War of the Ten Warlords Arc
 Chapter 1
Sneak Attacks

The starfighters of the False Mouse-class were at their moment of production promised to a brilliant future. Born in the shipyards of House Allyrion in the Dorne Princedom, these new war engines were one of the successful symbols of the union between Crown Prince Rhaegar Targaryen and Princess Elia Martell.
The first prototype was built in 278AAC and the returns from Dornish and Crown Admirals were largely positive. The False Mouse starfighter was a purpose-built ship-killer and its acceleration and its agility rivalled its space-superiority cousins. Able to carry four missiles on its external ports and two counter-missiles inside its hull, equipped with a brand-new fusion reactor, the False Mouse was considered a great asset by the different navy commanders of Westeros.
The Usurper's War should have seen the rise of this starfighter. Instead, it was its doom. The souring of the relationships between Dorne and the Crown Sector made sure the Hulian Corporation lost every contract it had been able to secure in the King's Landing System. Militarily, the False Mouse never recovered from the Battle of the Trident. If in the first waves the Dornish and Crown pilots managed to mission-kill over thirty rebel scout and light cruisers, they were promptly massacred by the Northern battlecruisers; the heavily-armoured warships of House Stark were mostly invulnerable to their primary armament.
After Downfall, the Hulian Corporation officially announced its bankruptcy, and its material assets were liquidated. Other firms seized the existing shipyards and no new False Mouse model was ever produced. The completed fighters which had not been destroyed or scrapped in the course of the conflict were mothballed in the Sunspear Strategic Reserve.
For a war engine, it was undoubtedly an ignominious end. One thousand and two hundred starfighters were abandoned to the mercy of aged inspectors and old administrators. The hope that a False Mouse was authorised to fly once again had died long ago. Even assuming House Martell or an important Lord decided to spend his influence in a lost cause, the endeavour would be ruinous and calamitous.
The stock of spare parts was so low it could be considered non-existent. The systems and the missiles were now obsolete...and while it was always possible to recruit people to correct the former, conceiving a new missile or adapt an existing one to the starfighter would be time-intensive.
It was obvious no reasonable war plan could include these starfighters.
Unfortunately for Lord Mace Tyrell and the Reach Sector as a whole, Operation Midnight was not a reasonable war plan.
Extract from Burning Wings: the Westerosi starfighters of the Long Night by Korys of the Grey, 370AAC.
Commander of Five Thousand Diana Ker, 02.09.300AAC, Westbrook System

The target was ridiculously huge.
This might feel like a stupid description, Diana had to admit.
Space stations were always huge, from a warship's captain perspective. Unlike a starship, these massive man-made constructions were virtually immobile unless hundreds or thousands of tugs towed them to a new position. And this one hadn't been displaced from the moment it was assembled above the barren brown planet it orbited.
The Reach forces called it the Grand Westbrook Shipyard and while it was not big enough to be in the top ten of the biggest spatial structures in this Quadrant, it was worth the view. Sixty-one kilometres in length, eight kilometres wide and four kilometres high, the Targaryens and their Tyrell dogs had not been purse-tight when it came to order the thing.
It was a pity for them they had not invested in turrets, armour, proper shielding and other types of offensive and defensive equipment. The assemblage of docks and platforms looked like a child had tried to build a puzzle with half of the pieces set in the wrong place.
“The neutron bombs are armed and the starfighters are ready, Commander,” informed her formally her second.
“In this case, I suppose it's time.” Time for us to accomplish our mission and die in a blaze of glory which was denied to us for seventeen years, she didn't add. “Prepare the catapults for launch in ten seconds.”
“Electromagnetic catapults armed and ready to launch in ten seconds, aye,” confirmed the Operations officer on the bridge.
There was a hungry pause and then the fateful order was uttered.
“Launch!”
On the three other Q-ships under her command, the same words were spoken and the result was beautiful. One second, the converted Dornish hulls were moving slowly and carefully with their furtive systems active and minimal emissions demanded for everything else.
A second later, two hundred starfighters were ejected at a formidable acceleration from their launching bays. Their engines roaring at full power, they would enter attack range in about forty-six seconds.
For the Q-ships, the simple and long part of the mission was done...now they just had to stay alive the longest time possible for the starfighters to be rearmed. There was no guarantee a single strike was sufficient...
“Engines full power!” she barked to her bridge subordinates. “Set course for Point C-3. Engage all counter-measures!”
Under their feet, the venerable hull groaned and vibrated. Ponderously, the Q-ship began to turn and increase the distance between them and the great Westbrook shipyard. It was slow and maddening, but there was nothing to do except pray and watch the display where the starfighters charged to attack the Grand Westbrook Shipyard. The Q-ships converted for Operation Midnight had received military furtive systems and accommodations for the launch and reception of fighters, but nothing else. The cost of giving a civilian starship military-grade fusion reactors and engines would have made the costs of the operation soar exponentially and for a suicide attack in the middle of enemy territory this could not be justified.
Besides, the Tyrells and their bannersmen had obviously been caught by surprise. It was evident as suddenly the shipyards began to emit thousands of different sensors and uncountable voices began to fill all known frequencies.
“Alert!” shouted her fourth-in-command in the improvised tactical section. “Warships detected right behind us! At least one ship of the line, two battlecruisers, six heavy cruisers, ten scout cruisers and five carriers! The Reach starfighters are launching! Distance two hundred thousand kilometres!”
Diana Ker winced. So the local defence force had left a picket they hadn't been able to see close by.
“Inform the starfighters we aren't going to be able to rearm them,” she heard herself affirm stonily.
Two hundred thousand kilometres was in the missile range of every navy worth the name. And since the four Dornish Q-ships including hers had zero offensive armament, they were dead meat.
“Missiles separation!” was announced with little surprise two seconds later. “Over two hundred missiles and one hundred starfighters are coming our way. Estimated time of flight: two minutes and fifty seconds...”
On the bridge of a conventional warship, the tactical display should have been busy showing all the little red dots coming to end their lives. But the Q-ships had not a single chance to survive this storm, and so the crude device which had been installed for the bridge showed instead the False Mouse-class starfighters and their progression.
From their sensors thousands of kilometres away, it was almost peaceful.
Two hundred starfighters dating from the Usurper's Rebellion, each armed with four neutron missiles.  Diana would have preferred use conventional laser warheads or the ancient – but still deadly – nuclear bombs, but the False Mouse external ports could only carry very specific ammunition...and most of it had been scrapped or recycled after the shameful end of the hostilities.
Neutron bombs were more anti-fighter ammunition than the fortress-breakers ideal for the job...but this was all they had.
And as the first flashes of blue began to detonate, it seemed it was good enough in the end.
There were too many to count, even with the help of their civilian consoles. But given the lights and the succession of explosions, the percentage of neutron bombs which had fulfilled their purpose had been high.
“YES!” The relief when one-third of the big space station splintered and tore itself apart was tremendous. Under their ecstatic eyes, the massive station vented air, water, debris and starships parts ranging from a fist to a small mountain in size.
The two hundred False Mouse-class fighters deserved their song of victory.
“Strike Leader Hara reports one super-battleship, fifty-plus ships of the line, seventy-plus battlecruisers and over a hundred smaller cruisers destroyed...”
The old and scarred elder in charge of communications was not carried in triumph, but the effusions of joy were a good substitute.
“Confirm and update for our drones,” the Commander of Five Thousand told softly in the boisterous ambiance. “Sunspear will want the data.”
The next reports of the pilots were more and more exultant...certainly because each of their pass with their small laser battery caused further damage to the Westbrook dockyards. In construction like this, the capital warships were as vulnerable as the scout cruisers since most of their defences were inactive and their armour had several large holes in it where the construction work was done.
“I have killed five ships of the line, seven battlecruisers, one fleet carrier and five heavy cruisers,” was the kind of affirmation coming into their ears...and for probably the first time in history, her crew did not call the pilots to ask them if they had sniffed forbidden drugs before their launch.
“We must have killed at least twice the tonnage of our fleet, by the Great Wyrm!”
But one look at the rear sensors and it was clear there would be no time to finish the task with a second wave. The Reach missiles were coming right in their throats...and a Q-ship was sentenced to death in this environment.
“In the name of Queen Rhaenys...” she started.
There was intense brightness, pain and then nothing.

Lord Warryn Beesbury, 02.09.300AAC, Honeyholt System

One of the first lessons his poor father had insisted on when he was a child, was to appear confident no matter how difficult or morally hard the challenge was.
It was a bit hard today. Not every Lord of Honeyholt had seen during its life a plasma cannon floating in front of him followed by half of the dockyard where it had been built.
“How bad are our losses?” He asked his cousin Bertram, who for the last four years had taken the role of his chief of staff.
“I think we can call them 'very bad' without risk, my Lord,” the eyes and the rest of the visage of the red-faced Knight were darker than they had ever been. “The Big Bee began as a civilian shipyard, it was the middle of the night and we had more or less two minutes before the bastards attacked.”
Ser Bertram Beesbury shook his head like he couldn't believe the numbers displayed in his hands.
“Our men did their best, my Lord. But we had no reason to believe war was imminent or that the Dornish were going to strike in such a suicidal manner.”
Warryn watched the Beesbury Serenity Yards, most commonly called 'Big Bee' by everyone, and his heart ached. Five hours after the attack, and his station continued to vent debris and airs. Explosions continued to rock the structure too. About fifteen percent of the entire station had already lost cohesion and the first analyses showed they were going to lose more before the next days were over.
One hour ago he had tried to watch the holo-videos the rescue teams had but after a few minutes it was too ugly for his brain to handle. The screams in the corridors engulfed with toxic fumes were awful. There were workers and their families trapped everywhere under the debris. Ship parts were floating, disintegrating or collapsing without warning. In some hangar bays, the blood had created rivers of red liquid, as the human corpses were hammered and pulverised by the forces of gravities and several shock waves.
It was an atmosphere of nightmare and despair...and nothing could stop it. Already everything he had in his system of rescue, salvage and medical services were working to save civilians and soldiers trapped in this hell. Raven-drones and couriers had been sent to all neighbouring systems, but they would need time to arrive...and every minute the insane casualties’ numbers increased a bit more.
The Lord of Honeyholt had never bought the anti-Dornish propaganda sprouted by the diverse holo-news sponsored by his Lord Paramount before today. That in hindsight had been an error. He felt his fury return at the idea that thousands of light-years away, a Dornish Commander had marked his system for death and destruction like he ordered his wine cup. Monstrous and against every principle of chivalry and custom, his mind screamed. When he learned the name of the Dornish whore responsible for this bloodbath, because no one but a woman would dare fight like this, Warryn swore he was going to spend his fortune buying a long and painful death for the bitch.
“We killed all the bastards, my Lord.”
“They never wanted to survive in the first place, I fear.”
Four merchant starships converted in Q-ships plus two hundred old starfighters had been thrown against his shipyards and they had only time for a single wave before his heavy cruisers and his starfighters slaughtered them in a one-sided revenge.
“Their sole and only objective was the destruction of our new warships' generation. And unless the Father Himself gives us a miracle in the next days, I must assume they have achieved their goals. Now give me the numbers, beginning with the people we lost.”
“Of course, my Lord,” agreed Bertram. “The records were updated less than two hours before this treacherous aggression, so we have a definite count of two hundred and thirty-one thousand, seven hundred and eight people who were aboard Big Bee. So far, we have a bit over twenty thousand survivors...”
It was hard not to explode. Two hundred and ten thousand men, women and their families, killed in an attack that was truly unconscionable for civilised and reasonable beings.
“I have not a hard count on smallfolk and highborn losses, but I think the two Knight Houses we gave the responsibility of Big Bee, Houses Wasp and Mantis, have just been wiped out.”
The only consolation in this tragedy, Warryn hoped, was the fact their demises had been instantaneous: the neutron bombs fired over their station sector had hit several hydrogen fuel tanks. They had not suffered...he hoped.
“In our case, the fate of the warships is inconsequential but the economic fall is going to be...severe, my Lord.”
“Our fleet is mostly intact,” replied the Lord of Honeyholt unhappily. “Unless Highgarden wishes to loan us some units, we will have to work with what is already commissioned and in service.” Warryn sighed. “Give me the detail in tonnage.”
It was of course likely the intention of these Seven-damned Dornish. But what else could he do? Ships of the line didn't build themselves overnight, and after the beating his military shipyard had just received, times were going to be unpleasant.
“According to the latest figures, we had in construction fourteen ships of the line, seven armoured cruisers of the experimental class, five battlecruisers, one hundred and three heavy cruisers of the special contract, nine light cruisers, twenty-eight scout cruisers, three light carriers, seven escort carriers and thirty-plus starfighters in the dockyards of Big Bee, in addition to fifty supply/support auxiliaries.”
To sum-up, a sizeable task force had just been wiped out and the Dornish had used obsolete and converted civilian ships to do it. It was a humiliation.
It was also war, for this despicable attack was not going to remain unpunished.
“When it is over, the Martells and their bannersmen are going to burn in the Seven Hells for this...”

