can't open it while we're in wormhole transit without setting off every alarm on the ship. We're going to be spending a lot of quality time stargazing."

      "Oh," Dame replied, considering the idea of breaking through the hatch by force. There was no way they could do that while maintaining their advantage. In short: most of the outcomes would end in their terrible demises. She checked her supplies and survival systems. She could survive in her suit for twenty-eight days. "I'm afraid I'm not very interesting, Easy."

      "Let me guess; you just checked your suit and realized that you could survive out here for a while?"

      "Yes. I can survive for over a standard month."

      "I'm sure we'll land by then. I bet you're plenty interesting, too," Easy said.

      "I wasn't always a heroic person," Dame replied, shaking her head.

      "Interesting and heroic aren't the same thing. Why do you worry about not being heroic, anyway?"

      "Because where I come from, they don't believe in being heroic," Edda replied. Her rifle was recharged, and there were plenty of solid rounds left. If someone came out to check on the things sticking to their hull, Dame was sure she could take them out and hopefully find a way inside.

      "Well, depending on how this turns out, I have a feeling that they'll start believing," Easy said. "I know I'll be retelling this story if I get the chance."

      "You will. Don't worry, we'll get this Rear Admiral, and he will be in the cell next to Wheeler."

      "I'm starting to believe you," Easy chuckled.
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      Establishing Camelot

      

      "I'm sorry, I'm so sorry," said Frederick Ames, one of the lead programmers for the T.H.O.R. project as he finished delivering his initial report. He was almost in tears by the time he was finished explaining why Haven Fleet's 'un-hackable' defence system was broken into within minutes by the Order of Eden. The whole time he explained, and he did so rapidly because he knew time was short, Ayan felt like she was sinking deeper and deeper into her chair. A small part of her wanted to drop through the seat cushion and disappear altogether.

      "Just so I know I've heard you correctly," Rear Admiral Grey said to Fredrick, who was so nervous he jumped a little. Grey's tone had an angry edge to it. "The operating system Haven Fleet has built everything on was originally from the Triton. The Mars Standard Operating System."

      "That's right, with some custom security code and segments from Lorander that have been added since," Frederick replied, one foot pointed to the door. "We've customized the whole operating system heavily, it hasn't shown vulnerabilities so far."

      "Except for today, when you launched these defence platforms. The Order was able to hack them because you forgot to flip a switch?"

      "A software switch that would allow newer versions of the Mars Operating System to update older versions, like the one our whole system is based on. We run a program to make sure that the update switch is turned off on everything, among other things, keeping our operating system from being vulnerable."

      "But you forgot to run this program, or flip this switch on all those platforms? That allowed the Order to access our un-hackable T.H.O.R. system. It was that simple?"

      "Yes, I'm afraid it was," Frederick said.

      "Thank you, Frederick," Ayan said before the Rear Admiral could ask more questions. It was their second time through the facts. "Take an hour to catch your breath, talk to someone who can help you calm down. Then go back to work so we can start reassessing the viability of automated defences."

      "Thank you," Frederick said, shrinking from them and disappearing through the sliding double doors.

      "You should send him to what's left of the Bakersfield," Rear Admiral Grey said so the programmer could hear him on his way out. "I'm sure the Captain would enjoy hearing all about the software switch our man here forgot to flip before we started launching our defence system."

      The Bakersfield was a new destroyer caught in the middle of seventeen of the defence platforms. When they were hacked, that ship was nearly completely cut to pieces. Over half the crew, two hundred sixty-three, were killed in the first twenty seconds. "This was a horrible misstep, we know why it happened now, so the next step is to move forward."

      "I'll tell that to the families of the people we lost today thanks to this simple misstep," Rear Admiral Grey replied. "Anything else you want me to pass on?"

      The Rear Admiral's bitterness wasn't welcome, not in the least. Ayan glanced at her left-hand command and control unit, where there was a streaming status on the rescue ships that were sent out to the Sunspire. They were surrounded by boarding shuttles, even a few fighters and a Clever Class Corvette with a single crewmember aboard. The defence satellites that the Order hacked were back under control. In a decision that she thought was a little over-cautious, Ayan ordered that they all self-destruct. That wasn't the foremost thing on her mind, however. Her mother and over a hundred eighty original Freeground Military staff were assumed dead.

      Even as Order ships were being overwhelmed by the firepower of the entire Haven Fleet, most of their ships getting taken by boarding parties, Ayan couldn't bring herself to feel that there was a victory to celebrate. Her original thought when she saw the details of the rescue mission on Tamber, that it wouldn't end well, kept on replaying in her head. If she could go back in time, she would have objected loudly, advised that an all-or-nothing strike using everything they had was a better choice until that was the course they chose. In the end, Ayan had to live with the fact that she agreed with people who were happy to remind her that they had more experience in fleet combat than her, and that surprise would buy them all the time they needed.

      "Is there anything you'd like me to pass on to the families when I inform them that the crew of the Bakersfield have been lost?" Rear Admiral Grey pressed.

      "Offer my regrets," she replied, knowing how shallow that would sound to the people who heard it.

      "I'll do that. I'm sure they'll be expecting more, though."

      "If the task is too daunting, I'll be happy to inform them for you," Ayan replied curtly, motioning towards the door.

      "No, Ma'am," Grey said, slowly getting to his feet, watching her. He looked frustrated, but there was something else, too. Worry?

      "Don't forget: You can't tell them how it happened. The failure of the T.H.O.R. program is classified."

      "Yes, Ma'am," he said quietly, leaving the black and dark grey room. He walked through the tactical hologram hanging at its centre.

      The space seemed small, and compared to the circular, multi-tiered command centre just outside, it was. There was comfortable seating for nine arranged in a circle with several pull-out seats that came out of the floor and walls for more. It was decorated in dark colours so holograms could be clear at low luminance. The tactical map lured her gaze and she examined it without thinking.

      Five Order of Eden capitol ships had already managed to escape before Haven Fleet managed to project their own interdiction signals, trapping the remaining sixteen. Those were pounded into submission in minutes by Haven Fleet reinforcements and the War Forge's array of heavy weapons. There were a few dozen destroyer and smaller capitol class craft as well, but some were already surrendering, others were on the run, Haven ships giving chase. For many of the Haven destroyers, the crews were experiencing their first battle, and Ayan was happy they were doing it with the assistance of the more experienced Nafalli. A battle that started with disaster had turned around quickly, becoming a clear victory.

      It amazed her that some crews were still bothering to fight Haven boarding parties, erroneously thinking that surprising them with combat droids and under armoured crewmembers could somehow save their ship, or earn them rewards from their Order of Eden masters. Jake was leading three squads to the bridge of the Ascent One, where they were meeting resistance from automated and human resistance even though Minh-Chu reported that the commanders had escaped. There was still a hope that Jake could capture several officers. The systems of the Ascent One would be completely taken over by Haven Fleet soon, especially considering the good progress Jake was making towards a main data line. For some reason, the storage drives aboard that ship hadn't been wiped yet, and it was making regular attempts to form a wormhole even though Haven's interdiction systems were making that impossible.

      The door opened and Leon stepped inside. "The Rear Admiral looked like he was sucking a lemon when he left."

      "His battle group took the heaviest losses during the hack," Ayan explained, clearing her throat. Not knowing why, she stood up, straightening her uniform with a tug at her waist. That was something her mother did all the time, even after Freeground switched to vacsuits that self-adjusted, she recalled. With no little effort, Ayan cleared her head and looked to Leon. "How is it out there?"

      "In the Command Centre?" Leon asked, glancing over his shoulder at the door. "Honestly?"

      "Yes, always. No sugar coating, please." Ayan liked Leon, enjoyed his company and he was such a good personal assistant that she wouldn't dream of replacing him with an artificial intelligence. He was even good with Laura, who seemed to like him. His days with her were numbered, though. He was too good to stay, and the fleet needed commanders.

      Leon thought for a moment before answering. Then; "I think they're waiting for someone to tell them we're winning."

      Are we? Did we? Haven Shore is in flames. Our losses are in the thousands and just under half of those are thanks to a fumble with our own technology. Now we're doing clean up, but I don't know if staying in the Haven System is the best idea. We're exposed here. Our enemies have intimate knowledge of this solar system, and there could be a dozen Order battlegroups on the way already. A vibration against her right wrist drew her attention to the command and control band there. It was a notification that the first prisoners had been transported to the War Forge. There were several Order of Eden commanders that were caught in escape craft, enemy soldiers of lower rank, and Wheeler. There have been victories, too. Ayan allowed herself to feel a swell of hope for a moment then nodded. "I'll tell them," she said to Leon as she walked towards the sliding hatch.

      "Are you sure you don't want to work it into a short speech? You know, refine things a little before you make a statement?" he asked her in a quiet rush.

      "I'll keep it short and simple," Ayan said as she went out to the circular walkway along the top tier of the circular Command Centre. It was the highest tier as well. In response to a triple-tap on the interface of her left command and control unit, a whistle sounded across the fleet's communication system and every public communications band. "To our enemies, this is your signal to offer your official, unconditional surrender. We will be merciful and consider any true offer to switch sides. Anyone who raises a weapon from this point on will be killed on sight or executed forthwith. In short: surrender or die."

      Over a hundred fifty people in the lower tiers of the Command Centre turned up to her. Most of them split their attention between their duties and Ayan. She had to keep the rest short. There were many satisfied smiles on those upturned faces. Hearing the harsh terms of surrender offered to the Order after mixed news of victory and losses seemed to bolster them. "Now, to Haven Fleet and our allies I say this is a day of loss and victory both. Thousands of civilians, people who believed in us, were saved and spirited away aboard the Pelican, which will return when we've secured the solar system. The enemy Admiral in command of this entire solar system, Lucius Wheeler, has been captured and is now in hand. Hundreds of Order officers will be joining him in our cells to await interrogation, and we see no indication that the Order or Edxi have sent reinforcements to this system. This day will live long in our memories as one of loss, yes, but as a time when we were able to defeat the Order when they were dug in, their war machine in full evidence, ready to fight. This is proof that they can be defeated." That was all she planned to say, and though it felt less celebratory or complete than she'd like, Ayan knew that her statement only included facts that she could confirm, and she hoped more good news was coming. "The entire Admiralty is proud of the Fleet and everyone else who has done their part in this fight," she added before starting to turn away from the railing.