Ser Edmund Ambrose, 02.09.300AAC, Ambrose System

“Do you think they are striking other systems as we speak?”
The voice of Lord Arthur Ambrose was wrathful as another Dornish starfighter succumbed to the lasers batteries of three scout cruisers.
“I don't know my Lord,” replied hesitantly Edmund. “But the Ambrose System is not especially valuable compared to Highgarden and Oldtown and they have chosen to attack us. If we are on their list of targets, then it's...logical they strike elsewhere, for ravaging the Ambrose System alone makes no sense at all.”
“My thoughts exactly,” the blow his Lord and Master delivered to the tactical display in front of him did not shatter the console, but this was because the devices were protected to resist the impacts of warheads.
On the image, the infrastructure invested by House Ambrose to build the new battlecruisers was torn apart and consuming itself. Series of explosions were literally uncountable and by now Edmund didn't see what could save the shipyards from their tragic end. A Q-ship had rammed the biggest platforms half a minute ago, and added to the damage the neutron bombs had already done it was sufficient to kill more men than the system had lost in the Usurper and the Greyjoy Rebellions together.
“Dispatch immediately couriers to Highgarden, Bitterbridge, Ashford, Oldtown and Goldengrove. The faster we know the extent of the damage these traitors have caused, the faster we can plan our counter-attack and the punishments which will accompany it.”
“Yes, my Lord.” As he spoke, the last Q-ship went from solid matter to mini-star under the fire of several heavy cruisers.
“If the sand rats want a war, we are going to give them one they will remember for all eternity, by the Seven!”

Ser Boros Blount, 02.09.300AAC, Griffin's Roost System

Boros had thought his travel to the Griffin's Roost System was going to be boring when he was given his orders. Nobody had dared telling him so to his face, but it was obvious he had been chosen as replacement for Ser Jaime Lannister.
Now that the exiled Kingsguard had been given a new dangerous duty, the King and the Small Council needed other Knights to patrol the vast neglected areas of the Storm Sector. Patrols, inspections and boring paperwork were the day-per-day orders and the Blount Knight was honestly impressed Ser Jaime has not shot himself after years of boredom.
But everything had changed six hours ago...when the Dornish had decided it was time to begin a new war – which gave poor odds to Ser Jaime Lannister's survival. The great shipyards of the Griffin's Belt had been attacked in a deadly and incredibly violent starfighter offensive...and the precautions House Connington had put in place to avoid this had failed utterly.
No, perhaps it wasn't fair. The previous sentence implied there had been defences and contingencies to defend the Griffin's Belt, heart of the orbital industry in the Griffin's Roost System. Unfortunately, Boros was not skilled enough to discover them....which meant either they were in overhaul or they didn't exist at all!
And with the majority of the Connington fleet at Fawnton, the second-rate units in patrols and the fixed forts unable to intervene, the False Mouse-class starfighters had fired all their content in the ranks of immobile and incomplete warships. The Dornish pilots had shot the shipyards, the foundries and everything else with their blue neutron bombs like it was training time.
Two attacks were overkill, so naturally the snakes had done it four times and thoroughly smashed the entire Griffin's Belt at the price of two Q-ships and one hundred and thirty starfighters. Yes, the last two had gotten away with seventy engines. If the defeat had not cost the Seven Sectors over two hundred thousand dead, Boros would have laughed. For a House which prided itself to be loyal, reliable and quick to rally against any threat, the Connington line had been caught with their pants down. And the recordings of the ‘battle’ told a tale of incompetence it would have been hard to believe if he wasn’t there in the first place.
And then there was the Heir of House Connington, the spoilt brat named Rhaegar. It was enlightening to hear him rant.
“I will kill them! I will kill all the Dornish bastards! I will kill them like one kill a scorpion! We will explode their heads with big rocks. Instead of kinetic strikes, we will use asteroids to make their planets a volcanic hellhole they will be forced to live in for all eternity! It is only justice!”
The scarier part was that this brat had indeed the influence to suggest just that to the court...
After the reprisals, there was the question where the blame should be laid...and it was not at the feet of this young imbecile.
“You were completely incompetent in your duties! It is your lack of vigilance and your slow reaction times which have enabled the snakes to fight us in such a perfidious manner! I will make sure Lord Connington knows who is responsible and demotions will be handed before the month is over!”
Then the rant returned, stronger and with new threats to vociferate. Boros was very glad at this moment he was not an officer of the Storm Sector. The red and white uniforms looked like they wanted to be anywhere else but on the great conference room giving a direct view on the planet ruled by House Connington.
“The Martells, the Allyrions, the Daynes, the Ullers, the Yronwoods...all of them are traitors! We will sever their hands for they don't deserve to have them! Their men will be sterilised and sold to Essos as eunuchs! Their women will be raped and we will use them as whores for our pleasures! The planets will be used to stock industrial waste and we will poison their atmosphere so deeply they will thank us when we remove them from their homelands! We will destroy their guns, scuttle their starships and plunge their armament programs in the depth of their suns! When they will beg on their knees, no Dornish will have the right to hold a weapon and we will decapitate those who will dare defy this edict!”
And it continued like this for a good hour, the red-haired brat shouting and screaming like a street preacher, agitating his arms and half-grimacing, a spectacle so ridiculous Boros was sorry he couldn't record it to bring it with him to King's Landing.
“Prepare the Loyal Griffin,” barked Rhaegar Connington when he had expended most of his anger, fury and credibility. The last point may be over his head though, as Lord Jon's eldest son didn't care about the bewildered expressions showed by senior officers. “I must go to Fawnton and warn my father in person of this ignoble attack against our system.”
Boros rolled his eyes. If he was an uncharitable fellow, he would say the Heir of Griffin's Roost was running away to present his version of events first to daddy.
But it was not the case, of course. Wasn't it?
The moment the doors closed, there was a loud moment of relief across the room.
No officer shouted ‘good riddance’ by fear of spy devices, but their faces betrayed them and Boros couldn’t blame them at all...

Ser Willas Tyrell, 03.09.300AAC, Highgarden System

Willas felt old as he sat on the chair he had commissioned expressly for his office ten months ago.
And yes, he was well aware he was twenty-five years old, thank you very much.
But he felt old. It was not because he felt pain from his bad leg, the result of an unfortunate starfighter accident where he had ejected too late. No, today the exhaustion was mental and could not be solved by some medicine and a few hours of sleep.
“I suppose I should tell Father 'I told you so',” the Heir of Highgarden said morosely, lighting his personal console and trying not to wince as the images of a half-completed heavy cruiser was shredded by megatons of explosive ordnance. “But being right in this case just makes me feel guiltier about this entire fiasco.”
Willas had tried to make his voice heard in the last three years about this very subject. The defences of Westbrook had been incredibly weak given the importance the Reach Navy had given to the system where its new construction programs were located, and in theory it should have meant stationing three or four squadrons of ships of the line a light-minute or two away. Laser batteries, anti-missile launchers and several forts should have surrounded the great shipyards.
But Lord Westbrook had not hidden his aversion to anything preventing him from reducing the benefits of the juicy warships construction programs he received, and as a result the space around the Grand Westbrook Shipyard had been vulnerable. Thanks to his suggestions, there had been four pickets including one with capital warships able to answer, but the enemy commander had pressed on in a suicidal manner, assuming correctly their fleet could blast the Q-ships away but not prevent the False Mouse-class starfighters from blowing everything to the Seven Hells.
“It's not your fault,” Garlan put up a brave face, and Willas thanked him with a poor smile. His younger brother was a morale-booster in these circumstances and he knew how invaluable his help was in these troubled times. “You tried to warn them...”
“I'm afraid this is not going to be enough, this time.” The holo-images were dispersed on the four walls at his command, revealing more warships destroyed, more lives broken, more funds and resources burning and more families sacrificed on the altar of war and carnage. “They will need a scapegoat for this one and while Lord Westbrook is going to take most of the fall, I'm afraid I'm going to receive my share of outraged screams for this catastrophe.”
“But you had your hands tied and Lord Cordwayner, Varner, Dunn, Middlebury and Graves against you!”
“And?” Willas shrugged in a disappointed tone. “You think because these idiots have refused to listen when I told them the bombs were going to blow in their faces, they are going to thank me for being right? Please,” the temptation to roll his eyes was getting stronger.
“When someone,” the Heir of Highgarden insisted sarcastically on the last word, “tells them the stars are going to go supernova and the events prove him right, it will make the deaf Lords eager to punish the one who warned them, not give him medals of congratulations.”
If he had not been a Tyrell and protected by his name, his rank and shielded by his influence, it was quite likely his career would have stalled years ago. As it was, Willas was not officially assigned to fourth-rate tasks like Houses Tarly and Florent, but his title of 'Admiral of the Reach for Planetary Defence Command' was worth...well, if his name wasn't Tyrell, it wouldn't be worth the material support it was printed upon.
“At least you won't have Lord Ambrose on your list of opponents,” declared Garlan, who was really trying to search the good points in the middle of this nightmare.
“Yes, I suppose...”
The news had come one hour ago the Ambrose new wave of warships was in the process of receiving the same treatment which had been given to Westbrook. Of course, all he and the rest of the Highgarden High Command had was a raven-drone, but the similar number of attackers tended to support the theory House Martell and Dorne as a whole had decided to massacre the greatest amount of warships while they couldn't fire back.
“How many attacks can we expect, brother?”
Willas had thought about it the moment the first panicked messages arrived from Westbrook. The answer, unfortunately, was not rejoicing.
“Assuming whoever planned this strategy at Sunspear decided to limit himself to four Q-ships and two hundred starfighters per attack, his forces will be able to strike five or six systems in total,” his eyes turned to fix those of Garlan. “I consulted the ancient estimations of our spies. There were one thousand and two hundred starfighters of this class placed in mothball.”
Garlan grimaced like when Mother told him the vegetables he didn't like were on the menu.
“On the other hand, having old war supplies in mothball is not the same as having them ready for active service and unless I'm mistaken, a lot of the Crown technology used for these engines is now completely unavailable to the Dornish. There is also the point starfighters pilots need training on their machines, suicide operation or not. I refuse to believe someone like Prince Oberyn Martell would have send pilots unable to distinguish their right from their left away from the Princedom.”
“Four or five, then,” as always, Garlan was quick to arrive to the same conclusions he had.
“If I had to bet, it would be four.” On his console, he displayed the accuracy of the neutron bombs which had killed so many of his people. “The Dornish may have sacrificed these men and women, but these were well-trained pilots out there. I find their attack disgusting and I will not shed a tear when we will kill the bastards having imagined this treachery, but I have to recognise it was superbly executed and prepared.”
And if Willas was asked by his Father to answer honestly whether the Reach cruiser squadrons could retaliate the same way this year, he would be forced to answer negatively. Dorne had declared war in a dishonourable and perfidious manner, but sadly there was no question they had forged their blades a long time to be ready on D-Day.
“Four targets...” told Garlan. “I would say Westbrook, Ambrose, Honeyholt and Bitterbridge. They avoided capital systems like Oldtown and Highgarden, gave us a bloody nose, pulverised plenty of brand-new classes and want to force us to send our battle-fleet in the direction of the Marches before...”
“Before we are ready to take the field against the Lannisters, you can say it.” It was maddening and Willas was certain more problems were in transit for him and would bury him under tons of work in the next days. “I don't know if Bitterbridge will be one of the targets... for all we know the Dornish starships could attack the Storm Sector too and Connington and his friends have poured billions in their new battle-fleet.”
It gave him the awful feeling to sit on a mountain of randomly-activated nukes. Lord Jon Connington's reputation, to say it politely, was not stellar among his main bannersmen. Thanks to Willas and his family, it could rightly be affirmed the Storm Sector was ruined and the unemployment rates had increased as fast as their debts. There had been of course no correspondence found between Lord Stannis Baratheon and Prince Doran Martell, but if the Dornish destroyed the shipyards of Griffin's Roost...
Looking at Garlan, he could see his younger brother was playing the same scenario in his head. The Reach fleet would be forced to send the majority of its forces to its south-eastern frontier before they lost everything. Willas didn't have a perfect memory of what the Dornish and the Storm Sector could field with a month or two of preparations, but it was likely Highgarden would require at least forty or fifty ships of the line to deal with them. And while these ships were busy killing Dornish and Stormlanders rebels, the Lannisters were not going to stay idle...
“The Storm Sector,” he didn't like to voice it aloud, but there was no use in private denying the truth. “It's the Storm Sector where this entire rebellion must be stopped. If we manage to reinforce Connington in time, Stannis Baratheon and his supporters will grumble and grit their teeth, but they won't have the will to raise their arms in revolt. And Dorne alone can be stopped and repulsed with thousands of starfighters and hundreds of battlecruisers.”
“Nightsong has powerful fixed and mobile defences,” murmured Garlan. “I think House Caron can hold for a month or two but I'm uncertain about House Dondarrion. They had a lot of economic problems lately...”
Willas would have preferred an assurance the warriors of the Storm Marches were armed to the teeth and waiting their hereditary enemies with hungry eyes.
“Who will take command of the squadrons against Dorne, then?”
“Father will insist on Lord Mathis Rowan, I think,” two decades ago, Lord Randyll Tarly would have been the best choice to scare their enemies into submission but his death at the Trident had robbed the Reach of its greatest military commander. “He should be near the Cider Hall System as we speak, and I see one or two squadrons which can easily reinforce him without touching the forces we have assembled here. If I can convince Father, Lord Rowan can enter the Storm Sector before the end of the month in overwhelming strength.”
“Grandmother will likely support you on this one.”
“Yes,” though with Olenna Tyrell, the convincing could be simple like it could be hellishly complicated. “I just hope this deployment won't come too late.”
Because if Dorne and Storm's End were really working together, then the Reach and Griffin's Roost were in a world of pain. And it was worrying. The Conningtons’ supporters were rare and one or two had tired themselves garrisoning the Lonely Light in the Iron Sector. The Baratheons’ supporters were likely more powerful; they were logically more popular and angry at the status quo. And if two entire Sectors were in rebellion against the Iron Throne, others were going to jump into the hurricane of war. The Lannisters came to mind, but they weren't alas the only ones. The Starks and the Arryns were friends of the Baratheons, so if one moved the former rebels were not going to let the supporters of the deceased Usurper be defeated without reaction. The Iron Sector would raise its banners once more if they were given the chance and the occupation forces departed...
Willas tried to maintain an appearance of calm in front of his brother. Something told him he wasn't entirely successful in that regard.
“We will end this treachery before year's end,” we have to, he didn't tell aloud. “Now, I suppose it is time to give you the casualty numbers. Lord Westbrook tells us he had already confirmed over three hundred thousand dead...”
****