      "Will we be staying?" asked Julie, one of the science and scanning analysts several tiers below her.

      "Are we really taking the Haven System back?" asked another voice that Ayan couldn't put a name to.

      Ayan turned back towards the command centre and nodded before she really had an answer. Her heart told her what she wanted to say. As a ripple of excited whispers moved across the Command Centre at her brief nod, she considered what she'd actually say. Reason told her that would have been easier to pack the whole fleet up and escape to an unknown system where they could rally, maybe even outside the Cluster.

      Sentimentality and another, weaker logical point of view was more appealing, though. If they stayed it would be an example to the whole galaxy, that tyranny could be defeated. It would be the more difficult option, she was sure.

      What she said next would go far to bolster the morale of the whole fleet, but she'd have to answer to the Admiralty for it. It wasn't her decision alone. "We're staying. The Haven System is our home. We will fortify this space, and behind those walls we'll build a nation where people can live happy, productive lives in a democracy. I put this call out to all who seek refuge: Come to the Haven System. Whether you want to join the fight against the Order and their allies, or need a safe place to live, I invite you."

      The cheers that followed only lifted her spirits for a moment. Commanders in the tiers below cut the adulation short, there was still a lot of work to do. A glance at her command and control unit revealed that confirmation scans of the Sunspire verified that her mother was killed along with all but one of her bridge crew. With a nod, Ayan stepped away from the railing with as much grace as she could manage, disappearing through the door behind her.

      Leaning against the tall arm of the nearest chair, she breathed deeply, then let the air out in a long sigh. Tears dripped down her face, and her breath caught in her chest, making it more difficult to steady herself. "I could have been a better daughter to you, I'm so sorry," Ayan wept quietly, her legs, her hands shaking and she let herself sink to her knees beside the chair. "I'll build this for you, for your granddaughter, and for the son I'll have with Jake. I'll make this the brightest place in the galaxy so there will always be a place that remembers you."

      The door behind her slipped open and Leon put an arm around her as he hurriedly reached down to tap on her command and control unit. "You forgot to cut the transmission," he whispered as he squeezed her shoulders in his arms.

      "Everyone heard?"

      He nodded. "Sorry I didn't get to you faster."

      Finding control again as she fought a tide of embarrassment, forcefully deciding that her tears had to wait, Ayan wiped her face and got to her feet. "All right. We have work to do."
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      Not Quite Like Old Times

      

      "For the son I'll have with Jake." Jacob Valent saw Ayan say in a small window on his helmet display. She was her knees, fallen, weeping uncontrollably. The woman he'd loved for so long that it seemed like an unwavering fact in his core was undone by the news that her mother died in combat.

      Seeing her in pain was enough to cause him a kind of haunting agony that he could hide, but Jake knew himself well enough to be aware that it would reveal itself as something else later. Most likely aggression, the kind that you had to express. That would only be lessened by what she said, what he was fixating on. That she intended, or believed that they'd have a son together.

      Yes, the other parts of her declaration were more important. The promises she made would be powerful, and it was unusual for her to keep speaking publicly after breaking down. He wished he was there, not just to comfort her, but to somehow lessen her grief, take some of it on himself. He knew that focusing on her mentioning a forthcoming son was more than a little self-centred, but that's what stuck with him.

      If there was any doubt about her faithfulness, or the strength of their relationship, it was eradicated. Her declaration was sent across all bands, it would spread across the solar system then beyond, as quickly as the hyper transmitter system could pass it on. He was frozen as he tried to clear his head, the squad he had taken towards the bridge holding as they made the final hardware connection to the control systems of the Ascent One. The main entrance to the command centre of the ship was just ahead, flanked by two broad hallways. Their sensors hinted that there was an ambush of some kind waiting for them, but an improvised scrambler put in place by the enemy kept the details a secret.

      A son with Ayan, he thought. Jake loved Laura, wanted to spend more time with her and call her a daughter of his own if Ayan would allow it. The topic of marriage hadn't come up. It was an archaic institution, but ever since Minh-Chu confided that he planned on proposing to Ashley, the idea wouldn't go away. Ayan talked about the visions she'd been given by the Victory Machine several times, but she'd only spoken of the son she saw in it once. There was sorrow in her then, he almost missed that it was about that boy, but looking back, it was as plain as day. The words she spoke only moments ago told him that it was something she still wanted or believed would come to be in the future. Maybe she's already pregnant? It was a random thought, one that he shook away as he reminded himself that she'd taken the same stop shot that the rest of the fleet did. She wouldn't age, but she couldn't have children either. Stop shots can be reversed, came the thought, but again, he tried to focus on the present.

      Ensign Un-Luk was down in the floor at his feet, where a makeshift hatch had been cut through the deck. She was busy wresting control of the whole ship, making connections to the main data and systems lines. "Almost done, Admiral," said the only Mergillian in his squad, noticing him looking down into the small space for the third time.

      I need to snap out of it. I shouldn't even be thinking of a son right now, Laura is amazing, and I barely get to see her as it is. Would having a second kid make any sense? I'd have to stay close to home, but there's so much work to do in the sector, let alone the galaxy. Can I really take a step back, stay behind enemy lines, help run the show light years away from the action? Jake thought, chastising himself. There won't be another kid if I get killed right at the finish line, either. I've got to get my head straight. But what happens after this? Do I settle down? The answer was more a feeling than a thought. The notion of building a family with Ayan was attractive, but he knew he'd go crazy, wish he was out in the fight more and more all the time.

      "Jake, I have news," Minh-Chu said through the private channel they shared.

      "Yeah, the Rear Admiral is gone, I saw it on my tactical system," Jake said. "It was a long shot anyway."

      "While that is true, West didn't get away clean. Two of my pilots took the mission very seriously and jumped onto his ship before I could tell them to let it go. Last I saw they were stuck to the hull of his ship like tree frogs while the Veritas took off through a wormhole. I would have followed them, but I guess I'm not as crazy as I used to be."

      "Wait, they did what?" Jake asked.

      "They made like flying monkeys and jumped after him. Nothing I can do for now."

      "Well, no," Jake chuckled. "Nothing you can do now except hope that they're smart enough to get themselves out of whatever mess they find themselves in."

      "Right," Minh-Chu sighed. "I'm flying my fighter remotely so it can meet me at the nearest airlock. There are still some seriously heavy security bots guarding the hangar, even though it's empty."

      "All right," Jake sighed, a little amused at the notion of two of Minh-Chu's pilots leaping onto the back of the Rear Admiral's escaping ship. "Hopefully they signal us when they get where they're going without showing everyone in the Order where they are."

      "They're new, but resourceful. They might have a chance. I'll calculate their potential destinations based on where that wormhole was pointing when things cool down."

      The most immediate thing on Minh-Chu's mission list was the direction of fighter pilots in the Haven System. Throughout the day he'd been assisting the Triton Flight Deck, often to such an extent that they had nothing to tell them for long spans of time. Minh-Chu's multi-taking abilities were astonishing, especially when he was dogfighting while sending commands to other pilots through his tactical system. "Good job today, Minh," Jake said as alerts started to appear on his own tactical map.

      "Thanks. I'm going to take it easy and follow up on that giant Citadel ship we marked earlier. We're still picking it up, but there's something strange about the readings."

      "Good hunting," Jake replied, wishing he could say; 'be careful,' instead, but he knew his old friend would consider that a jinx. He turned his full attention to the tactical alert. "I'm in full control of the ship except for the two main security doors to the right and left of the bridge. Someone's cut the wiring there and rigged manual controls," Ensign Un-Luk said, hopping out of the hole in the deck. "The ship's internal sensors are sending data to our tactical systems now. The news isn't good, Sir, I'm sorry."

      Jake saw that there were three heavy war robots on treads, each ready to pounce the moment Jake and his squad made a run for the bridge. Behind them there was a gathering of eighty-two crewmen in light to medium armour, all armed. These were the ones that Alaka and Stephanie's squads hadn't managed to subdue. Everywhere they went there were dozens of deranged Order of Eden crewmembers who fought like devils using everything they could find in the ship's armoury against the squads. In light armour, they weren't much of a match, but when they gathered in large numbers they could do serious damage. "Good work." The control panel for the entire ship appeared on Jake's right command and control bracer. He digitally transferred his command flag in the name of Haven Fleet, officially claiming the ship as a war prize. With a flick of his eye, he added Stephanie and Alaka to the command list.

      "Those robots are going to be a problem. They're the latest rollers from the Order," Frost said as he looked their scans over. "They're made to take whole crowds out."

      "Are they just as good at taking out single targets?" Jake asked, looking at the specifications and the programmed behaviour profiles. They were complex security robots, and these ones were loaded down with anti-riot gear since they were slated for delivery to Tamber. The staff had moved them from the cargo bay to the main hall to the bridge, a pretty smart move.

      "Well," Frost considered. "Not really, what are you thinking?"

      Jake tried to deactivate them remotely but his efforts prompted a response in big red letters: WIRELESS CONNECTION UNAVAILABLE. "We'll have to do this the hard way. I'll take the two on the left, you take the one on the right. Everyone else, blast the crewmembers with suppression nets if they poke their heads out. Set stun to maximum."

      "A few of the crewmembers will die if we set it that high," Ensign Un-Luk breathed.

      "We'll give them a chance to surrender," Jake said. "Then they're taking their lives into their own hands."

      "We've got to make sure these stuns work," Frost added. "Can't afford to have some bastard pretending until they can pop a great big grenade in our faces, aye?"

      "Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to question. I was talking to myself," Un-Luk said. "I'm ready." She brandished her rifle, which was almost as long as she was tall, a little over a metre if she stood in a relaxed pose.

      Jake tapped into the ship wide communications and cleared his throat. "To the crew of the Ascent One: This is Admiral Jacob Valent. Put your weapons down, deactivate all security systems under your control, and surrender immediately. If you don't, we'll kill every last one of you. You have ten seconds."

      The sound of Stephanie's laughter over the command channel was as surprising as it was pleasant. "Well, that worked," she said. "I've got a whole corridor filling up with regular Order crewmembers already."

      "Knock them out with gas and restrain 'em," Jake said. "We don't have the manpower to process them all right now, so we'll pile them into a safe storage room somewhere."

      "Aye," Stephanie said. "Looks like everyone on this deck and the one below is surrendering. I've marked the galley as their surrender point and we're watching our scanners for anyone who wants to use this opportunity to cause trouble."