At a time where the prospects of war were still unknown to the majority of the planetary populations and the councils of war were talked in shadowy rooms, few Lords and Ladies expected for the great conflict of their time to set Westeros aflame in 300AAC.
For several Sectors, the war operations had yet to be completed. Fleets were months away from completion and official commission. The grand musters of infantry armies and tank corps were debated and modified by the quartermasters and the logistical experts. Tens of thousands men who should have been mobilised were participating in harvests or the many tasks demanded by them in their civilian's life.
But Queen Rhaenys Targaryen, First of the Warlords to enter the dance of war, had not left her opponents the chance to enjoy peace and wait patiently until their preparations were complete. Midnight struck the Westbrook, Ambrose, Honeyholt and Griffin's Roost Systems, killing the Long Peace and plunging the realm of the Seven Sectors in a new era of blood and darkness.
The loyalist forces, unprepared for these sneak attacks, lost their new generation of warships in the shipyards, defenceless and unarmed. Billions of gold dragons' investments were reduced to orbital debris in less than twenty-four hours. The coordinated offensive left simply no chance to the men sworn to King Rhaegar Targaryen.
One million and twenty-five thousand men, women and children were dead. The Knightly Houses Westhaven, Starseeker, Wasp, Mantis, Cicada and Greenvalley went extinct in the explosions. Two super-battleships, one hundred and thirty-three ships of the line, seven armoured cruisers, three hundred and thirteen battlecruisers, five hundred and thirty heavy cruisers, three hundred and thirty-nine light cruisers, five hundred and sixty-one scout cruisers, five fleet carriers, ninety-three light carriers, one hundred and ninety-nine escort carriers, two thousand six hundred and thirty starfighters along with two hundred and forty-seven support/repair/supply ships would no longer enter service.
The new 'Grand Fleet 300 Project' promised by Lord Mace Tyrell to King's Landing had fought its first and last battle, destroyed by obsolete starfighters and hastily converted merchant ships.
Now the true hostilities could begin.
Extract from The Galaxy in Flames by Korys of the Grey, 374AAC.

Colonel Janos Slynt, 03.09.300AAC, King's Landing System

It was a bad day to be a Goldcloak.
This was Janos' opinion, and so far not one of his men had decided to tell him he was wrong. He almost regretted it, to say the truth. Knowing his reasoning and his ideas were unreliable would have been bad, but not worse compared to the problems he saw coming for the next hours. And there was little chance the political situation was going to get better.
The Seven Sectors were at war.
Oh, Galactic Targaryen News had not sold it that way yesterday evening. According to the bards and weird birds authorised to speak their honeyed words in front of millions of spectators, the relationships between Dorne and the Seven Sectors needed a 'deep reform'.
It was a funny explanation to describe the murder of a Dornish diplomat in front of the entire court and at the King's order. Janos had not been present of course, but half a hundred Goldcloaks had been assembled in front of the Iron Throne and the men talked, orders to stay quiet or not.
Dorne had declared war. Just the mention of this word was enough to give him nausea. Janos Slynt had marched in the ruins and corpse-filled alleys created by the Usurper's War in the capital itself. He didn't want to live scenes of carnage like this again. Many aged officers shared the same opinion, although they took great care not to spread this opinion in public. There were ambitious men in the City's Watch who thrived on denunciation and stabbing their superiors in the back, and several could be a few metres behind you for all you knew.
But yes, it was war. All because the King and his eldest daughter exiled to Dorne had decided the realm was too small for their big heads. Why couldn't they decide the fate of the Iron Throne with a duel at twenty metres and flame-throwers? They were dragons, weren't they?
And ultimately, who was called early in the morning to fix the mess? Certainly not the Gold Fists or the Secret Police!
“...and so while Lord Commander Rykker believes not every Dornish man and woman supports this rebellion, it is better to err on the side of caution. By the Royal Order of His Majesty Rhaegar Targaryen, every Dornish-born highborn, merchant and smallfolk is to be arrested and transported to a centre of detention on Rhaenys' moon.”
“Thank you, Vyr,” Janos congratulated his communications officer. And he was sincere: six months ago, the young man would not have been able to read this message even if his life depended on it. The 'schools' in slums like Fleabottom were frequently expelling illiterate people once they had filled their heads with the usual propaganda.
“You heard our orders,” he turned to watch the three hundred men waiting in the hall, most of them hand-picked for this operation. “We are supposed to arrest any Dornish we come across.”
There were plenty of snorts, smirks and other marks of disbelief in the ranks of his Goldcloaks. Three seconds later, a lone hand rose over the shaved heads of two former gang members.
“Yes, Yor,” he breathed out loud, knowing what was coming before a word was spoken.
“Colonel, are our lords and masters aware all Dornish warships and crew fled the system five days ago?”
“I am sure,” the Goldcloak Colonel did his best to maintain a professional tone for the spies and listening devices waiting for a reason to fire him, “that our superiors have taken this into account.”
In reality, he believed nothing of the sort. Since yesterday, there were thousands of rumours coming from upstairs, each more unbelievable than the other. And the facts they could confirm were not giving a pretty holo-picture of the global situation. The headquarters and every branch of the Crown Intelligence Agency were empty, with no trace of their former owners. The Master of Coin had been assassinated under 'troubled circumstances' that would by all rights be heavily censored.
“But we are exacted to show vigilance and give no respite to the traitors!” It was more or less the same words which had arrived in a sealed letter from the Red Keep two hours ago. “The King, in his great generosity, has promised a reward of a hundred gold dragons for every ten Dornish arrested...”
The familiar light of greed began to burn in the eyes of his men. Janos maintained his Colonel's face, but inside he felt a headache. Now every Goldcloak, from Sergeant to General, was going to arrest right and left 'suspicious dark-skinned people' in the hope at the end of the day he was going to increase his income by several hundred dragons.
“Are there any questions?” He asked to the assembly and received only negative nods with determined faces. The Goldcloaks were eager to run to the streets and arrest anybody who might or might not be a Dornish visitor. “Good, then...”
“Colonel, you have to see this!” A Goldcloak Lieutenant barged in the hall, ignoring all protocol and with most of his uniform looking like he had fought in a crowd. In his hands was a holo-newspaper.
Janos at this point was ready to bet a million dragons he wasn't going to like what information could be read on it.
“This newspaper is distributed everywhere on the streets, Colonel...and there are crowds...”
Janos seized it with a glare at the bearer of bad news and read vaguely the name of this sensational piece of crap...and he didn't recognise it. Instantly, it meant illegal publication and he should have destroyed it by the tenets of the Ministry of Information...but something looking like curiosity pushed him to continue. And whoever had imagined the name had clearly decided to not stop at the first obstacle.
THE TRUTH WILL SET YOU FREE
And under it, the titles were in a heavy contest to show the most spectacular topic.
MASTER OF COIN DIES IN A BDSM PARTY
SHOCKING CORRUPTION IN THE NAVY
LORD BUCKWELL KEEPS SEVEN MISTRESSES AT KING'S LANDING
THE TEN THINGS THE MASTER OF INFORMATION DON'T WANT YOU TO KNOW
THE KING HAS DECLARED PROPHECIES WILL BE THE BASE OF HIS NEW RULE
RAPE, MURDER, EXPLOSION AND BRIBERY: THE SORDID END OF HOUSE ROSBY
THE BLOODY HUMAN WAVE: YOUR GENERALS' FAVOURITE TACTICS
New Goldcloaks troops arrived, and delivered hundreds of newspapers they must have confiscated. But Janos didn't really care. He was reading paragraph after paragraph, and each time he finished one, he felt something dying in him. Assuredly, he had never pretended to be a saint...but the things he learned gave him the urge to vomit.
Many events which had been curious at first sight were now explained in all their horrible reality. Corruption with sums so big the numbers of zeroes were obscene. Scandals and political betrayals were played in the shadows when men on the streets died every day by lack of equipment. The madness of the King was evident, but his administration had done its best to isolate it and tell the smallfolk to ignore what they couldn’t hide.
In the next minute, every Goldcloak who wasn't illiterate was reading the holo-newspaper and those who couldn't were given large vocal extracts by their comrades.
But the final atomic strike on the capital was the name of the person who was revealing all of this. Because ultimately, information like this depended on your sources and your credibility all over the planet. You could pretend the King loved to fuck his sons and go into whorehouses to require their advice in matters of the realm, but if you were a former Captain of the Goldcloaks, no one was going to take you seriously after a few minutes.
Unfortunately, the last article killed the idea this was just a gigantic bad joke.
I thought the Seven Sectors were worth saving. I thought that if I made enough efforts and fought the corruption and the inter-faction quarrels with every inch of my abilities, the realm would be able to thrive.
I was wrong.
In the last decade, every hope of reform, justice, economic improvement and tolerance has died on the table of the Royal Council and the last shreds of guidance were mercilessly crushed by the King and the Lords he call his friends.
It is not pessimism to say the Seven Sectors and King's Landing have utterly failed in upholding the ideals Aegon the Conqueror wanted for Westeros.
You were promised prosperity, order, less taxes and no more conscription. Like his father, the Mad King sitting on his throne of bones has failed at every turn to give them to you.
I can't continue to serve a regime which cares nothing about the well-being of its subjects and don't hesitate to drown entire planets into nightmares when they deliver insults, lies and humiliations to their loyal servants.
In this paper, I, Lord Varys Tivario, announce my official resignation of the positions of Master of Whisperers and Head of the Crown Intelligence Agency. I will no longer protect and support the vile rule of King Rhaegar Targaryen. I will not help the Secret Police and the Lords track thousands of rebels they want to imprison for their aristocratic and spiteful motives.
Serve the red dragon until it dies in the inferno of war or not, I don't care.
But remember that sooner or later, the madman on the throne will try to resort to desperate measures in fire and blood.
The Spider
Janos finished his lecture first but he only preceded the first exclamations of his men by fifteen seconds.
“The monster!”
“Now that is a resignation! Take that Mad King!”
“There is nothing to save in these highborn! We must get rid of them!”
“My father fought on the wrong side of the Usurper's Rebellion!”
“Who are they to take our money and spend it on their ugly palaces?”
But these grumbles, rebellious speeches and angry questions were nothing compared to the hateful screams he now could hear outside, as the Lieutenant had not closed to the doors.
“RISE PEOPLE OF KING'S LANDING! THE SPARROWS ARE HERE! REMOVE THE MAD KING!”
Janos watched his men. Several looked excited, but the majority were grim, understanding that today, being a Goldcloak was not the best career move they could choose.
“Men of the City Watch, as your commanding officer I think we need to reconsider our allegiance oaths...”

Ser Gerion Lannister, 03.09.300AAC, King's Landing System

Gerion had seen the Doom of Valyria with his own eyes. This was not him boasting, just a fact. After watching Pyke fall in orgy of slaughter from orbit, after demons and mad fire priests, it was difficult for him to be surprised at the stupidity of humanity and the horrors living in the darkness of this galaxy.
King's Landing, unfortunately, was still achieving that feat single-handedly. He had been absent one decade, but the day he came back, the capital was decided to welcome him with a mini civil-war. And his family wondered why he felt the need to joke at every possible moment?
“Give me a short summary of the situation in the system,” by the Father, Gerion really hoped his lassitude was not evident. “It looks like prostitutes in a whorehouse are doing a good job compared to the King and his lackeys.”
“The situation is...confusing, my Lord,” began a young blonde warrant officer who seemed awfully young for his job. It made him wonder who the poor lad had slept with to be sent to the Crown Sector in such dangerous times. “The Master of Ships is in a coma and unable to give his commands. As a result, every Admiral present at King’s Landing has taken upon himself to give orders...”
The chaos all over the planet and the moons gave a good idea how well this entire endeavour worked. Everywhere in the range of the light cruiser’s sensors, there were scouts, merchant ships, foundry ships, cruisers and ships of the line manoeuvring, turning, arresting civilian transports and broadcasting their ignorance on the most common frequencies. The only good news was that, unlike on the planet, nobody had begun shooting.
Yet.
“You told me the Master of Ships is comatose,” Gerion spoke after a moment to observe three heavy cruisers surround what looked to be civilian habitats in a threatening formation. “Where are the other imbeciles of the Council?”
There had to be someone in the capital who could stop this crisis before the storm of violence went utterly uncontrollable. Already the feeds from the holo-news described several sectors of the planet erupting in massive riots, unless they were the start of full-blow insurrections. To date, several regiments of Goldcloaks had turned against the Crown, there were new religious fanatics of the Faith and the red demonic worshippers fighting against each other and crowds mustered, angered by the revelations of a fucking newspaper.
“Well my Lord, given the actions of Lord Varys, I fear the Master of Whisperers and the entire Crown Intelligence Agency are entirely compromised. The Masters of Coin, the Master of Laws, the Lord Commander of the Goldcloaks and the Hand of the King have been killed in the last ten hours. The Master of Arms was killed yesterday. The Master of Information has departed for a familial matter in the Vale Sector. The Grand Master is...deathly ill. The Gold Fists are unable to locate the Chief of the Secret Police and the Master of Assassins. There is no High Septon anymore...”
“This makes me think about a story I heard eighteen years ago;” Gerion murmured. “Rhaegar Targaryen, Mace Tyrell and Tywin Lannister enter the same palace...”
The end of the joke had deeply amused him, but it was not exciting when you saw the story end in fire and blood. And that raised the question in turn...
“Where is the King? Rhaegar is the supreme commander of King’s Landing! It should be him directing the fleet and the rest of the armed forces. Why is he not intervening?”
Most of the Lannister officers – those who had not been with him on his long journey - looked extremely uncomfortable after his questions. 
“It has been years the King has not spoken in public, my Lord...ah, it is Ser Barristan, the Bold Knight, directing the defence and-“
“I know who Ser Barristan Selmy is Sergeant,” Gerion replied testily.
“Yes, my Lord,” several men nodded vigorously. Perhaps it was in fear he was going to banish them or demote them. Tywin’s will to impose respect and fear had clearly not diminished over the years.
“The Lord of the Seven Kingdoms is ignoring the entire galaxy and orders his Kingsguard to turn away the people seeking his help and his guidance,” Gerion shook his head in denegation. Getting rid of Aerys had not given Westeros a better ruler, it seemed. “Unbelievable.”
There was going to be hell to pay for this. In fact, with the Small Council dead and the revelations of Rhaegar’s vices and abuses of power done in his name, it was entirely possible the civil war everyone had feared before the Greyjoy Rebellion had just begun. Dorne, by all accounts, was already screaming for war. Gerion could name a dozen planets chaffing under the dragon’s rule which were going to jump at the chance of taking their warships and their armies in rebellion...
“Have all the orders of my Lord Brother and Prince Joffrey been executed?” He already knew the answer; else they would not have stayed in orbit, increasing the chance of attracting the attention of the suspicious fleet personnel.
“All except one, my Lord,” this time the reply was nervous, no doubt about it. “We were ordered to evacuate the young sister and brother of our gracious Prince, their possessions have been loaded aboard but there is a small problem...”
Gerion knew this was going to be bad. There were more than fifty Lannister veterans left on the planet; and they were led by a killer his survivors had personally nicknamed ‘the Hound’. And yes, he was the young brother of the ‘Beast’.
“What sort of problem?”
The answer was indeed bad.
“For a reason escaping us, the Lord Commander changed the assignments of his white swords. There was a good chance Ser Arys Oakheart would let us take Princess Shiera and Prince Daeron away, especially as his support is less than twenty men strong. But this morning Oswell Whent has replaced him, and he had over fifty guards with him when he escorted Princess Shiera out of the Red Keep...”
Gerion grimaced in realisation. Dealing with a young Kingsguard cut off from his hierarchy was feasible. Arys Oakheart had a reputation with the blade, but he was not a monster of battle and war. Oswell Whent was a different story. Gerion had seen one of his duels before the Greyjoy Rebellion and frankly, he didn’t fancy his chances against this Kingsguard, even with Brightroar to narrow the gap. A Kingsguard was equipped with Terminator suit, and his own battle-armour had been ruined by their narrow escape in the Doom.
Sandor Clegane may be able to kill the Black Bat. But it was entirely possible Oswell Whent would kill him too. Clegane was all brutality, if his reputation was any judge, and he wasn’t equipped with Terminator armour...
Gerion sighed. He was trying to avoid about the simplest solution, but there was really not any other options. Shiera and Daeron were not going to stay outside the walls of the Red Keep for hours, especially with all the agitation provoked by the revelations of the Master of Whisperers. In fact, it was surprising Whent had not ordered a retreat the moment the holo-newspapers were spread.
“Colonel Sarring?” He turned his head to speak to the warrior in ruined red armour which was leaning against the wall. “I would consider it a favour if you could descend to King’s Landing and bring back my grandniece and my grandnephew...”





Princess Shiera Targaryen, 03.09.300AAC, King's Landing System

Shiera was running. She was pushing Daeron before her, urging her little brother to run faster. She had managed to distract their escort sufficient long at the last shop, but it was only giving her a few minutes. The guards sent with her were morons, but they were going to notice sooner or later she was taking too long in the fitting room. And there were still two long streets before the agreed meeting point.
“She’s here!”
One look behind her and her heart beat faster as she saw a column of dragon helms in red and black running behind her, preceded by a massive silhouette in shining white. Shiera ran faster, taking the hand of Daeron and praying someone, anyone was going to intervene.
But there were not in the main streets where the angry crowds of King’s Landing screamed their hate of her family. There were hundreds of people, but everywhere her eyes saw, she was met by gaunt and scared faces. The clothes these smallfolk were of poor quality and by the traits on their faces, their life had not been as pleasant as her years in the Red Keep.
And my tutors pretended we were loved by the common people.
After two more minutes, she stopped running. Her brother was unable to continue the race, and her ‘guardians’ had caught up with her.
“The King is not going to be pleased by your decision, Princess,” that was a massive understatement if there was ever one. “I think you can expect all your privileges to be rescinded by tomorrow morning...”
“Oh shut up, Ser Whent,” whatever was going to happen to her, Shiera was a Lannister in blood and soul. She was not going to fall on her knees and demand the Kingsguard to be merciful. She was not going to waste her saliva changing the mind of someone who had decided his vows were the most important thing of the galaxy.
Apparently, given the deep silence, her entire escort was shocked by her words. Why? Did these cretins think she was going to give them thanks?
“The King is finished. Do you hear the mobs in the distance?” Despite their armours, the exclamations of hate had to be noticeable. “My genitor has lost his Small Council and is busy losing control of the capital.” How to make it clear for these die-hard Targaryen loyalists? After a second of hesitation, she decided to speak him to him like one spoke to a toddler. “His. Reign. Is. Over.”
“If you denounce His Grace, House Lannister will pay the price,” Shiera narrowed her eyes at the not-so-veiled threat.
“You speak like the Crown Prince didn’t plan to wage war against the West the moment he could get away with it. You speak like this madman loved anything but prophecies. You speak like he had not imprisoned our mother in the Maidenvault for a decade.”
“ENOUGH!” the outburst of Whent was so powerful it made her jump on her feet. But seconds after, she felt amusement. In the end, there was something human in the Kingsguard. The Black Bat was a Loyalist to the bone, but he wasn’t completely stupid. He knew the Seven Sectors were in turmoil. “Your treacherous affirmations will be reported to the court! Now we will escort you to the Red Keep or must I order a guard to tie you up and a prison air-car?”
There was a powerful bang and suddenly one of the guards’ head vanished in a bloody explosion.
He should have worn his helmet, was the only thought which came to Shiera’s mind.
“What is this treachery?” Oswell Whent’s voice was as powerful as ever, but the Targaryen Princess heard something different in it. Fear.
In the street, the Kingslanders who had closed to listen to this scene now withdrew in a hurry. By several streets, dozens of familiar red battle-armours were running. Her Lannister protectors had arrived, at long last.  Leading them was an ugly face Shiera had never thought she would be happy to see one day.
“Whent, funny to meet you there,” growled Sandor Clegane, the Hound. “I thought you had your head so far in the King’s ass you hadn’t the time to kill defenceless and children anymore...”
The white sword of the Kingsguard went so far out of its scabbard that for her, it was like a blur.
“The Princess comes with me with the Red Keep! If you try to stop me...”
“FIRE!”
Like a single man, the Lannister soldiers discharged their laser riffles in the waiting ranks of the Targaryen guards. Many red-black dragon helms felled in this first volley and then new Lannister armours came behind them, blades ready for a duel at close-quarters.
This was not like the parade duels or even the field exercises she had watched last month at Camp Daeron. Under her eyes, the Lannister and Targaryen guards were battling each other, and human blood began soaking the ground.
“Princess we must go!” The Hound pressed her.
“Carry Daeron! He is too tired to run!”
But as she began to turn away, Shiera could not stop to send a last look at the fight. The Targaryen escort was decimated and by now only Oswell Whent was fighting a Lannister soldier in tarnished red armour. And the Kingsguard, impossibly, was losing his duel.
“The Lieutenant has always been better than me...” Shiera was sure Sandor had murmured this admission for himself.
The Lannister soldiers made no move to interfere as their last opponents were killed. Anyway, the parries and the counter-parries were so fast it was somewhat hypnotic. And then the Kingsguard of her genitor made a mistake.
In the blink of an eye, his sword arm was removed. Amazed, the Princess observed the black blade begin a new attack.
It’s Valyrian steel. It has to be. Nothing else can shred Terminator armours like they don’t exist.
Oswell Whent tried to grapple his opponent in a desperate move...but the black sword caught him right between the eyes and perforated his skull like the helmet wasn’t there.
“So ends Ser Oswell Whent, Black Bat of Harrenhal, Servant of a Mad King...” commented Shiera Targaryen before letting a Lannister guard carry her away.