      "Good, no surrenders here," Jake said, nodding at Frost. "We'll charge first, then, once the robots are focused on you and me, the rest of the squad moves in. Shields to maximum. Remember; only Frost and I will be going after these bots until we give you the word to fire on them. Give us some space to deal with them. One half of the squad fires on my target, the other half on Frost's. We need their shields down fast, so use your Knight Killer rounds."

      Green pips appeared beside every member of his squad, showing that they acknowledged his commands. Jake pulled a pair of electromagnetic pulse grenades that were connected by a thin line, turning them into a bolo, from his hip pocket and drew his sidearm with the other hand. So much for not leading from the front. Jake thought as he rushed from cover into the large open space in front of the bridge.

      The deck rumbled as the tracks of the robots rolled them out from their hiding places, to the right and left of the armoured bridge doors. He fired his sidearm, which was loaded with smaller Knight Killer rounds. "It's him!" someone called out from the hallway behind the three-metre-tall security robot as it began firing pulse weapons that were designed to damage shields and disable electronics. "Make sure there's enough to run a DNA scan on when we get him!" shouted another crewmember who was still out of sight. The lot of them were keeping well back, hiding in the halls to the right and left of the large bridge doors.

      Those words confirmed something Jake and his people already suspected. Even though the Rear Admiral was gone, hundreds of people on the crew still believed that he'd make good on the bounty for Jake. It was ridiculous. A barrage of white bolts caught him across the chest before the robot was struck by dozens of heavy Knight Killer rifle rounds.

      Jake's shields flashed yellow, red, then reported that they were down completely. He'd tried to run in an unpredictable zig-zag, but the machine easily outdid him, tracking his motion, striking with more than half its energized rapid-fire. A pair of fine nets launched from a box on its shoulder. The first didn't catch him, but the second was right on target. His armour reported that the net was emitting stun pulses, something that wouldn't penetrate, but help his shields recharge instead.

      The net consisted of strong material, and threatened to enshroud him like a cocoon, so Jake activated his wrist blade, swinging it in a broad arc across, then up and down. This was his kind of fight - the kind he used to initiate as a bounty hunter - it would be a severe embarrassment if he lost. It seemed like the robot had been instructed to take him alive, and that was a mistake. The second was making its way out from behind the first, so he rushed to the left, putting the one he was already fighting in its way.

      That first machine tracked him with another weapon, a many-barrelled gun mounted where its right-hand ought to be. With the help of the strength augmentation in his suit, Jake pulled his feet free of what remained of the netting and leapt out of the line of fire, a manoeuvre that wouldn't buy him more than a second or two before he found out what that big multi-barrelled weapon could do.

      "Bloody rascal shite!" Frost cursed.

      Jake glanced at him in time to see the electromagnetic pulse grenade Frost threw get batted back at him with a hard puff of air. It went off, and Frost's shields were history. "You all right, old man?" Jake asked.

      "Fine! I'll have this box of bolts apart, you worry about your own grand-standing!" Frost called back.

      Bringing his secondary shield up - a wall of energy that was projected like an old medieval defence from his left gauntlet - Jake turned his full attention back to the robot he was working on. The squad already had its shields down, but it had one more trick to show him before Jake could strike. The multi-barrelled hand fired dozens of barbed bullets at him that stuck to his armour. A stream of electricity flowed down the lines attached to them as Jake was yanked off his feet towards a gripper that popped out of the side of the machine on a separate arm. The surprise of it all made Jake laugh. "I wish I had one of these in the Samson days!" he exclaimed.

      "Stop playing with it!" Frost called back.

      Jake ignored the gripper that caught him as he was yanked to the first security robot, slashing at the thicker launcher arm above the weaponized hand with his wrist blade. The ultra-thin, nanobot saw blade glowed blue as it ate into the armour there, and on a second hurried slash he got lucky. A split in the armour revealed that he'd broken through several wires leading into the main chassis and his scanners notified him that any electromagnetic pulse weapon, especially the pair of grenades that dangled from his shield hand, would damage the internals of the mechanized monstrosity.

      Retracting his wrist blade, Jake took the grenades in that hand and looped them around the robot's arm. They dangled there for three seconds before going off. The whole machine froze, the gripper around Jake's waist was also frozen, which was a huge problem because the second robot was coming around the first, a pair of cutters emerging from small doors in its chest. What it planned to do with those was uncertain, but Jake pulled his rifle from where it was affixed to his back and fired a steady stream of heavy explosive rounds at it. Each shot was charged, so they did electromagnetic and burning damage. The ambient temperature started going up two and three degrees at a time, not nearly enough to worry anyone in a Haven heavy armour suit, but the crewmembers who were in lesser armour would be in trouble after a minute or two. Some who were just in simple uniforms could literally begin to cook if he fired too long.

      The cutters on the robot's chest didn't last more than twenty rounds. "Open fire on my target!" Jake called out, and his half of the squad joined in, blasting holes through armour that couldn't hold up to the barrage that the six of them sent at it. After less than a minute, the bot was inert, most of the armoured panels on the front side broken down, its internal components reduced to a tossed pile of unrecognizable bits. The sound of the environmental systems trying to push cool air into the space, which was cresting sixty-three degrees Celsius, was all around him as Jake sawed the arm holding him up with his wrist blade.

      "Should we let them run?" asked Frost as Jake dropped down, free of the first security robot's grabber.

      "No," Jake replied, looking at the Order crewmembers, who had rushed to the far end of the halls they hid in, trying to flee the area, which was barely habitable by humans. Most of them didn't wear emergency under suits, or anything that could be considered a relative of a vacsuit. The temperature was quickly lowering back down below forty degrees, so he wasn't worried. The crew may have been ill-provided for, but the atmospheric systems were making up for it. "They'll be…" he was about to reassure everyone in his squad, tell them that their enemies would be fine, when one Order of Eden Officer in a green uniform picked up a rifle and fired it at him. It was the weapon of an Order Knight, and the round was explosive, powerful enough to register as a high threat on Jake's shields, and he fired back at the officer without thinking.

      To the horror of everyone but a few members of his squad, Jake's single round exploded against the officer's breastbone, obliterating most of the man's body, leaving a black and red stain behind him that was over three metres wide. "Surrender!" Jake spat bitterly. He should have taken a split second to set his weapon to stun, it would have been effective, but he didn't regret the misstep. The officer was foolish to make any attempt against him or any member of his team. Jake realized he'd made his demand on a channel only his squad and Fleet Command could hear, so he addressed the Ascent One on their ship wide channel. "I'm opening the bridge security doors. This ship is mine. If you don't surrender, I'll leave, sealing the hatches behind me, then I'll annihilate it from a distance using an antimatter torpedo. No more warnings."

      The temperature was already back down to twenty-one Celsius, the human standard for life support, so there was no reason to delay. He opened the bridge doors and strode through them as they parted, watching his scanners for anyone holding a weapon. What he found instead was a group of nine bridge officers, all in the middle of the large space with their hands up high, eyes wide. "We surrender."
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      Someone's Gotta Do It

      

      Admiral Jacob Valent felt like he was caught in a storm of information as requests and reports began streaming through this command and control unit interface. They came up one after another, sometimes several at a time, crowding his vision as they were projected from his arm units to his eyes directly. The Ascent One was a huge ship with a long history - first with the Regent Galactic Corporate Fleet, then the Order of Eden - and the discoveries they could make might be important.

      On his tactical interface he directed hundreds of Haven Fleet personnel who came aboard to secure and investigate the vessel while the ship's staff were all presented with their rights, stripped, wrapped in a basic vacsuit then transported to the War Forge in a shuttle that was just as basic. Their rights were adapted from an old document called; 'The Statement of Democratic Rights in The Automated Age.'

      It was required study when Jake attended school as a boy. Well, he didn't actually go to that school, but a murky memory from Jonas' earlier years made him feel like he did. The rights each Order captive were informed of caught many of them by surprise. One of the nine officers that they captured on the bridge - that was a massive coup, since each was looking to defect and share everything they knew - actually grinned when she heard it, seemingly recognizing the phrase one of his squad members recited. "As a captive of Haven Fleet, you are entitled to the same level of safety, nourishment and basic comforts as our lowest enlisted soldiers. You will be protected from physical and mental abuse while you are given access to an artificial intelligence that will assist you with legal representation. The voracity of your defence is entirely up to you."

      "I'm only a follower," the Officer objected quietly, her grin fading as the vacsuit wrapped around her on its own, drawing her wrists together. "I request asylum. I want to be a citizen."

      The squad member, Veras was his name, retracted his helmet and fixed her with a reassuring look. "I'll read you the part we don't have to share with everyone." Then he did just that in a gentler tone. "If it is determined that you are not a threat, then you may apply for citizenship. Your incarceration will continue during the processing time, which is currently estimated at three days. If you are accepted as a citizen, you will be granted the privilege of shelter, food, and other essential provisions along with a right to vote as a citizen and earn luxury credits. You may be enlisted for military service if a state of emergency is called. For more information, please touch the question mark on your wrist and inquire on the interface that appears."

      "Okay," the Officer said, brightening a little. "I have a lot to share."

      "Good, tap there and start telling the system all about it," Veras said, pointing to the question mark on the wrist of her vacsuit. A pair of Haven Fleet regulars in a military vacsuits led her and the rest of the Order officers away, connecting them to each other with a line that affixed to the backs and fronts of their bright green prisoner garb.

      The bridge was filled with security and technical staff an hour later. Jake was still there, watching over the data collection, getting updates from several of the Rear Admirals and staying connected to the rest of the Admiralty. The Merciless was already patrolling the outer solar system while damage control teams worked through the extensive list of problems. They'd managed to weather the storm with no loss of life, just a number of close calls, and the ship was still functional enough. Captain Agameg Price had proven himself.

      Frost and Stephanie were already aboard the War Forge being debriefed. There were questions about their final reports on the occupation of Tamber. Jake made sure that there were nice quarters waiting for them. They'd have some time off, but he would be visiting them before long. Good commanders were hard to find, and he was already scheming, building a proposal for them so they could be in his chain of command again. Frost was easy, Jake knew what would get him back on board. Stephanie was a harder nut to crack and he knew there were other commanders looking at her file. The thing that was foremost in his mind was her miscarriage. Whatever offer he made had to keep them together and there had to be time allotted for them to recover, to rest. He knew Stephanie well, perhaps better than Frost did. If he gave her a mission or made her any offer that would put too much distance between her and Frost, she might not see her way back to him, and Jake knew how happy they made each other, so he wouldn't be the one who showed her a way to restart her life and leave her partner behind. It was something he'd seen her do with boyfriends before.

      As he directed the next team of investigators from the main landing bay to the main engineering section of the Ascent One, a message from Minh-Chu came up. Jake selected it immediately, so quickly that it became a live call. Ronin was in his Uriel fighter, which he'd taken twenty minutes to re-outfit with an Explorer Module, the best sensor and scanning suite that the War Forge could produce for that fighter type. "I'm flying around what's left of that mobile station," he said, gesturing through his cockpit window with a gloved hand. "It's gone. Well, not completely. They cut nineteen tons of outer hull and compartments away to get rid of everything that was marked or tainted then got out of here. I used the new scanning profiles from our Order friends, you know, the ones that see through our cloaking and Citadel's, to look around, and there's no sign of the ship. I'm putting a call out for volunteer pilots who aren't above the fatigue threshold to start scanning the whole solar system using those settings but I don't think we'll find any trace of Citadel."

      "So…" Jake thought about his response for a moment before continuing. It would be frustrating to discover that they managed to capture thousands of Order personnel but not one Citadel Officer. Even though he suspected Haven Fleet hadn't faced their best people that day, Jake hoped to capture someone other than the strange frameworks they managed to bag. Then a thought occurred to him. "Do you think there could be Citadel ships hiding in Kambis' atmosphere?" There were still chemical fires on the surface of the planet, but the skies had been blackened by smoke that let just enough light through to turn whole seconds of the world red when viewed from orbit.

      "I'll put a fleet wide request in with the Fleet for nearby ships to scan the planet. Good thinking, Jake," Ronin replied. "I wish I had better news about this mobile base, but our techs are probably going to have a good time studying this hunk of junk they left behind." The view over his shoulder showed that he was turning his fighter, accelerating away from the leftover chunk of station. "I'm off, need to take a few hours to reset and prove that I'm in one piece to Ash."

      "Give her a hug for me, and take as much time off as you can," Jake said.

      "You got it, Admiral. Oh, she's already planning a get together. I'm sure you'll hear about it."

      "I'll be there if I can," Jake replied. It was just like Ashley to do her best to give everyone some time to gather and see each other right after a dangerous, tense time. It might be a doomed idea unless she waited a few days, though.

      The message window closed and Jake was left with a list of topics that covered the left side of his vision. He knew there was even more than that, he only need scroll down to discover more issues awaiting review. He picked one contact request simply entitled: WHEELER STATUS.

      After a moment Examiner Regis Cross appeared in a window that hovered in the left-hand side of Jake's vision. He was overseeing the mental examination of all the Order of Eden captives, but the brief scrolling under his image stated that Regis spent the last hour with Wheeler exclusively. The man's face was round and plain except for overly long black eyelashes and big eyebrows, probably a fashion choice from wherever he originally hailed from. What struck Jake most was how bored the man looked. Maybe he was tired? "Greetings, Admiral. Thank you for taking my contact request in advance of my preliminary report filing."

      "You're welcome. Your request said it was urgent?"

      "Yes. I wanted to personally advise you and everyone who has the clearance level to see Wheeler that it is imperative that you don't visit him in person or communicate with him in any way. By doing so you would be further inflating his overdeveloped sense of self-importance. Furthermore, you'd engage a trait I've found in him that is so prevalent in his personality that it's practically taken over. He truly believes that he is a paragon of justice in the galaxy, that he has an understanding of right and wrong that must be enforced. Couple that with a persecution complex, the perception that he is always the victim in any situation, and add a deeply rooted sense of paranoia, he is a truly troubled man. Maybe some of this has been put-on, I have only seen him for an hour so far, so it's possible, but I severely doubt it."

      "I know health care professionals don't like to use this term, but…" Jake regarded the passive looking expression of the man, who was a civilian consultant but important to speeding up the placement of their Order captives, then said exactly what was on his mind. "… it sounds like Wheeler is crazy."

      "As a bag of highly caffeinated squirrels fighting over the last peanut," he replied with a sigh. "Oh, and you have me confused with a therapist. I use labels to indicate what level of treatment these people need, and where they should be placed. I love labels. I don't fix anything, I just assess and recommend."

      "Right," Jake said, trying not to snicker at the mental image the examiner drew. "So, what injustice is Wheeler looking to correct?"

      "Oh, Freeground and anyone who is related to the First Light voyage, especially you, Admiral Ayan Anderson and your associates, are apparently going to cause the complete downfall of humanity by spreading a message of passivity. That's in conflict with his belief that you're all violent killers who hate him personally and are out to cause him every kind of harm and misery. He also believes that the leader of the Order is sending him signals that will cause sudden change or destruction using his framework system, which we've confirmed is no longer present. These are all horrible injustices that he has to correct using propaganda of his own making and any other means. I advise you to be careful whenever you or your people come in contact with anything he's designed or had a hand in placing."

      "Thank you, Examiner," Jake said. "I won't visit, and I'll tell my people to watch for his traps as they examine the solar system."

      "Good. After a therapist has had some time with him, you may be able to visit, but I still wouldn't advise it. The recommendation I'll be putting in my report will suggest a deep brain scan and a non-public execution. Use his body and scans for further investigation after his death. The alternative is even more grim. This construct would require invasive biological correction before you could expect any real progress in his condition."

      The suggestion surprised Jake, who had never dealt with an examiner before. "Did you recommend this kind of disposal for anyone you've seen before?" He wasn't opposed to the notion of executing Wheeler, but it would be the first official act of lethal punishment for the Haven Government.

      "No. This is the first. The Order, or Regent Galactic, whoever made this thing created something that was already broken. He's hard wired for sociopathy and hate. The only thing he doesn't hate is himself. The Wheeler creature will never stop trying to destroy everything you're associated with. If a day comes when he can no longer pursue any of you, he'll find something else to corrupt or destroy in the name of just correction. This is most likely why he was put in charge of the remaining forces in the Haven System. Forces that, by my estimation from what I've seen so far, were largely untrained and sub-par. This part of the Order Fleet mostly consists of greedy incompetents with the exception of some of the command branch. Many of the best ships and personnel were quietly moved out of the Haven System before we arrived. I'll have a clearer picture of things in the coming days, as me and my people have a chance to scan more captives, but I doubt my assessment will change. Do you have any other questions, Admiral?"

      "Not right now, thank you, Examiner," Jake replied, reeling at the man's estimation that the Haven System was being held by tens of thousands of the Order's least effective people. That's ringing true, though, he thought. There were so few Order Knights. Most of the capitol ships we've boarded don't have a single squad. There were other signs as well, including the gun-shyness of the fleet in general and the unwillingness of Citadel to work with them.

      "Very good, Admiral. Please contact me anytime with questions. I'll be filing reports daily. I'd ignore most of them, since it's a normal part of processing and I'm sure you have a dozen or more people under you who can give them a look, and I'll be sure to mark anything warranting your attention for you."

      The window disappeared and Jake looked around the large bridge. Technicians quietly scanned the stations, copying local data and looking for hidden files. His squad guarded the door or stood nearby. Some of them were officers, and they assisted with the direction of the recovery teams.

      Jake thought about what he just learned, ignoring the interface as it passively competed for his attention. He'd faced zealots from the Order before, they definitely seemed more dangerous using less equipment. There was an ominous feeling brewing beneath the tide of data he was facing, under the growing desire to join Ayan aboard the War Forge and continue attending his duties from there.

      Where the ominous sensation came from eluded Jake for a moment, then he put his hand down on one of the arms of the command seat. A chilling thought occurred to him. If this fleet, multiple battle groups, is what the Overlord will give officers he sees as largely incompetent, then what kind of hardware is everyone else using? What about their specialists? The next wave of knights and captains? He thought he'd seen most of the technology that the Order had, at least in blueprint form if not in person. There were fewer than a thousand framework soldiers in the fleet holding the Haven System. What happened there? He did a search of the data Haven had already collected from the ships they were capturing. After a few moments, he found what he was looking for. Wheeler ordered them to be boxed and sent out of the system. He actually thought the Overlord would take direct control and use them against him. Wow, that is a very serious kind of crazy.

      With an intention to look into it more later, Jake moved on, thinking about the expensive ships the Order had in the system. The new cruiser class was a problem, but they couldn't have too many of them in the Cluster, could they? Even the ones they'd run into were new to him, not actually new. Most were over ten years old, relatively new, sure, but not compared to what Haven Fleet was using. He hadn't checked the ages of the ships they just captured, though, and that felt like an oversight.

      Then, with hurried gestures he brought an entire holographic interface up using his command and control unit. Flicking through data collected from all the capture teams, he focused on one fact to start, one thing that would prove his theory: the average age of the vessels. That proved nothing, since it came up as fourteen years. With a hurried hand, he looked for other things the large capitol ships had in common and found it. With the exception of the ship he was standing on and several destroyers, every vessel in the Order's fleet in the Haven System had failed at least one shakedown cruise test then been sent back for refurbishing. All the ships that didn't fit in that category were from Tafford's main fleet. Jake looked into the commanders of the ships, most of whom were in the Shard when it was destroyed, and found that they were all guilty of unlawful fraternization, and black files were kept on them that tracked signs of disloyalty. The signs ranged from the consumption of foreign propaganda to favouring profit over fealty to the Order.

      It was only when Veras cleared his throat from where he stood nearby and asked; "Are you all right, Admiral?" that Jake realized he was clenching his jaw, nearly sneering.

      "We just culled the weak from the Order's ranks for them," he forwarded his findings to the rest of the admiralty, the commanders immediately beneath him, closed the holographic display, then let out a rueful laugh. "We wiped out their rejects and idiots, taking a beating as a reward." It was time to move on. Jake predicted that taking more time to thoroughly examine the ships they captured wouldn't produce anything they couldn't find in the data they copied from them. "Pass the order: begin a full spectrum hard scan of the entire ship, finish data collection, and complete the retrieval of all captives. We have one hour to get it done. We'll watch droid ships feed this thing into the War Forge's intake systems by this time tomorrow. First round's on me."