Prince Viserys Targaryen, 03.09.300AAC, King's Landing System

The light on the main tactical display of his flagship was so tiny in the middle of ten thousand similar dots everyone would have missed it. Fortunately, he had a competent crew and the Western warship was now a lone red light in an ocean of blue, green and gold.
“My Lord, the ship is departing for the Bywater jump point,” said one of his Captains.
“Let them go,” there was no hesitation in Viserys’ voice. The Admiral of Dragonstone had known the Lannisters would try to evacuate Princess Shiera and Prince Daeron from King’s Landing. Rescuing Cersei Lannister was of course impossible, since the Queen was a prisoner in the Maidenvault, but her young children had had far more freedom of movement. They were in contact with officers able to command or divert warships too.
So no, seeing them escape from King’s Landing was anything but a surprise. Though he had to admit the return of a Lannister thought lost in the depths of the void had not figured in his plans. And like the Westerners themselves, he had no idea Rhaegar at the last moment was going to replace Ser Arys Oakheart by Ser Oswell Whent.
Had Rhaegar known the storm was coming today or was it one more lunacy of a man plunged into weird prophecies when the rest of the galaxy had to deal with the harsh reality? Viserys didn’t know and to be honest, he wasn’t sure he wanted to.
But like many prophetic plans, King Rhaegar Targaryen had screwed up. A Kingsguard had died and the children escaped. Now it was him who had to deal with this disaster.
“Let them go,” the Targaryen Prince repeated. “They have won their liberty and we are too far to intercept them.”
It was not completely exact, of course. His ships of the line were more than four hours away from King’s Landing, and by the time he reached the light cruiser’s current position, the smaller warship would have gained several hundred thousand kilometres thanks to its superior acceleration and speed. But there were other options. Viserys could have released his scout cruisers from their escort duties and ordered them to pursue the Lannister ship. They wouldn’t have caught them in the King’s Landing System but there was a lot of distance to cover before the frontiers of the Western Sector.
Or he could have commanded one of the capital’s flotillas of light cruisers to rush in the River Sector and ambush them there.
But what good would it do? Prince Joffrey was not aboard this ship. By his best estimates and those of his analysts, the grandson of Lord Tywin Lannister had to be in the Golden Tooth System right now or so close to it no force loyal to him could catch up with him without rousing the lion’s fury.
And if he, Prince Viserys of House Targaryen, didn’t bring the Lannister claimant in chains to imprison him in a secure cell then stopping his younger siblings meant nothing.
Nothing.
Besides, taking hostages was a Targaryen tactic which worked...badly these days. Maybe it was because said hostages were returning brainwashed young adults or smoking corpses at home.
“You are not serious!” the tone of the political officer his brother had assigned him clacked like an insult in the silence of the bridge. Viserys didn’t know his name, and he didn’t feel guilty to not take the time to learn it. This was the...eighth imbecile they had sent to spy on him. After the ‘tragic accidents’ –one of them which had seen the third appointee ejected alive out of an airlock – and the ‘honour duels’ where the first seven men had lost their lives, he had hoped the Small Council or his brother gain some wisdom and stop sending him ignorant people he couldn’t stand.
Obviously, this hope had perished under armoured boots.
“The King has given you an order, Prince Viserys!” there was no dribble on the lips of the Targaryen Knight, but give it a few minutes and there was a one hundred percent likelihood it was going to appear. “The Prince and the Princess must not escape! If you can’t capture them, destroy their ship!”
“You would destroy their ship?” exclaimed in horror a Lieutenant Commander.
Similar faces of shock were seen all over the bridge and Viserys gave a nod to his sworn swords to be ready. 
Capturing Tywin’s brother and two of his grandchildren would be bad. The Master of Casterly Rock remembered every grudge and insult, and Viserys preferred his name wasn’t mentioned when the time to send the assassins and kill-teams came. Viserys wanted to take the throne and reign upon the reformed Seven Sectors of Westeros, not create more enmities and feuds.
Killing them however was an awful idea and not just because it guaranteed Tywin would come with blood in the eyes. Viserys didn’t want worlds to burn and his faction to be vaporised in nuclear holocausts because he had obeyed an imbecilic order.
“And what will you suggest, when Lord Tywin will demand our heads and those of our entire families for this deed, Ser?” Viserys forced himself to ask in a reasonable tone.
“Who cares about Lord Tywin demands?” was the moronic answer he received. “The West will obey the will of the Iron Throne or they will be crushed!”
The Admiral of Dragonstone didn’t need the confirmation, but it was nice to see the man in front of him was indeed the epitome of the brain-dead officers they promoted after a couple of years rewiring their minds. 
“In case it escaped your attention, Ser, we are already at war with Dorne and our entire leadership has just imploded. Worse, hundreds of black-ops and an entire generation of...regrettable acts had been revealed to the capital’s population. Adding the Western Sector to our list of enemies does not sound like an intelligent decision.”
“It will teach them a lesson!”
“Did your mother gave you arsenic at puberty or were you mentally deficient before?” Viserys was done playing nice. “Prince Joffrey is out of our reach and is likely days away to be proclaimed King! Do you want to kill his younger brother and sister and give him another reason to hate us?”
“But...the King’s orders...” There were a few similarities between the fishes presented on Narrow Void’s banners and the man wide-opened mouth.
“Rhaegar Targaryen and his orders can go to the Seven Hells,” he proclaimed loudly. The instant it left his lips, it felt very good and like someone had removed chains from his muscles. “My orders stand and I say the most important duty we have today is to restore order in the capital system while my brother can’t be bothered to lift an eyebrow.”
“Treachery...” This was the last word of the political officer as ten guns were pointed on him and his chest received many holes which were fatal for any non-armoured human.
“Tell Vice-Admiral Celtigar our coup has just been advanced by a month,” Viserys told his communications officer. The Lord of Claw Isle had arrived two days before him and evidently had not been involved in the planning session he had done with his main officers now. “It’s time we stop Varys’ parting gift...and there’s a crown to be seized.”
“Yes, your Grace!”
****
“We forgot that after midnight, the true nightmare can start...” attributed to Ser Willas Tyrell, 300AAC.

From: Agent HQ-4963127-RLD-1111 ‘Storm Dancer’, Nightsong deployment
To: Kingsgrave High Command
Priority: Crimson

My Lord,
I can confirm a sizeable percentage of Caron capital warships have left the Nightsong System for an undetermined period. The reason of this withdrawal seems to be linked with the new war game Lord Paramount Jon Connington intends to play in the Fawnton System. The direct result of this strategic change is obviously the over-reliance of the local forces on their orbital fortresses and minefields. The Nightsong Defence Fleet has been restructured in a new formation, officially called ‘Storm Task Force 24’. Warships built and crew by House Selmy and House Wagstaff have been noticed participating in its manoeuvres. The Masterly House of Nightingale and the Knightly Houses Battlesong, Hillstriker and Westmarcher have officers aboard these warships. The commander of this space force is Lord Caron’s bastard brother, Ser Rolland Storm. Below is the order of battle currently at his disposition:
Storm Task Force 24:

1 ship of the line:
 1 Loyalty’s Reward-class: Renown (Vice-Admiral Ser Rolland Storm flagship)

4 Battlecruisers (reinforced by one battlecruiser of House Wagstaff):
1 Fall of Pyke-class: Battle of Lordsport (Rear-Admiral Ser Durwald Battlesong)
2 Warhammer-class: Iron Hammer (Rear-Admiral Ser Manfred Westmarcher), Burning Anvil (Rear-Admiral Lord Pearse Wagstaff flagship)
1 Battlestorm-class: Redgrass Field (Rear-Admiral Stevron Nightingale flagship)

4 Heavy cruisers (reinforced by two heavy cruisers of House Wagstaff):
3 Nightsong-class: Nightsong (Squadron Commander Ser Jasper Hillstriker flagship), Marcher Defiance, Honour (Squadron Commander Baelor Carer flagship)
1 Purple Lightning-class: Victorious Lightning (Squadron Commander Renly Marter flagship)

4 Light cruisers (reinforced by two light cruisers of House Selmy):
1 Stone Guard-class
1 Rainy Days-class
2 Green Moon-class

12 Scout cruisers (reinforced by three scout cruisers of House Selmy):
4 Black Butterfly-class
4 Wooden Ambush-class
2 Griffin’s Charge-class
2 Jewel of the Storm-class

2 Frigates:
2 Snake Killer-class

10 Light carriers:
10 Vulture Hunters-class

2 Escort carriers (reinforced by one carrier of House Wagstaff)
2 Red Lips-class

1250 Starfighters (reinforced by twenty starfighters of House Wagstaff)
900 White Griffin
350 Stormshadow

I remain Her Majesty’s humble servant,
Agent Storm Dancer


Vice-Admiral Ser Rolland Storm, 04.09.300AAC, Nightsong System

Rolland was busy reprimanding one of his staff ensigns for his sub-par work when the alarms began to blare in a strident litany of doom. And this time, it was by the Warrior not a security exercise. He should know: it was he who had overseen the last ten alerts. The perks of being a superior officer and interested in the survival of his men had given him this charge.
But the fact remained it wasn’t an evacuation exercise. And if it wasn’t, there was only one other alternative. An attack was under way.
“To battle-stations!” he shouted, trying not to wince as several of his men looked at him like he had spoken in High Valyrian and were trying to figure if he was joking or not. It took several more orders and screams to begin the slow rally which should have begun minutes ago.
The Vice-Admiral of the 24th Storm Task Force had consequently long seconds to feel uneasy at the proof of how inexperienced his men were. It shouldn’t have been like this. The Nightsong forces had long boasted they were the elite of the Marches, the shield protecting the rest of the Storm Sector from the treacherous Dornish and their fellow Reach Marchers. But as Bryce had allied with Lord Connington, the training for the new recruits had changed. The classes for warrant officers and newly-graduated officers had experienced many reforms – and not for the better in his opinion.
Where the Noble House of Nightsong had prided itself to promote talent and skill no matter the circumstances of your birth years ago, it was no longer the case. Loyalty to the Lord Paramount and the Iron Throne, discipline and blue-blooded lineage were now the key words.
Rolland had faced considerable difficulties since he had taken command of this new Task Force...and he had a dreadful guess his problems were just about to begin. It may have something to do with the numerous dots emerging from the jump point connecting the Nightsong and Sandy Hull Systems.
“The six forts of the first line have been destroyed, Admiral!” Rolland nodded imperturbably. He had tried to convince the high authorities a close-defence of the jump point was a suicidal task, but they had not listened to him. Well, now the result was the annihilation of this force and by the lack of debris and the facility the enemy force burned through his minefields, the forts’ crews had not killed a single ship. This was what happened when you insisted the men stayed vigilant all the time: as weeks and years passed without incident, they were getting bored and their reaction times were atrociously low.
And as there were on average two thousand men on said orbital unmoving constructions, this meant about twelve thousand Stormlanders had died by the time the light and the explosions of the engagement arrived to him. It would have been nice if these were the only losses he was about to take...but unfortunately it didn’t look like the enemy was going to stay idle today.
“Station S-29 reports one battlecruiser, two heavy cruisers, five light carriers and about eighty units which might be light cruisers, scout cruisers or escort carriers,” announced his tactical officer after a brief discussion with his assistants. “They appear to be accompanied by about thirty transports, ammunition and support ships.”
The latter were staying around the jump point, though. These were not warships and had nothing to do in a real space battle.
“This is probably the vanguard of a much larger fleet,” he spoke to his staff. “They have no capital warships save one battlecruiser. They will have to rely on their speed against our defences.”
They probably had the acceleration needed for it, alas. Rolland was ready to bet a lot of these light units his sensors couldn’t identify were escort carriers. This meant he was going to be the first Westerosi Admiral in two decades to see in action the result of the Dornish Research and Development programs. 
Something told him the pilots aboard his carriers were not going to thank him for the experience.
“Distance between the enemy and our Task Force: about eight million kilometres,” this didn’t raise an eyebrow from him: he had positioned his forces at mid-distance between the jump point and the planet where he was born. “The enemy has taken a course to strike our foundries and extraction industry in the outer belts.”
Rolland swore silently. Now he had to make a choice between engaging the Dornish fleet directly or stay where he was to cover the planet. In appearance, the choice was simple: the shipyards around Nightsong Prime were infinitely more valuable than the industry spreading in the asteroid belts. 
But the orders Lord Bryce had tied him with were clear: he had to engage the enemy aggressively and minimise to the highest degree the damage House Caron’s possessions were going to take. And unfortunately, this translated in abandoning the idea of hiding behind the one hundred-plus orbital forts of Nightsong Prime and attacking rapidly the enemy.
The idea that it was precisely what the enemy wanted him to do didn’t fill him with optimism.
“Plot a course to intercept them on a 3-2-6 bearing,” the Storm Vice-Admiral commanded. “And put me in communication with the other senior commanders.”
One by one, the holographic images of Rear-Admirals and Senior Squadron Commanders materialised. By a monumental effort of will, Rolland Storm didn’t scowl. If he had the choice, none of these men would be above Lieutenant in rank and their specialty would be to bring him his morning drinks, not deciding the fate of a battle. They were too young for their ranks...and worse for all, Rear-Admiral Pearse Wagstaff outranked him in status for he was Lord Wagstaff and the Head of a Noble House.
“It seems the Dornish have decided they want a good-old war,” he began, receiving polite nods in return. “Since they have sent a message with the destruction of our fortresses,” at this Ser Durwald had the admirable reaction to look sheepish, “I propose we sent back one with the destruction of their raiding force. Ser Stevron, given your experience and your flagship modifications, you will have command of our starfighters for this battle.”
Rolland didn’t like it, but the black-haired Knight of House Nightingale was the only one to have the rank of Rear-Admiral and experience in fighter operations. And all the other candidates were worse, frankly.
“Yes, Admiral!”
“The fleet is to accelerate to seventy percent of its maximum speed and prepare for Plan Fire Avenger,” he added and refused to sigh as the frowns appeared on his subordinates’ visages. Seriously, what did they expect? He wasn’t going to charge headlong in what might be a massive trap!
“Ser Manfred, detach your Snake Killer-class frigates on a course to the Harvest Hall jump point. Dorne has opened the hostilities, and I think we can all agree our Lord’s fleet will be more urgently needed here than at Fawnton.”
The Rear-Admirals and the Squadron Commanders saluted before ending the communication. Rolland exhaled a loud breath of relief...although in hindsight, the lack of protestations couldn’t be interpreted as a good sign. The young fools were certainly sharpening the blades to stab him in the back.
Returning to the main tactical display, Rolland circled around it, forsaking his seat and trying not to curse at the lack of useful information. Reach and Storm spies’ reports had been granted to him, but the information they gave was more of a political nature, with disposition of bases and economic considerations added in the mix. There were damn few warships on the enemy order of battle he could recognise. The five light carriers were all of the Displeasure class and the heavy cruisers appeared to be built according to the template of the Great Scorpion-class or something like this. But he had precious information on their capabilities and their armaments. And he ignored everything about the starfighters he was about to face, and those had always been the Dornish’s specialty.
“Are they more units transiting from the jump point?” He asked to the officer keeping watch of this part of the system.
“No my Lord, the transports and the supply ships are staying in formation around it and no new units have emerged since twenty-six minutes.”
Well at least it confirmed this was a raiding force. More likely someone on the other side had decided to probe the defences for several hours and see what sort of counter-attack the Storm and the Reach Sector could muster.
If it was the case, they were going to be disappointed. Storm Task Force 24 was everything the Marches had available to repulse this attack. Lord Dondarrion had made clear his mobile units would not leave his system and Lord Selmy had loudly affirmed the warships he had sent were all Nightsong would ever receive if his taxes didn’t decrease.
Task Force 24 stood alone.
“Ser Stevron has order the starfighters to launch!”
Despite his attempts at self-control, Rolland gritted his teeth in frustration. The Nightingale Rear-Admiral had launched far too early. They were over one million and a half kilometres away from the enemy formation, which meant they were going to be out of the battle-line’s support. But he had given command to Ser Stevron and changing it in the course of the battle was not advised for the morale of his men. He could repeat this in his head several times, but the urge to relieve him didn’t diminish.
Especially as his fighter commander had sent a far larger proportion of his starfighters than he was comfortable. Nine hundred of the White Griffins and three hundred Stormshadows pushed their engines at eighty-five percent of their top-capacity, leaving only fifty Stormshadows to act as an anti-fighter escort. The enemy’s answer was not long in coming.
“Enemy fighters are launching, Admiral. It looks forty of their lighter units are escort carriers, after all.” It brought some measure of comfort to the bastard of Nightsong that his staff looked confident, for once. “The Dornish starfighters are all of a new class not figuring in our data bases, Admiral. They are around one thousand and a hundred of them.”
“They do not have extremely light emissions, lighter than the Death Vipers they used the Usurper’s Rebellion, Admiral,” oh this was just splendid, “it is going to be difficult for our heavy units to fix their lasers on them.”
Just for this, Rolland was in mind to recall the fighters...but he couldn’t. As valuable as his Task Force was, it was nothing compared to the warships mustered at Fawnton. And if the core of the Storm Sector ships of the line engaged the enemy without having a clue on their enemies’ capabilities....
Meagre consolation, he had a small numerical advantage, one thousand and two hundred against one thousand and one hundred. It was less than the pre-282AAC doctrine cautioned to engage a Dornish enemy force but...
“Enemy missile launch! Enemy missile launch! Acceleration...oh Sweet Mother!”
Rolland looked at the numbers on the tactical display and froze. The Dornish had launched just outside his starfighters’ range...and the acceleration of their missiles was just...insane. It was over one hundred and sixty percent faster in acceleration than the fastest Storm missile...and it was going to reach his pilots in about fifteen seconds.
Rolland closed his eyes. Starfighter pilots boasted often of incredible deeds, but this time their chances didn’t look good. Each Dornish starfighter had fired three missiles, creating a storm of death three thousand and three hundred strong. The White Griffins and the Stormshadows had no choice but to launch their own missiles at extreme range and engage their own counter-measures. And since they had been launched too early, his ship of the line and his battlecruisers could not support them.
The Vice-Admiral opened his eyes again and saw a nova of destruction engulf his fighter force.
“Forget Avenger, prepare Fire Plan Death Shield...”