      "Yes, Sir," Veras said, happy to hear the change of plans. Maybe he felt that the processing of the Ascent One was taking too long as well, or he liked the idea of having drinks with Jake. It was something he could find out tomorrow. For the moment, Jake started making his way to the nearest functioning launch bay. It was time to take his place aboard the War Forge.
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      Resolution and Expansion

      

      "The Admiralty is in agreement," said Lamonthe's hologram. Most of the other people in the room were actually present. Admiral Unlo Kulsh was sitting beside the holographic Lamonthe, which prompted Ayan to have a humorous thought. The height difference between them was extreme, Lamonthe's life-sized depiction was over twice as tall, so wouldn't it be nice to reduce the hologram's size? If it wasn't such a serious discussion, she'd do it. The admiralty could use a moment of levity. On his side of the darkly decorated room were several other Rear Admirals, including Grey, who was just back from touring the ships left in his battle group.

      To Ayan's right was Terry Ozark McPatrick, on her left was Admiral Doolth, who was just back from her post, commanding Nafalli ships who were still busy assisting with Order Captives. There were several Rear Admirals behind Ayan as well. What Lamonthe said was true, the Admiralty agreed that there were two important matters that had to be discussed and decided before they moved forward. What exactly the fleet would do next was another matter. Nothing was decided. The room was split.

      Lamonthe called this meeting, and the rumour concerning its topic got out minutes later. He wanted to discuss the problems concerning automated defences and holding the Haven System. Two hours later, at the time of the meeting, the whole admiralty with the exception of Jacob Valent who was attending to a pocket of resistance aboard the Hargrove, an Order Destroyer, the attendees organized themselves so they sat or stood against one side of the meeting room or the other. The space was round to help prevent the appearance of such splits, but you couldn't force two opposed groups of leaders together, no matter how you designed a room.

      The numbers were fairly equal, which wasn't promising. "What do you think the admiralty has come to an agreement on?" Ayan asked. Since her speech she'd seen her political support rise and there had been an outpouring of sympathy from across the fleet. The Nafalli saw her unintentionally public promise as an act of high honour, and her grief as something that would become strength when her mourning eased. To Ayan it felt like cheating. Using something private, an obvious, deep injury that she would have tended to on her own, to draw sympathy, but there was no taking that unintentional airing of grief back. The holograms of Nafalli leaders began appearing on her side of the room. They were probably invited by Admiral Doolth, either as witnesses or as support. It changed the balance of the room, giving more weight to Ayan's side.

      "Holding the Haven System would be unwise. It would require our entire fleet and more to do so effectively now that the trust in automated defence systems has broken down," Lamonthe said, speaking quickly to get through his entire statement. The next words he said had to compete with objections from Ayan's side. "We should follow through with a plan Admiral Ayan Anderson already had in place: we scout the last systems on the list, the ones outside of the Cluster, build a secret base there and regroup. Have a public facing point of contact for new recruits. That public receiving station would move, and that would make recruiting more difficult, but I still believe it's the wiser course."

      Admiral Doolth raised a furred hand and patted the air, a gesture of placation, one that requested patience, and the room quieted. "This is not the will of the Nafalli."

      A Nafalli from the other side of the room, an Elder named Choffen, but not a military leader, took a half step forward. "The masters of ships, and of this overly long conflict have decided to stay. I urge you to reconsider on behalf of the innocent."

      "You are the only Elder who does," Doolth said. "We welcome you as a courtesy. Your opinion does not reflect the majority."

      Choffen dropped a hand on his snout, lowered his head and stepped back. "I will only state this once so it can be heard by our allies. There is an opinion amongst some of the Nafalli people here that our fleet should break up so it would be easier for us to settle in the peaceful places in this sector."

      "So our tribes can be the poor minority wherever we go? Here we have a chance at building a new nation that celebrates our culture and keeps family together." The next part was spoken in Nafalli. Ayan's translator spelled it out for her. "We must be brave, we can't lose heart. Imagine an entire continent to ourselves. Partners that want us here, and a place where we can help build a new destiny. I would like my grandchildren to grow in the forests, the fields, to know the carefree adventures of youth in clean air and waters. I don't want to hear any more talk of splitting our tribes up. I won't see some of them become victims, the rest forced to depend on the kindness of others in cities and stinking worlds choked with industry or regulations that weren't made for us."

      "I apologize," the Elder, who didn't look so elderly with his black and caramel coloured fur, said as he bowed his head low and left the room.

      "I'm sorry," Doolth said, turning to Ayan, speaking quietly in English. "I'm afraid that may not be the last we hear of that nonsense. There is a small but vocal minority who have been made weary by the trials of the last few years."

      "I understand," Ayan said.

      "Well, suffice it to say, there are civilians who don't believe staying here is a good idea, either," Lamonthe added. "Their opinions matter, even after you browbeat them into shutting up."

      "Let's vote," Ayan said, launching a simple poll on Crewcast. It would reach every citizen in the solar system as well as the ones on the Pelican and other ships at a distance with quad drives. The question was simple: Should we stay in the Haven System and fortify it even though we will eventually be attacked again?

      "That's a referendum without foundation. The people have not had time to be educated on the issue," Lamonthe protested, several of the people on his side of the room nodding.

      "It's a poll," Ayan defended with a shrug. If you say the will of the people is to run, then a casual poll that touches more than half the population should reflect that. "You should vote." As she said so, she did so, tapping YES. "Besides, the Pelican is going to get this, there are thousands of people aboard that ship who've never set foot on Tamber. They should sway the poll results in your direction. A lot of them just lost their world, so they understand the circumstances of being homeless and the advantages of running," she looked to Rear Admiral Grey, who nodded at her.

      After he tapped his answer on his right command and control unit, he stood up and crossed the room to her side. "I agree with your methods if not your opinion, Admiral. I'll go with whatever you decide, as it should be."

      "He raises an interesting point," Admiral Terry Ozark McPatrick said. "This isn't a vote at any level, whether it's civilians, serving soldiers or the Admiralty. This is a debate at the highest level. When it's all said and done, Ayan is still Queen. There is no higher rank in the solar system."

      "But she is not the absolute master of this military organization," Lamonthe countered calmly.

      "Yes, she is," Admiral Doolth said. "According to the Nafalli."

      "She is the master of its equipment and technology," Jake's hologram said as it materialized. He had obviously been listening. "The alliances and development of what we have are largely thanks to her. Negotiations with the Carthans brought about her ownership of this solar system, and no one has had more contact with Lorander. Even though she's subjected to this kind of time-wasting navel gazing, she still oversees the development and maintenance of the entire fleet. If there is anyone who can make the ultimate decision as to where it goes and who it will fight, it is her."

      "Says her consort," Lamonthe said clearly.

      "Where are you now, Admiral? What kept you from this meeting?" asked Admiral Unlo Kulsh.

      "I'm on the bridge of the Merciless," Jacob replied, his expression grave. "The remaining forty-nine crewmembers of the Hargrove have more spine than the rest of the Order. I ordered my people off that ship because our scanners detected that the Order soldiers left there managed to wire a destruct device using the main reactor. They threatened to detonate it if we didn't leave. I gave them terms."

      "And they were?" asked Kulsh, his Mergillian expression showing impatience through narrowed eyes and broad, tense lips.

      "Surrender or I'll destroy your ship. Their time's up," Jake turned to his right. "Tactical, launch." With a flick of his finger, the view changed. A hologram of the Merciless appeared with the Hargrove in the distance. The battered destroyer's lights were starting to come back on, its rear engines firing. The data to the side showed that the shields were still down and point defence systems were inoperable. Three torpedoes were fired from the Merciless, their path traced by navigation lines. For little more than a second, everyone in the room watched as those three deadly antimatter projectiles made their way between the ships. A flash of light overwhelmed the destroyer for an instant, and when it was visible again one half was open to space, the decks inside were burned and white-red hot, warping as they cooled. "A waste of life, but we've been making threats for hours against Order soldiers that tucked into defensible cabins inside ships that surrendered. They won't put their weapons down. It's time we deliver on those threats so they reconsider. The Merciless is moving on to the Kazan, where there's another group of Order soldiers hiding in the engineering section. We've told them they have one minute to surrender and come out. I hope your meeting is adjourned by the time we either have them in custody or have burned them out. If there is a vote, and I hope there isn't, Admiral Anderson has my proxy. It's what a good consort would do." Jake's image flickered out.

      That was a side of Jake Ayan hadn't seen for a while. He could be more direct and vicious than Lamonthe or anyone in that room. There were still pockets of resistance aboard the Order ships in the system, and while she wished there was another way, the fleet couldn't afford taking the time to pursue alternatives. Burning them out, as Jake said, was the fastest method they had. A short message from Jake on her command and control bracer said; Last hold outs on Kazan have surrendered. His method was working. Making an example of one ship probably saved lives on both sides. Even still, the steely gazed version of Jake she'd seen that day left her with mixed emotions. It was a little frightening but seeing that he was still capable of it only bolstered her faith in him personally and professionally. At the same time, she couldn't wait until they had time together again. Seeing him, even like that, was enough to make her ache, she felt his absence more than ever. "The poll is still being taken," Ayan said. "I'll take the results into consideration."

      "So you're making this decision alone?" Lamonthe asked.

      An idea occurred to Ayan then, and she brought the ownership document for the Rega Gain, now the Haven System up so everyone could see it. "No, I'm not." With a few flicks of her finger she added Admiral Doolth, Oz, and Jake's names to the ownership. She needed one more, so she added Minh-Chu as her tie-breaking fifth. Then, with no hesitation, she set a trial time on the new ownership of the solar system and finalized it. "You're all witnesses. I have just shared my ownership of this system with Admiral Doolth, Admiral McPatrick, Admiral Valent and Wing Commander Minh-Chu Buu for the next three years." A chirp on her command and control unit informed her that conclusive poll results were ready and she looked at them. Seventy-nine percent of Haven citizens replied. Seventy-three percent of those people voted that they should stay and defend the Haven System. "I believe my decision reflects the will of the people when I say we're staying. I only need two more monarch owners of the Haven System to agree. I'd like to hear Admiral Doolth's decision."

      Her eyes were still wide, a hand was stroking the fine fur under her jaw. "Did you just make me a Queen?"

      "Yes, there can be more than one in a solar system," Ayan said quietly. Then she allowed herself a little smile. "Since no one will let me forget I'm a Queen, and I can't set it aside, I decided I'd like some company. So, should we stay?"

      "Yes," Doolth said. "I believe so, yes."

      "I agree," Oz added, gently putting his hand on Admiral Doolth's shoulder. Ayan overheard him whisper; "You realize this makes us family, right?"

      "I know," the Nafalli whispered back, openly cheerful. "My tribe will demand a celebration, you'll have to be there."

      "Bet on it," Oz promised.

      "Well, you have your way," Lamonthe said. "I'll be in-system tomorrow. We have a lot of work to do. No one has faith in your automated defence plan, so every station will have to be manned by a pair of trained personnel. I hope the Nafalli are willing to lean into this alliance, we'll need a lot of your people."

      "Don't worry about our dedication, Admiral," Doolth replied.

      "I hope you understand," Lamonthe intoned more neutrally, "Every major issue requires representation on both sides. I often have the dubious honour of representing the less popular opinion."

      "I understand," Doolth said, her long snout bobbing a few times in a nod that was solemn.

      His hologram disappeared, leaving the Mergillian Admiral to raise his hands as he said; "That's it? Such a large issue and the decision is taken out of our hands?"

      "It was never going to go your way," Oz said. "I hope you'll tell your people that, even though you didn't have anything to do with the liberation of the Haven System, they are welcome to join us here. We'd like you to be a part of this."

      The Mergillian Admiral only nodded before filing out with the rest of the people on that side.

      Ayan was left thinking about the challenge ahead. Having someone aboard their advanced defence satellites made sense, sure, but her plan was put together assuming they would be unmanned. After a simple software error, a user error, no less, caused the deaths of hundreds, the trust in automated weaponry was gone. There really would have to be hundreds of people trained to work in those defence platforms, then thousands as more people joined the fleet. Until then, every ship they had would be needed to patrol and protect the Haven System. The choice to stay effectively grounded the fleet for months, perhaps years. She thought of Alice and Noah, who were just beginning a mission that could bring more people to the solar system, people who were willing to fight. She hoped Alice was doing well, missed her, and decided to contact her as soon as she could, especially since she'd probably seen the end of the speech she gave to the fleet.

      An embrace from Limeen Doolth, whose fur was thick, soft and warm, brought her thoughts back to the instant. "Thank you, this will be a big step forward for the Nafalli here, you've given us real power. I must ask, though; why me?"

      "I've spent more hours with you than any of your people. I think you'll be a better Queen than I am."

      It was obvious from the Nafalli's expression that she was touched by the compliment, even though Ayan thought it was true, and the idea of having her as a constant partner in overseeing the Haven System was a big relief, she was glad Limeen took it as a compliment. "You'll be a guest of honour when we celebrate you joining the family. You'll have to bring the princess, too. My people adore your little daughter. Do you think Alice might be there as well?"

      "I think she might be busy," Ayan said, wishing she could call her back for the occasion.

      "Well, maybe that will change. It'll take weeks for my people to get things ready, I have to give them time, you know. We'll have to hold it on Tamber, we'll build a Rowta for it."

      "Rowta?" Oz asked.

      "Like a community centre," Limeen told him.

      There was a growing list of things for Ayan to attend to, so she tried to excuse herself. "I'll be there with Laura, don't worry. I have to get back to the Command Centre."

      "I'll go with you," Limeen said.

      "I should show my face there, maybe finish the day there too. The Triton's on patrol while they undergo repairs," Oz said.

      As the commanders on her side of the room filed out of the circular meeting space, Ayan listened to Limeen begin asking Oz about his parents, then his general lineage going as far back as he knew. Without realizing it, Ayan had put a new family together, and Limeen was pleasantly enthusiastic about learning everything she could about them.
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      Hanging Off A Star

      

      The sound of Sol Kin, a singer known for her smooth style of pop music that had just re-emerged from the rubble of the holocaust virus, played quietly in Noah Lucas' room like some kind of reverse lullaby, slowly rousing him. Not because the sound was harsh or discordant, but because he had to know where it was coming from. Had he left something on? Before he was determined enough to open his eyes and solve the mystery, he listened and could make out the lyrics even though they sounded tinny and far away, like it wasn't being played for his ears.

      

      Holding onto your light,

      loving the high burn,

      afraid the light is fire,

      afraid of the dark.

      

      I hoooooooooooold…

      

      Finally opening his eyes and following the music with his gaze, he discovered it was coming from the foot of his bed, where Alice sat in her vacsuit. It was meant only for her ears but was turned up so loud that he could make it out. They'd parted earlier so they could get some rest while they waited for the outcome of the battle in the Haven System. She'd gone back to the Clever Dream, and he was afraid she'd take her ship and her crew back there, to make whatever difference they could. There was no way he could get to sleep at first, and he didn't want to medicate, so he stretched out across his bed, trying not to think. Trying not to wonder what might happen to Traveller, Pixie, or anyone else he knew in the fleet.

      Not remember exactly when he nodded off. It must have been sometime after her decided what he'd do if Alice took the Clever Dream and her crew back to the Haven System. He would be right behind her whether she liked it or not. He secretly hoped she would defy orders and go, but there was no way he would be the first to break the white knuckled restraint it took to follow the simple instructions they were given. Simply put, they were told to stay put.

      Something must have happened. She was back. That form was not made of light, it wasn't a holographic projection. Noah sat up and gently touched her back. Alice half turned and stopped her music. She regarded him just long enough for him to see that her face was uncharacteristically stony. The shadow of her father was in there, the edge of the grim expression someone caught while he was in command of the Revenge, probably in the middle of a battle somewhere. It was one of the images in the public part of his file.

      It wasn't like Noah to back away from bad news. He'd had plenty for as long as he could remember, so he got out from under his blanket and joined her on the end of the bed, sitting, looking at the same patch of the deck she turned her stare to. "The First Light was practically destroyed," Alice said quietly.

      You mean the Sunspire, Noah corrected mentally, letting the thought resonate then die without sharing it.

      After a moment, Alice went on as she tapped her left command and control unit. There was a picture on the screen there of a stern looking woman with short, light red hair and blue eyes. It was Admiral Rice. "She'd taken it as her flagship. Funny, because it was a rebuilt antique when she sent my parents off in it. I was there when Jonas met her for the first time, watching from his com-con as his artificial intelligence. I remember now. It's a strange memory, not the first time it's come back, but I remember. I was afraid of her."

      There were no tears as Alice told the story, but she was quiet, Noah could only just hear her. "Why?" he asked.

      "Oh," Alice perked up for a moment. "I thought she'd have me replaced by a military program, or have Jonas put me in storage. I didn't want to get shut down then turned on ten or twenty years later, either by Jonas after he'd lived a whole chunk of life or one of his kids after he passed me on. She didn't though, and I'm grateful, because he didn't have the life I thought he would."

      It never occurred to Noah that there was ever an expectation that Jonas Valent would live a long life, have a family, maybe remain in good standing with Freeground Nation. It was obvious that she had dreamt that once, that there was a time Alice was sure she'd be with him through decades. Why not? Going through life expecting that your maker could disappear at any moment seemed cynical, at least for most people. Noah didn't really remember his parents, though, nor did he care to seek them out. His real beginning happened when his second family adopted him, as far as he was concerned. That didn't make what Alice was going through strange to him, though.

      Then all his attention was called back to her as she cursed under her breath and said; "I just can't get there. Sad music, old stories, thinking of the good things she's done, I'm just not…" she shook her head.

      "Is there anything I can do?"

      Alice leaned against him, her shoulder fitting under his as she sighed. It was a tense kind of exhale though, like she was trying to relax but failing. He put his arm around her, feeling her shoulders, which were like stretched cord, muscle bunched tight. "You're doing it. I'm just tired of this. I want to get it all out at once. I should be crying?" it came as a question. "I really barely knew Jessica, Admiral Rice, but she was coming back to the family, accepting my Mom even though she'd treated her like a bad copy of the first Ayan a long time ago, or what feels like a long time ago. She knew she was welcome back, I barely had any time with her. Still, she was family, a part of my past. A past that this war is killing. I mean, there are scientists on the War Forge probably trying to figure out if they can make a perfect copy, but I know better than anyone; that's not the same. Jessica Rice's journey is over. Whatever comes next will be new, even if she seems exactly the same. Yawen's dealing with that right now. Sometimes she feels like the life she has, everything she remembers is borrowed from someone else. I know what that's like, so I help, and Theo's always there for her, but it's complicated. No reason to think anyone else will come out of their machines will feel any different, even a great Admiral." Alice barked a short, scoffing laugh. "I just realized how much she'd probably hate that. Jessica was one of the people who barred Ayan, the one we know now, from inheriting anything the original had. Imagine if she came back? Jessica Version Two-Point-Oh might be a confused mess for a long time." There was a long moment of silence, then Alice asked; "Why don't I give a shit? If nothing else, she's one of the people I've known the longest."

      Surging to her feet, she started to pace across the foot of the bed. "Oh, God, I'm so tired of this! Jessica Rice and most of her bridge crew get killed and I have a moment of reflection that turns into a pity party."

      Still reeling from one thing she said, that the war was killing her past, Noah watched her. Wordlessly, Alice angrily pulled her hair into a red ponytail, pulled the tie free, unsatisfied with her first attempt, then drew her straight red hair back into a ponytail. A moment later the tie came off again and was flicked onto a shelf. "I'm here. I don't know how much help I can be, but I'm listening."

      "Thank you," Alice sighed. "Theodore and Quan came to my room on the Dream and tried to solve me," the last two words; solve me, came as a frustrated growl. "Like I was some kind of puzzle they could put back together. Oh, and Quan was worried I'd let my emotions leak across the whole crew. I told him you helped me with that, that I'd be fine, they'd be fine, and he just gave me this look that said; 'how could Carnie help you with your poor emotional brain?' I didn't feel like explaining."

      The funny thing to Noah was that he would like to know how he helped with that too, but it was definitely not the time to ask. "I don't blame you," he said instead.

      "I would have told him that everything's been easier since you helped me feel the difference between my emotions and everyone else's. No two people feel the same, it was the most obvious thing, I can't believe Quan missed it. Ever since, it's been easier to keep my chaos to myself."

      "I'm good at seeing the obvious stuff," Noah said with a fake bragging sigh, cracking his knuckles. "That's me, 'Mister Obvious.'" It took effort not to ask about 'her chaos.'