Commander of Ten Thousand Lady Jennelyn Fowler, 04.09.300AAC, Nightsong System
“Sis?”
“Yes, sis?”
“I may have slept a bit during our strategy classes at the Academy, but aren’t new classes of starfighters and warships supposed to be better than the starships they replace?”
“Yes, they are.”
Jennelyn sighed loudly, noticing several dozen men and women were listening to her mummer’s performance on the bridge of the Black Onyx, Sapphire Tarantula-class battlecruiser and flagship of Strike Force 68.
“Maybe we should warn the Stormlanders, then. The fighters they call ‘White Griffin’ are worse than the Thunderbird they fought with during the last two wars. And their ‘Stormshadow’ class is just slightly better than the old Sirocco.”
Her twin sister gave a few more orders to her flag captain, before looking back at the information transmitted to her console.
“You should not waste your voice with them, sis. Anyone stupid enough to buy these things is not likely to listen to reason.”
“I suppose you’re right.” Under her eyes, a pitiful amount of Storm starfighters escaped the massacre and tried to return to their carrier bays, undoubtedly in shock after the one-sided slaughter they had received. “My part in this battle is done. Do you want to let their heavy units catch up now, or should we annoy them a bit first?”
In most fleet, squadrons and organisations, Jennelyn knew it would have been unconscionable for two people of the same rank to be in charge at the same time. But Jeyne and she were the Fowler Twins, Commanders of Ten Thousand, and what didn’t work in other navies was their strength. Jennelyn personally commanded the carrier/starfighter operations, and Jeyne used her talents for the battlecruisers and heavy cruisers. This was how they had always worked since they were in age to plot their strategies. And so far, they never had a reason to regret it.
“I will give them...eighteen more minutes to wallow in their self-pity and despair,” decided her twin, standing up from her seat and taking a posture Arianne enjoyed to see before the love-making began. “By now they must be aware of our speed advantage and realise we let them close the distance because we wanted to. Yes, eighteen minutes should give them plenty of opportunity to see they’re completely outmatched. Recall your fighters, sis. If they want to redline their reactors, I think we should let them behave like the idiots they are.”
Jennelyn did exactly that, observing the graceful and perfect manoeuvre of her Silent Murder-class wing. The new class of starfighter had proven beyond doubt today the billions invested in it were money well-spent. As long as Dorne has them on the battlefield, no starfighter would ever be able to scratch the pain of their heavy units. By the Great Wyrm, they had lost four starfighters and destroyed in return one thousand one hundred and sixty-eight enemy fighters!
This was the kind of win-lost ratio which any commander dreamt about when he or she programmed a simulation.
“Remember sis, our Queen want us to capture the maximum of carriers,” and no, they didn’t want to use these hulls in the fires of battle. Storm carriers were notoriously too bulky, too slow and unable to sustain for more than a few minutes the acceleration of the Dornish warships. But Dorne fleets were going to need all the supply convoys they could take their hands on, and for fighter transport duties, the carriers of House Caron were good enough.
“I have not forgotten.” The smile Jeyne showed bared her white teeth. “But I want to test our ion cannons and this Task Force had just volunteered to be our lab rats...”

Vice-Admiral Ser Rolland Storm, 04.09.300AAC, Nightsong System
Eighty-two.
Rolland knew he had to think about something else, but the number tormented him. He had eighty-two starfighters left in his fleet as he tried to see a way to get out of this nightmare. Eighty-two pilots and eighty-two fighters were left, when an hour ago he had one thousand and two hundred-plus under his command.
By any standard, his command had just been on the receiving side of the most one-sided beating in the last hundred years – at least where starfighters were involved.
“The Redgrass Field is reporting they are rearming the surviving fighters,” Rolland could not stop sending an incredulous look at his Lieutenant. 
“He is doing what?”
Surely even Stevron Nightingale was not that deluded. His fighters had just been annihilated for the destruction of six enemy starfighters.
“He is rearming his fighters, Admiral.” No, it was not his ears which were suddenly playing games. “He says his men are ready to fight.”
The Vice-Admiral laughed darkly.
“What does he think he is going to achieve? He has less than a hundred fighters left and our opponents will massacre them in another volley. Tell him to stand down and prepare the empty carriers to separate and return to Nightsong Prime. We will take a course to cover the planet and put some distance with the enemy. By this point, we can’t catch up with them before they reach the outer belt...”
He waited several seconds for the acknowledgement of his orders...which never came.
“Admiral, Rear-Admiral Nightingale respectfully refuse. He says...,” the Lieutenant swallowed difficultly, “he says Lord Wagstaff is giving orders befitting the traditions of the Storm Navy and your lack of fighting spirit is an offense to your Caron ancestors...”
Taking the copy of the communication and reading it, the arrogant Knight had said a lot of additional insults...which frankly were not even original. Rolland fixed the display in sorrow for several seconds, contemplating the ruin of his battle-plans.
“The battlecruisers and their escorts are ignoring our orders,” informed his tactical officer with deep anger in his tone. “Our carriers and most of light units are following them too.”
It was the undeniable truth. The Redgrass Field, the Iron Hammer, the Burning Anvil and the Battle of Lordsport were now charging again the enemy, and their acceleration had to be somewhere in the ninety-three percent of their maximum acceleration. In other words they were mutineers and completely stupid...
Behind them came the heavy and light cruisers. The scout cruisers surrounded the entire battle-line with the remaining starfighters. This hurt, in his chest. Of his entire Task Force, the warships which had stayed with Renown, his flagship, were now consisting solely in the four Wooden Ambush-class scout cruisers.
And then as the two fleets closed with each other and extreme missile range was about to come in a few seconds, the Dornish battlecruiser fired a colossal beam of white energy at Task Force 24’s pig-headed commanders.
The effect was catastrophic. The Iron Hammer’s power sources instantly went out and at these speeds, when the gravity compensators failed, the result was invariably fatal. Screams of agony were heard on all frequencies and the Storm battlecruiser went out of the formation before exploding in a ball of plasma, taking with him one escort carrier and two scout cruisers.
“Their new class battlecruiser has a long-range ion cannon,” he tried to articulate calmly but he growled it more than he spoke. “No wonder they tried to use a lot of electronic counter-measures to sucker us.”
Most navies had dismissed this type of weapons for their warships. Ion Cannons consumed fantastic amounts of energy, and if the engineers and specialists were right, the ion weapon was about the only offensive armament you could place in the hull without meeting dangerous structural issues.
But the Dornish had apparently done it...they had built a class of battlecruisers with a long-range ion cannon and nothing else.
And he had to admit, for this battle, it worked.
The missile attack ordered by Pearse Wagstaff was useless as the enemy evaded it with extreme ease and the second ion attack pulverised the Battle of Lordsport. After Rear-Admiral Manfred Westmarcher, Rear-Admiral Durwald Battlesong died as his battlecruiser became a short-lived star and the heavy cruiser Marcher Defiance perished with it.
It was not a battle anymore. As his ship of the line tried to rush towards Nightsong Prime, the Dornish force circled around the Storm warships like a flight of carrion birds and slaughtered them.
The Redgrass Field died in the third pass, and two light cruisers vanished as they had attempted to protect the Nightingale flagship. The Victorious Lightning and the Honour were the victims of the fourth attack.
And finally the Burning Anvil was lost with all hands in the fifth. Rear-Admiral Wagstaff was dead...and it was clear the mutineers had enough.
“Ser Jasper is offering his surrender to the Dornish commander.”
“So these summer fools have not even the dignity and the courage to die for their ideals,” Rolland would like to say he had only thought it, but he was human and angry. “How many units are going to be pressed into Dornish service?”
“Err... the heavy cruiser Nightsong, two light cruisers, six scout cruisers, eight light carriers and one escort carrier.”
Rolland Storm closed his eyes and for the first time, he knew he had completely failed. It was the greatest defeat of Nightsong in centuries and he, as the Vice-Admiral of Task Force 24, was going to be designated the architect of this fiasco. It was shameful. He had done everything he could think of to avoid it...and in the end, his best had been destroyed by his own ‘allies’.
“The enemy carriers are launching again, Admiral.”
The Caron bastard shook his head in despair. Of course they were. By this point, they had to know his intentions to use the Renown to support the old orbital forts. And they didn’t intend to let him go away with it. He could delay a full assault on the planet by weeks if he took position quickly enough...not that it was going to happen. A ship of the line was slow and zero starfighters had survived their second contact with the enemy.
A thousand Dornish starfighters spread into the void and they were too fast for his warship. No console input was required to know they weren’t going to make it. Unlike the first time, the ammunition they were armed with would not be the anti-fighter strike but the massive hull-breakers used to kill capital ships. A thousand missiles for a lone ship of the line and four scout cruisers.
“What do we do, Admiral?” asked his chief of staff.
“First, we ensure all the information of the beating they have given us is recorded by our frigates, the planetary command bastions and the auxiliaries fleeing towards the other systems. The next time an Admiral thinks he can fight a Dornish fighter force with simple parity of numbers, his men have to know he is insane.
Second, you will record the names of the officers today who have mutinied against Task Force 24. I don’t care their connections or their families’ blood, the Storm Sector will know they have thrown their lives and their ships away for nothing.
After this...turn us around, Captain. It’s time for us to die in the defence of our home.”
One minute later, the Renown ponderously pivoted and charged to meet the lethal cloud of fighters, the four scout cruisers of the Wooden Ambush-class on both sides giving it a last honour guard.
“Our Lords and Masters wanted a war; I fear their wishes have been fulfilled...”

Commander of Ten Thousand Lady Jeyne Fowler, 04.09.300AAC, Nightsong System

Compared to the last defiance of the Renown and its Admiral – which had cost them thirty nine starfighters – the defence of Nightsong was truly and utterly pathetic.
In some way, Jeyne was happy for it meant no Dornish died in vain. Neither Dorne nor House Fowler could afford catastrophic losses so early in the war.
But as a Commander of Ten Thousand, she was almost offended by the derelict state of Nightsong defences. Yes, half of their navy had been sent away on a useless war game. Yes, House Caron had known severe economic difficulties before rallying the side of their Lord Paramount. 
But after all of these factors were considered, the point remained the Master of Nightsong and his bannersmen had crippled their forces and tarnished a culture of war and martial honour they had taken over two thousand years to build. A blind Lord Paramount and economic woes didn’t explain everything. 
“Our assassination and sabotage teams report eighty-six percent of success on the planet,” she told conversationally to Jennelyn. “Our snipers got every noble they could find. The only survivors who should still breath are either our prisoners or mustered at Fawnton.”
The former would not be a problem as they were going to know the joys of the life on a desert world. The latter were dead, even if they didn’t realise it yet.
Another orbital fort exploded after an ion blast as she finished the sentence. It was honestly baffling, honestly. Simulations had emphasized the point mobile units were more vulnerable to ion weaponry than fixed defences...but the Storm forts were exploding every time the fire of her battlecruiser hit them.
“House Caron was not a huge family and a lot of lesser branches died during the Usurper’s War,” replied in the same tone her twin. “The Storm Sector should thank us. These Houses were a disgrace to their name. Caron, Nightingale, Battlesong, Hillstriker and Westmarcher are now near-extinct.”
One Noble, one Masterly and three Knightly Houses were decisively crushed for their first big victory. It was not the triumph of the century, but it was a start.
“How many people are aboard these fortresses, by the way?”
“Each fort has on average between three and four thousand, the command and fire control ones have a few hundred more than the standard designs.”
“And we have destroyed over sixty of them already.”
Yes, they had already killed one hundred and eighty thousand men aboard these obsolete battle-stations. It was nice of the remaining Nightsong commanders to do, obviously. If the imbeciles had attempted to surrender and put the maximum of their soldiers out of uniform, they could have waged an impressive irregular war for as long Dorne occupied their planet.
But like in the space battle, the men –because women of course were barred from command, of course – seemed to have stopped thinking and embraced the guidelines dictated by brainless slugs.
“I would have liked taking their shipyards intact,” Jeyne told her twin.
Alas, the moment they had finished the flagship of Task Force 24, whoever was in command of the forts had begun to blast the incomplete military hulls. In several cases, the bloodthirsty officer had not bothered evacuating the workers beforehand.
Neither Jennelyn nor Jeyne had shed a tear. More potential rebels were wiped out that way and while the defenders were hurrying to ensure the fourteen immobile ships of the line and their half-completed escorts were unusable, Dorne was grabbing over seventy civilian hulls and transports, plus the industry of the outer belt and many civilian constructions.
“This would have been too dangerous for our special forces,” reminded her sister, “the women and men in them are good, but not that good. Besides, I fear what would happen if we begin to rely on these floating traps.”
“Indeed,” she watched the tactical display for several seconds, as the number of forts destroyed rose to seventy-three. “How much longer do you think?”
“Less than an hour, I bet,” the gesture towards the blue and green orb was not nice. “I realise this planet is heavily fortified, but their command bunkers are currently filled with poison gas, their aristocracy is decapitated, their naval forces have been transformed into debris, their forts are doing nothing but providing us targets and they were already recovering from an economic crisis...”
The Nightsong System was not a great population megalopolis. Their last census had recorded a population of one billion and seventy-nine million for the entire system.
And now all their resources were going to be added to the war machine of Dorne.
All in all, it took nine more minutes for a very junior Colonel to give up and signal the formal surrender of Nightsong. In hindsight, maybe they shouldn’t have killed all the flag officers...a good part of the battle had been spent by the Stormlanders searching whoever was in overall command.
“And now with Nightmare, the gates of the South are broken...”
****
Executed after Operation Midnight but before Operation Cataclysm, Operation Nightmare was long disdained by the maesters and the students of history. The reasons for this neglect are obvious, in hindsight. While the sneak attacks on the great shipyards could be explained by the Dornish perfidy and the attack on the Fawnton System can rightly be considered an act of abject betrayal, no such excuse can be found for Nightsong.
The System ruled by House Caron was by the voice of its inhabitants themselves the key of the Storm-held Marches. Blackhaven and House Dondarrion were a far more difficult travel to take, given its massive asteroid belts and if the Dornish Navy wanted to attack in strength, they had to conquer Nightsong.
But on the 04.09.300AAC, it took approximately eleven hours for the inferior Strike Force 68 to vanquish Task Force 24 and the rest of the defences built and maintained by the Lords of the Marches.
Materially, it is difficult to understate the scale of the defeat. Task Force 24 lost its entire wall of battle. The heaviest units were destroyed while the carriers surrendered once their plan of battle came apart. Eighty-one orbital forts around Nightsong Prime were completely destroyed, to be added to the six which had been reduced to orbital debris around the jump point. Twenty entire minefields were blown without causing a single casualty. One thousand two hundred and fifty starfighters, accompanied by an entire generation of pilots, died in the inferno.
The military shipyards had to be sacrificed to avoid a shameful capture. The commanders giving this order could not know it, but by destroying these fourteen ships of the line and twenty battlecruisers, they were losing the last reserve of new construction the Loyalist regime of Jon Connington counted on. To be sure there were lone units in construction in Connington or Baratheon-allied shipyards, but two days after their entry in the war, the Storm Sector was watching powerlessly as its military future was torn apart. Nothing heavier than a heavy cruiser would enter service in 300AAC, and the list of heavy warships which could be completed in 301AAC was short: two ships of the line and four battlecruisers...and it would barely compensate the losses of Operation Nightmare, the Dornish conquest of Nightsong.
Clearly, there was nothing good to search for in this monumental defeat. The Storm Sector had a population of twenty-eight billion before this day to prosecute the war against Dorne; the next morning it had twenty-seven, for Nightsong’s one billion-plus inhabitants were no longer available. And since the civilian industry and a large part of the basic infrastructure had fallen intact, Dorne’s strength increased.
The total casualty list, officially published by the Martell analysts three months after the battle, made for grim reading, both for the novices of the battlefield and the veterans of the previous conflicts. Vice-Admiral Rolland Storm had lost with all hands one ship of the line, four battlecruisers, three heavy cruisers, two light cruisers, six scout cruisers, two light carriers, one escort carrier, one thousand two hundred and fifty starfighters and eighty-nine orbital fortresses. In return they managed to damage a scout cruiser and kill less than fifty starfighters. And it didn’t provide the entire picture, for the Dornish special forces had crippled the Nightsong High Command in their planetary bunkers and redoubts. Over eighteen thousand people had died in gas attacks or sniper fire and sixteen hundred were on the wrong end of sabotaged equipment.
Nightsong and House Caron had three hundred and forty-six thousand people dead. More than seven hundred thousand people were wounded and tens of thousands would stay crippled for the rest of their lives, for nothing in the Dornish or Stormlander medical services had been built to handle an ocean of casualties like this one. One million seven hundred and seventy-nine thousand soldiers were prisoners of war. As the women were forbidden to serve in the military forces of the Storm Sector and eighty-nine percent of the casualties were military, Operation Nightmare struck the young men between eighteen and thirty name days, and it was no exaggeration to say after this battle, the mourning planet had lost another generation, right after their heavy losses of the rebellion where they had followed Robert Baratheon.
If Cataclysm had not been in the wings, it is quite likely Lord Paramount Jon Connington and his allies would have lost their privileges if not their lives for this gross incompetence. The Storm Sector was wide open to Dornish attacks, and Harvest Hall and Wagstaff’s March commanders found themselves on the frontlines as they tried to marshal their armies and warships.
The plan followed by the Dornish forces was working...and after midnight and the nightmare, the darkness came.
Extract from A Broken Realm, unknown author, 358AAC.
****
Behemoth.
An ugly name but it described a terrifying war threat.
The name, according to the legend, came from a dragon unable to fly anymore after a battle. Unwilling to kill one of their own priceless assets while the beast drew breath, the Valyrians used it as a land-based weapon they transported from planet to planet in order for the no-longer aerial reptile to continue incinerating citadels and armies.
Centuries later, it led to the creation of the colossal walkers of the dragon lords, able to crush entire armoured corps like a man can crush ants. And when Aegon the Conqueror invaded Westeros, it was the turn of the Seven Sectors to realise how outmatched they were. Dragons dominated everything but they could not be everywhere at once; the dozen-plus Behemoths engaged in this unification of realms proved an adequate substitute.
It went without saying that the Targaryens heavily regulated its use. While some loyal Noble Houses were granted the gigantic-sized walkers, the maintenance stayed a Targaryen privilege and the blueprints were hidden in some obscure vaults somewhere at King’s Landing or Dragonstone. Behemoths were priceless machines and it would not do for lesser Houses to discover their threats and their weaknesses.
In hindsight, the first Targaryen sovereigns shouldn’t have taken so many precautions. It was their family who destroyed the reputation of Behemoth invincibility in the Dance of Dragons. It was a bit hard to feel in awe after all when several planets hosted the carcasses of the metal giants.
After these dark years, many powerful factions like House Stark and House Lannister never manifested anymore the desire to acquire one. Why should they? Transporting a Behemoth to the battlefield required an intensive supply chain and specialised mega-cargo haulers. It also gave you Targaryen spies in your home system and diverted money away from important weapon projects. Behemoths were useful, but for the price of one you could recruit, train and deploy an army elsewhere. To impress your neighbour, the Behemoth won. Tactically and strategically, armies were far more versatile. Unless you made the mistake of Redgrass Field to concentrate the core of your forces on a single battlefield, Behemoths arrived most of the time too late to intercept motorised columns.
That said, once they were on the ground and walking towards the enemy, only extremely powerful orbital strikes were really able to stop one of these skyscraper-sized machines. The enemies of the Behemoths were folly, arrogance, orbital strike and others of its kind.
They were fifty-eight of them in the Seven Sectors when the first shots of the War of the Ten Warlords were fired.
Forty-two were commanded by the Crown Sector; forty-one by House Targaryen and one by House Velaryon.
But like on an endless variety of topics, House Targaryen had ignored its own doctrine and dispersed this considerable amount of firepower. Two Behemoths had gone with Crown Prince Aegon to Highgarden. Two other engines were at Fawnton, overseeing the war games of Lord Jon Connington. The Velaryon Behemoth was in the Driftmark System. And for the last decade, eight of the great and mighty machines were guarding the Dragonstone Citadel.
This left twenty-nine Behemoths to protect King’s Landing. 
It was a force able to wipe out armies, drown armoured divisions in an ocean of blood, extinguish the light in the eyes of millions and massacre a sizeable insurrection in a single day.
But the Behemoth crews had been widely ignored during the Long Peace and the loyalty of the officers could be considered highly questionable against inside threats.
The men were quite content to die in the name of a Targaryen...as long as it was their claimant.
As the first Crown warships and regiments proclaimed their allegiance to King Viserys Targaryen, Second of the Warlords, Ser Barristan Selmy ordered the fear-striking machines of Camp Daeron, Camp Conqueror and Camp Inferno to march and crush this insurrection before it became uncontrollable.
Spoken from the well-secured headquarters of the Red Keep, this command enraged the Behemoth commanders and convinced them King Rhaegar had to go. No one had forgotten the fiasco of Operation Downfall and the fact they had been forced to turn their weapons against the people and the institutions they were supposed to cherish, respect and defend.
The question, of course, was the name of the new King they would acclaim.
Twenty-nine Behemoths.
One crown.
Three possible claimants in Crown Prince Aegon, Prince Joffrey and Prince Viserys.
The next hours were named as the Behemoth’s Fall. And the Behemoths clashed.
Extract from the Lies and the Vengeance, anonymous author, 320AAC.