      Alice laughed a little and shook her head, looking at him, maybe noticing for the first time that he was in the small shorts he wore to bed. "That's not how I meant it. I mean, you really helped, everything is easier now."

      "Good," Noah said more earnestly. "I'm still not going to try to fix you right here, right now, though."

      "I know, I know," Alice said, resuming her pacing. "I shouldn't have snapped at them. They were just trying to help, but it was too much. I'm not some high-performance racer, I don't need a pit crew."

      "That's how the Fleet treats you, though?" Noah asked, realizing for the first time that the analogy fit perfectly.

      "Yeah," Alice sighed. "I got my ship back with way more than a new coat of paint, and when it comes down to it I get everything I want. Sure, they rationalize it, but when they realized I wanted to come out here, they made it sound like it was their idea and sent me out, made sure I had a whole crew who were tailored to me."

      "But you're in charge," Noah said, hoping that she'd start seeing the bright side. "I mean, I don't know what the hell I'm doing out here aside from the social stuff. Even then, I'm far from perfect. There's a whole pirate band after me, I'm pretty sure and I freaked out because I thought I'd be alone at first."

      "Yeah, but that's not my point. I wanted to come after you and the Fleet just rolled over."

      "Cool," Noah said with a shrug.

      Alice stared at him, her face frozen in a confused, stunned expression. "You're missing the point," she said finally, resuming her pacing.

      "Help me hit the target? I know, you probably don't want to explain yourself, but I could use…"

      "I mean it's like people are afraid I'll do something crazy if they don't go along with what I want," Alice said.

      "Not me," Noah countered. "My door has a lock. If I was afraid you'd do something crazy, I wouldn't put you on the whitelist."

      "Okay, but you've followed along with whatever I want, too," Alice said.

      "I hate to bring this up, but I broke up with you because I didn't think we'd be seeing each other again for years."

      "Then you called me back and patched things up!" Alice retorted.

      The conversation was taking a bad turn. He could feel the opportunity to course correct start to pass and decided to do something drastic, surging to his feet and looking her in the eye. If what he said next didn't get them going in the right direction, it would send them spinning apart. Either way, he wanted to shock her out of the weird self-pitying mood she was in, and from the little he knew of her, the truth was the best way to do it. The truth presented as directly as possible. Besides, he was trying to stay calm, but irritation at seeing her try to fault herself and everyone she cared about was rising fast. "If you want people to treat you like anyone else, like any normal soldier, you're going to be disappointed. You're a charming brat who gets her way because none of us want to say no to you. You know what scared me about you? That you were just looking at me like a curiosity, like some bug in your microscope, and that when we finally met you'd be some military brat. That we'd have the chemistry of a cat and a cockroach. Then we clicked, obviously."

      "Obviously," she said, her eyes narrowed, jaw tight.

      Whatever bad turn their conversation was taking had been interrupted, and Noah was highly aware that the moment was in his hands. It was balancing between good and catastrophic. "I thought I'd be some kinda amusement ride for a little while at best, then you'd get bored and move on. You've got a reputation in the fleet, whether you like it or not. You get what you want, come and go as you please, and don't care who gets pissed about it. If you think your Dad or Mom are intimidating to me? You should take another look at yourself. I know you're trying to figure yourself out, hell, aren't we all? But you're forgetting that you're the woman nothing can put down for long, and can take out an Admiral right in the middle of an impenetrable death machine. You're also the most beautiful woman I've ever seen. Put it all together and you're still a brat because you're the last to realize you've got it all. Oh, and I'm still a little overwhelmed because you used all that influence to come out here and save my ass. Add to the list one more person who won't say no to you, brat."

      All right, that's weird. Noah thought as he said the last. Alice seemed to bristle, irritation returning when he called her a brat, but then she started to smile. It was like watching a cat notice a mouse in the corner before it was aware of her, like the hunt was on. "So, it all boils down to me getting what I want, like a privileged brat?" Alice asked, one eyebrow raised, almost smiling. There was still something tense behind the exterior. It was as if she was amused and furious at him at the same time.

      Noah realized he was leaning back a little and straightened. Her face was tilted up at him, his down to hers, and they were almost nose to nose. She was either teasing him or… "The most charming brat I've ever seen," he replied.

      "So, you'd let me do whatever I want?" she asked, her fingers tracing their way up his chest.

      "I'm here for you," Noah replied. Now I wish I could read minds, or emotions, or whatever. This lady is bloody complicated. "Whatever you need."

      Alice pushed up onto her toes and took his lips with hers. Her arms snaked up around his shoulders. His hands slipped around her waist as he followed her lead, enjoying the passion in her kiss. The moment she broke away to kiss his neck he asked; "So, you're okay?"

      In response Alice raised her foot behind his leg and tapped the back of his knee, tripping him onto the bed. The front of her vacsuit was part way open, he noticed as she climbed on top of him. She shook her head and said; "I have no idea," as she dropped down onto him and resumed their passionate kiss.

      For a long moment he felt surrounded by her. A warm vanilla-orange scent was in the strands of hair that tickled his stubbly head, his cheeks. Her body was starting to melt atop his, and the needful kisses he returned were enough to wipe away all thought, the taste of peppermint on her breath a hint that this might have been her goal when she sat down on the edge of his bed.

      Automatically, Noah's arms started to wrap around her, and just as his hands were feeling their way down her back a thought that couldn't have been louder in his mind if it came with its own chorus of horns blared. Her grandmother just died! Do you want your first time together to be on that day, brought on by whatever cocktail of grief and other crap she has going on? You know this is a rare moment of vulnerability for her! Then the mental images of Jacob and Ayan scowling down at him made him laugh a little against her mouth. He didn't need that reinforcement. The fact that she was mourning, or waiting to mourn was enough of a reason for him to roll over then gently draw up and away.

      But, damn, if this isn't the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. Alice smiled up at him, probably reacting to his snicker against her lips. "What?" she asked, looking much more relaxed than she's been moments before.

      He stroked her face, let his hand travel down, then pulled the part in her suit closed like an old zipper, fastening it with the stroke of a finger. "Not tonight," he said as gently as he could.

      The only warning he had was a look of shocked fury, then she planted a foot on his hip and pushed hard enough to send him off the bed, where he collapsed in a heap. Before he could recover she shrieked, then leaned over the edge of the bed. "I'm sorry!"

      "It's okay," Noah said, already turning from irritation of being kicked from his own bed to amusement. "Nothing's broken."

      Alice helped him back to the bed, where he dropped beside her. They were both catching their breath, not touching, but centimetres away. He nearly leapt from the bed on his own some time later when she let a frustrated cry, then sighed. "I can't believe you said no to me. If I didn't feel how hard it was, I would have stormed out of here."

      "You kicked me out of bed instead," Noah laughed softly. More seriously he added. "Technically, I said 'not now.'" Silence was her reply, so he asked; "Tell that doesn't wreck our day?"

      "I wouldn't say that," Alice sighed. "But were you trying to make a point?" she accused, the subtlety apparently lost on her.

      "What? No."

      "Then… why? Why pick that moment to say no? I mean, I know you felt good about your decision, that it wasn't easy, but why didn't you just go with it?"

      "I don't want our first time to be today," Noah started, thinking before he explained the rest.

      He was relieved when Alice finished for him. "The day she died."

      "Right on target," he said.

      "You know how few guys would have stopped that?" she asked, shaking her head.

      "Between here and Haven, maybe five. Okay, seven, but that's a stretch," Noah chuckled, hoping to draw her into the levity. Nothing. She wasn't ready to laugh yet.

      "It would have been my first time," Alice said. "In this body. With the way I am now."

      He had no idea what to say to that, so he closed his mouth and said nothing. They lay there quietly for so long that he actually started dozing off, then his eyes popped open as she took one command and control band off, then activated an interface on the other. It was an outfit selection system. "Is lingerie the answer?" he asked, still trying to bring some humour back.

      With a smirk and a snicker Alice shook her head, watching outfits scroll by. "Don't get excited. I'm staying." She selected a halter and bottoms and her vacsuit changed shape to match. They slipped under the covers and cuddled close, he loved the feeling of her in his arms. "That word, the B word," she sighed.

      "Brat," he guessed.

      "That one," she said, punctuating her response with a pointy-fingered poke in the ribs. "It got to me. Don't call me that unless we're alone."

      "So you like it?" Noah asked, turning his head so they were nose to nose, sharing his smile with her.

      "I don't know if 'like' is the word, but you're right. I've been getting everything I want except for galactic peace. Guess I should start paying that debt off."

      "Mind if I help? I feel I've benefitted from your brat status."

      "Sure," Alice said, a little smile playing on her lips. She was calming down; her eyes were focused on him: blue pools that he could stare into for years. "I'm going to need your help since it's official now. We're the first recruiters the fleet has, and every ship they've got is being called back to the Haven System to defend it. We'll be lucky if we get any support for months."

      That was good and bad news. Something about the retaking of the Haven System was encouraging, even uplifting. Being on their own, officially, absolutely and tasked with recruitment when there were no others working on the task was almost overwhelming. It must have been written on his face, or maybe she caught what he was feeling, but one of her eyebrows raised as if she was silently asking him to explain, so he did, but not before taking the opportunity to make her laugh again. "I'd better tell the fleet they're leaving me with a crazed nymphomaniac who can get into my cabin whenever she wants."

      "Hey!" Alice laughed and poked him in the ribs again; the same exact spot. He winced.

      "Kidding!" he said, wincing. "I couldn't be happier." He kissed her briefly and squeezed her close. "Really. Feels like we're right where we should be."

      "Finally," Alice sighed.
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      The War Forge was immense and busier than ever. Nafalli, Mergillians and humans passed each other in the halls, many of them were fresh trainees in the outer corridors. At least two thirds of them had seen combat already, serving on ships that weren't fully crewed for only a few hours during the action that took the Haven System back. So many of them seemed so focused, some even looked eager as they made their way to different training areas.

      Salutes were offered by most of the people in each causeway as Jake made his way to the nearest Transit car. He returned them, even asking a few of the wide eyed trainees where they were headed. "Combat Navigation Qualifier Three testing. They monitor you in a medical by while you do that now," one awe struck trainee replied.

      "Fitness level two," another who was in a modest workout suit replied, three portly trainees behind her nodding. "I guess we spent too much time in full-dive with brain buds before the fall. They said we've got to train muscle memory, not just shed it all with fitness meds."

      "The Admiral doesn't want to hear you complain," one of her fellow trainees said.

      Jake shook his head and smiled at the group. "I run every morning I can with my suit resistance turned up and I'm due to start staff training with a couple Nafalli next week. Do what I do: compete with each other. Don't hurt yourself, but push hard and try to be faster, more agile, and stronger than the next trainee."

      "Thank you, Admiral," she replied, her smile returning to her round cheeks.

      "Dismissed," Jake said, smiling back. "And go kick ass."

      It took him half an hour to get to the Transit car to the more secure upper section of the base, there were off duty crew people who were lucky enough to get time off before everyone else. The traffic in the halls was much thinner there, most qualified personnel were still working, but it was good to see foot traffic in the public leisure section of the station. Most of the space was still closed, waiting for people to move in and open restaurants, pubs, clubs, stores and real amusement spots.

      "He's a King and off duty but he still marches like he's on a mission," Frost said with a grin as he approached from Jake's left.

      Stephanie stepped into his path and got a brief but affectionate hug from him. "Seriously, it looks like you're on your way to arrest someone."

      "I'm a co-owner now, no one's a king or queen," he said to Frost. In truth, Jake had no idea he looked so serious. He was on a mission, but not the official kind. Then, to Stephanie he said; "I'm a little nervous. Too many things still up in the air."

      "I'm having a little trouble winding down too," Stephanie said. "Don't put me in for therapy or anything though, I'll be fine. This one won't leave me alone unless I'm asleep, not that I'm complaining, yet." She gestured to Frost.

      He winked at her. "Just getting as much time as I can before the Fleet takes you away again," he told her.

      "Oh, that's right, you wanted to talk to us once we got settled in," Stephanie said. "Was it an official thing, or?"

      "It was an official thing," Jake said. He wasn't fully ready to make them an offer, but he didn't see the point in putting it off any longer. Besides, he was in his dress uniform, so he was dressed for presentations and proposals already. "I'm starting a new Armoured Division under the SOCU banner. Haven Fleet is still working on the details of new three and five metre tall mech suits, but I want you two to be in charge."

      Their eyes went wide. Stephanie was less surprised than Frost, though, whose jaw had dropped. "Why SOCU? Why not train all infantry on the suits?" Stephanie asked.

      "Oz had a good point about that; we know there will be a need for highly mobile mechs, but we won't know enough to deploy large numbers of them until we test them ourselves. So, I want to start this as a pilot program in SOCU. These suits will operate at a higher power level than our current heavy two metre armour systems. They'll be better armed and more configurable, so I'm sure we'll need them, but we've never built this kind of hybrid machine. It'll be part starfighter and part heavy armour. We need a squad or two to train up and experiment with them."

      "They'll need to prove that they're worth using across the fleet," Stephanie said. "What would I do?"

      "Well, I know Frost is an expert at stomping around, blowing things up, winning an artillery fight. I need someone who has your experience running boarding teams, ground operations and the more agile kind of strategies we'll need to make this unit more than a blunt instrument. I'd also like you to handle personnel. Oz suggested that you could both test the suits. Your styles are different."

      "Where?" Frost asked.

      "The Merciless. It's getting an extension so we'll have space. We'll be on patrol in the Haven System for a while, so we can take our time setting the first squad up, then we'll be one of the first ships to leave the system when the perimeter is more secure."

      Frost was just about to answer when Stephanie interrupted; "Thank you, Jake. We'll talk about it and get back to you."

      "Take your time," Jake replied, seeing that Frost would have taken the job on the spot. Stephanie was more rational, but he could see a little excitement. "It'll take a week for the big armour designs to come together. You can jump in at any stage, I'm sure the designers would love to hear from either one of you."

      "Thank you," Frost said.

      "Oh, how's your nephew?" Jake asked.

      "Nigel's good. He's signed up for the academy, starting official placement testing tomorrow," Frost said. "He's hot to get into the fight. There's a whole batch of people with him from Tamber."

      "So, what's with the dress uniform?" Stephanie asked. "I didn't think this was a formal thing."

      "You'll see," Jake said, spotting Minh-Chu who had just come in through a side hatch. He hugged his sister, who flashed a knowing grin at Jake before walking off towards the lounge where everyone was getting together.

      Minh-Chu was in his dress uniform as well, his jacket and emblems straight, boots polished. "The heart of the resistance," he said to Frost and Stephanie, who sobered a little. "We owe a lot to you two, thank you."

      After a moment's hesitation, Stephanie embraced Minh-Chu, and Frost did the same, squeezing the smaller man. He held him at arm's length then, straightening his emblems and jacket. "I hear you ran half the battle from your cockpit," Frost told him. "I couldn't imagine flying one of those death traps while commanding three wings."

      "This from our new Heavy Artillery Captain," Minh-Chu replied with a scoff. "You want to talk about death machines…"

      "He hasn't accepted yet," Jake said, shaking his head at Minh-Chu.

      "Oh," he said. Then, with more levity he added; "You will. No two people are more qualified to make it all work than you."

      "Flattery won't distract me enough to stop me from asking about the dress uniforms," Frost said, looking Minh-Chu up and down. "What are you two all dressed up for?"

      "I think I know," Stephanie said, her mood lightening by the second as she looked at Jake and Minh-Chu. "Don't worry, I won't warn them."

      "What? What's goin' on?" Frost asked.

      "Let's go," Stephanie said, pulling on his cuff. "We'll see you in there."

      "Fine, keep it to yourself," Frost chided at her with no small measure of humour. "You should take Lamonthe's offer, you're so good at keepin' secrets."

      When they were out of earshot, Minh-Chu looked to Jake and smiled at him uneasily. "So, you ready?"

      "I've never been this nervous," he replied, accepting the small box and carefully cracking it open so no one around could see. It was beautiful, a gold band with green and blue diamonds mounted flush with the metal. He closed it and pushed it into his pocket. "You'd think nothing could rattle me."

      "Funny, I feel fine," Minh-Chu said casually.

      "Really?" Jake asked.

      "Of course not!" his old friend burst, laughing nervously. "I keep hoping for an alert, so I can jump into a fighter and put this off again."

      Applause went up from their left then, there were a few cheers as well. It drew their attention away from their nerves for a moment as they saw where a section of the hull overhead had been made transparent. Through it they could see down the length of the War Forge, where a long sliver of the Ascent One was slowly descending into a processing port on the starboard side of the base. If his mind wasn't elsewhere, Jake would have enjoyed the sight much more. He was thinking about Ayan, who was waiting in the lounge that had been reserved for their private party.

      Some might see his impending proposal of marriage a political move for them both. The Nafalli loved the human tradition. Many of them mated for life and the ceremony of marriage was fascinating to them. They saw the whole process of proposal, arrangement, preparation and the ceremony as a chain of events that gave opportunities for several celebrations leading to the biggest right after the wedding. To Jake, it felt more like arriving. If Ayan said yes, they would be agreeing that she, Laura and he were a family, and that when they were together they were home, no matter where they were. He feared any hint of hesitation on her part, though. Then, in a rare, cowardly moment, he asked; "Are you sure I'm not stepping on your toes? I mean, I kind of insinuated myself into this when you said you'd be using this party to propose to Ash."

      Minh-Chu's eyes narrowed, his lips pursed, "You're not getting cold feet, are you? The great Admiral, getting all jittery at the last moment."

      "No, no, I'm just thinking about you and Ash," Jake said. "As long as you don't think I'll be taking away from her special moment."

      "No. No one wants you and Ayan to get together officially more than Ashley. I won't be surprised if she tries to turn this into a double wedding," Minh-Chu said. "We're in for a whole different kind of adventure."

      "All right, then let's get to it," Jake said, nervous and excited at the same time.

      "Wait, we have to see where they are. This won't work if they're at different ends of the place," Minh-Chu said, pulling a video feed up on his command and control unit. He found Ashley in seconds. She was right in front of Ayan, who had Laura comfortably seated in a pocket made for her in her vacsuit.

      "…really vocal lately," Ayan was saying as Laura cooed at Ashley, who was staring at her, absolutely enchanted.

      "Are you trying to talk?" Ashley asked in a candied voice.

      "Uaaaaaaa-moooooo-oooooo," came Laura's response as Ayan gently bounced her.

      "Okay, they're together," Minh-Chu said.

      They started for the doors of the lounge, falling into a march. It was surprising how much Minh-Chu could extend his stride to keep up with Jake. "Ashley's going to go crazy when you drop to one knee."

      "You think? I mean, I think she'll say 'yes,' but you can never be sure until, you know."

      "You have nothing to worry about," Jake told him, absolutely certain.

      "Ayan might say; 'it's about time!'" Minh-Chu said with a chuckle.

      "I'd take that with a grin," Jake told him. "I just hope Laura will be on board. She can be finicky."

      Minh-Chu snickered, then laughed heartily as he put his hand on the heavy door handle. He shook his head, taking a calming breath. "Oh, this might not go well if I can't keep a straight face. I just pictured little Laura shaking her head at you."

      "Okay, that's coming up in a future nightmare," Jake laughed. "Okay, okay, this is serious. It's romantic stuff."

      Minh-Chu straightened then checked Jake's jacket, tugging it straight. "Yup, serious."

      They calmed down and each took a door handle in hand. "I'm glad we're doing this together," Minh-Chu said.

      "Me too. Never thought I'd see the day, but I'm glad it's finally here," Jake said.

      "Hey, I thought that was my job," Minh-Chu said. "Coming up with the quotes."

      "Well, do you have anything in mind?"

      Minh-Chu didn't have to take a moment to ponder before saying; "Nope, too nervous." They started opening the doors then Minh-Chu stopped. "Wait."

      "Go on," Jake said, the double doors open a crack.

      Minh-Chu smiled, and without looking at Jake, he said; "Good luck."

      There were weightier, more significant things to be said about the future, about potential, about love and family, but in that moment Minh-Chu had kept things simple. He'd said all either of them needed to hear, so he echoed it back to him; "Good luck."
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      Thank you very much for joining me on this journey! I hope you'll join us next time for Spinward Fringe Broadcast 15: Pursuit when it's available later this year as an EBook, or on March 21, 2020 when the serialized edition begins on my website: http://www.patreon.com/randolphlalonde

      

      - Randolph Lalonde
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