Major-General Ser Justin Massey, 04.09.300AAC, King’s Landing System
Truly, it was his day to shine.
Five of the commanders who were supposed to do their fucking jobs were busy fornicating in whorehouses, three had suddenly and inexplicably declared they were suffering from various debilitating illnesses and the remaining ones could not be joined by holo-comm.
With so much courage filling the hearts of High Command, it was a wonder they had won the Greyjoy Rebellion.
“Let it be noted that I am now active-commander of Camp Conqueror,” Justin spoke loudly to the commanders around him on the command centre of the Explosive Illumination, Behemoth of His Majesty. “Are the rest of our commanders ready?”
“They are, General. The Field of Fire has some glitches in its engines, but Captain Rorn promises it will be resolved in a few minutes.”
“Good.”
And it was. As the cronies of the extinct Small Council deserted or ran to hide in their lairs, he was in command of the most redoubtable land force of King’s Landing: ten great Behemoths with two field armies and support. All in all, he had over half a million men in command.
It was really not bad for a fourth son, whose father had told him to get out of the ancestral home and earn himself a life.
But they were not the only military forces able to intervene in the capital’s struggle.
“How fare Camp Daeron and Camp Inferno?” He demanded, keeping a large smile on his visage. The situation wasn’t that funny, but rule number one of the good officer demanded he kept his assurance in all circumstances.
“The situation at Inferno is...confused, General. Our allies here had not the time to convince other crew of our action necessities and I’m afraid the Lannisters bribed the crew of the Royal Aggressor. According to the latest reports five minutes ago, there’s heavy fighting between three sides if not more.”
“And Camp Daeron?”
“The followers of the Crown Prince are winning, but we are exacting a heavy price on them...”
Said like this, the list of choices was incredibly tiny.
“In this case, we will begin by defeating the supporters of Aegon the Second Unworthy,” Camp Inferno would have to wait: if he divided his forces, he risked defeat in detail and wouldn’t that be embarrassing to explain in his after-action report if he survived?
“We march to battle! For King Viserys, King of Westeros, Lord of the Seven Sectors!”
“For King Viserys!”
The sirens of the Exemplar and the Annihilation Law blared in acclamation and the Behemoths marched on a north-western course at full speed, ignoring most of the procedures and rules they had to respect in peace time.
Celerity was now of the essence, for Barristan Selmy had called the rest of his forces to assist him when it became clear no one was really interested in defending such a corrupt and venal administration.
For most people, this would have been the clue to stop supporting the Crown Prince too. Justin had seen seven or eight times the little shit during his time as a Major-General of the Gold Fists, and if Rhaegar was somewhere between Aenys the Weak and Aerys II the Mad, the new Aegon was taking the traits of Maegor the Cruel in arrogance and his grandfather in madness.
But the new acting-commander of Camp Daeron was Ser Jacelyn Bywater, and to call him rigid was an insult to any rigid material. The Ironhand, for he had lost one of his hands during the siege of Pyke and replaced it with a metal-coloured prosthetic, was a stern and unpleasant man. Between a wall and Ser Jacelyn, a gifted orator had better chances to convince the wall.
It took half an hour to reach the first marks indicating they were entering the megalopolis. The damage they caused to the infrastructure was important, but justified. For several kilometres away, the colossal silhouette of the Master of Westeros was visible, followed by several of its brethren.
“Prepare the Volcano cannons!” 
“Volcano cannons in charge, power charge completed in eight seconds!”
“Tell the Exemplar, the Annihilation Law and the King of the Battlefield to concentrate on the Master of Westeros on my order,” the enemy Behemoth was the most recent and dangerous engine of Camp Daeron, and in all likelihood it was the flag-engine of Ser Jacelyn Bywater. This marked it as a prime target. “The rest of our command will engage the enemy as they stand.
“Volcano cannons ready!”
“Fire!”
“Fire!”
The air exploded in a fire storm as the bunker-sized weapons erupted in violence. Behemoths never did their live exercises here in the perimeter surrounding the capital, but here the rules had been set apart.
And three seconds later, the Master of Westeros answered, striking the Annihilation Law with its mighty batteries.
Massive dust clouds spiralled on the battlefield they had chosen. Several buildings fell, thousands of people ran like the Seven Hells were in pursuit, as it seemed the evacuation orders he had given had not been respected or simply ignored.
But the Behemoths charged against each other. According to his sensors, they were six enemy machines, including the now heavily damaged Master of Westeros, which red frontal armour was a scarred and roasted black.
“Fire again! Finish him!” He shouted, trying to avoid a grimace as a new ray of destruction hit one of the Annihilation Law’s legs and nearly tore it apart.
And then what should have been unthinkable five or four days ago happened.
The Master of Westeros, one arm lost and under the constant volcano barrage of three Behemoths, blew apart.
The explosion was so loud and brilliant Massey knew at once everybody this side of the planet had to have heard it.
The rest of the battle was sheer chaos. The entire battlefield was covered in dust, burning debris and mini-explosions. Only the formidable sensors, the electronic signatures and the beacons allowed some clarity. For the rest, it was like they fought in the darkness. 
It was Behemoth after Behemoth, and it was both glorious and utterly horrible. The Volcano cannons blasted away everything in their path, be it the enemy Behemoths, buildings, abandoned factories, bridges and various parts of the world infrastructure.
They were like giants crushing colony of ants in their furious battle. They were warriors on a ground they had once sworn to defend. But they fought, for a future against Rhaegar and his eldest son was no future at all.
“The fighting has stopped at Camp Inferno,” informed him one of his communications operators. “Our losses have been heavy, but our allies appear to have triumphed.”
“How many engines have they left?”
“Three, and only one seems to be battle-ready.”
Justin preferred not to think about the butchery which was implied by these numbers. There had been nine Behemoths garrisoned at that Camp, if only three remained...
But there would be time to read the documentation later. For now, there was a battle to win: there were still two enemies on the battlefield against his eight remaining Behemoths.
There was no mercy and no demand of surrender. Slowly and methodically, they assaulted the warriors loyal to Bywater and mangled their legs, throwing the formidable engines on the ground and giving them the finishing blows. The earth shook violently for each of its death.
And finally, it was over. Justin Massey had never felt more exhausted in his life, but there was one more thing to do.
“Hail the starships in orbit. Tell him we have defeated the rebel Behemoths. King Viserys can land his Dragonstone troops to restore order in the capital city.”

King Viserys III Targaryen, 04.09.300AAC, King’s Landing System

“Major-General Justin Massey has wiped out the enemy Behemoths, your Grace,” the subdued tone of General Baelor Staunton, Lord of Rook’s Rest, was more eloquent than a sob to tell him how bad the casualty list was going to be.
“How many engines are left to support my claim?”
This was cold, but he could do nothing for the tens of thousands dead and wounded this gigantic battle had created less than a hundred kilometres from the core of the Seven Sectors.
“Ten, your Grace, and all of them are damaged to varying degrees.”
“Understood,” he replied, cursing in the privacy of his thoughts Ser Barristan Selmy. The old Kingsguard had tried to rally all his loyal walkers and as a result the Behemoths had fought their great fratricidal battle in the middle of bridges and minor cities.
The fact he could see the fire and the devastation from his position in orbit told him how hard-fought the battle had been. If he had any doubt left, the fact there had been twenty-nine Behemoths stationed in the three camps yesterday dissipated them.
But he had the loyalty of the eight crews at Dragonstone. These were eight intact crews and machines, in addition to the ten who had emerged victorious from this carnage. This should give him a formidable Behemoth superiority against any opponent, for at best Rhaegar’s eldest son would have the seven Behemoths of the Reach and the two Crown engines he had taken with him.
“Lord Ardrian, report,” he commanded the Vice-Admiral, who had just taken his flag aboard the Vhagar after emptying his personal weapon in the skull of the Langward Captain commanding it.
“The Noble Houses of Rykker, Thorne, Hayford, Chyttering, Brune, Pyle and Bar Emmon have rallied to us, your Grace,” the old Lord Celtigar was smiling ferociously. “Many Masterly and Knightly Houses are adding their strength to our effectives as we speak. Lord Lothar Mallery is hesitating, but I think a short call from you will convince him he can swear his warships and his soldiers to your cause.”
“Very good, Admiral,” Viserys acknowledged the report. “Who are the nobles willing to die in the name of the Crown Prince?”
Because after the revelations spreading from the capital, there was not a chance in the Seven Hells Rhaegar would be able to hold a title more important than ‘asylum inmate’.
“Houses Langward, Buckley, Cressey, Bywater, Chelsted, Velaryon and Wendwater are forming the backbone of our opposition for the moment,” declared his senior naval subordinate after giving a brief look at a data-slate. “There are some smaller Houses declaring either for Prince Aegon or Prince Joffrey, but the names I’ve just given you are the main opponents. Of course, since they’ve sent the elite of their warships to the Reach Sector, we don’t have a lot of difficulty purging their cronies in the capital fleet.”
“Lord Bywater, his cousin Ser Jacelyn and most of their Knights were killed directly or indirectly by the Behemoth fighting,” Viserys whispered to himself before adding in a louder voice. “It seems you have the situation in hand. Continue your successes, Admiral.”
Lord Ardrian Celtigar saluted before cutting the conversation.
Seeing that for the first time in several hours nobody contacted him, Viserys profited from the moment of rest to ask his cook to deliver him a fast meal and a good bottle of wine. Several minutes later and a few instructions to the officers landing to restore order all around the planet, he was eating a large steak with some vegetables on a portable table installed near his tactical display.
The situation was far better than two days ago. At that date, only the stellar system of Dragonstone had been in a green halo to indicate it answered to him and not to Rhaegar. The green dragon above it – for it was his emblem – had appeared terribly alone. Now the situation was getting better. With the new declarations from the Crown Lords, some he had worked hard to rally to his cause, the Sector had many green lights, although the red representing the supporters of Rhaegar were still numerous. As he began an apple pie to finish his meal, he signalled his junior staff ten feet away to take some notes for the transmission of new orders.
“The moment the Red Keep is in our hands, several battlecruisers and heavy cruisers will have to deploy as fast they can to take advantage of our opponents’ confusion. Bywater Rest and Stokeworth must surrender as soon as humanly possible.”
As the Upper Kingswood and Rosby were his to command, these two systems were the keys for any enemy to come and push him out of the King’s Landing System before he had any possibility to place the defences on a war footing.
“As proof of its loyalty, House Chyttering and House Bar Emmon will use any means at their disposition for the Wendwater and Stonedance Systems to swear their oaths to me.”
House Massey would probably fight on his side, as he intended to promote Ser Justin to the rank of General. House Wendwater alas had considerably opened its coffers to receive Reach bribes these last years. Anything threatening their little illegal arrangements was going to be met by loud screams of refusal.
It was too bad...for them. Viserys had no intention to destroy Noble Houses every time they caused him headaches, but the Wendwater System fortifications were in a dire need to be overhauled and reinforced.
“The Dragonstone Deep Space Fleet will move to Driftmark and remove House Velaryon from power.”
The decision should have pained him, but frankly most because he respected the memory of Lord Lucerys Velaryon. Monford Velaryon and the new Lord Jacaerys had proven they had blood ties but little else to link them with the man who had lost his life fighting Ironborn.
Besides, he had to neutralise the Behemoth and grab the armament programs of the system.
“And the ships of the line who have rallied to us will be sent north against the Langward System.”
This way he would kill several problems in one operation. House Langward wouldn’t be able to mount offensives and raids in the neighbouring systems. His recently declared allies were going to be committed totally on his side, for the members of Aegon’s little circle weren’t likely to forget they were homeless and destitute.
“I will expect these offensives to be concluded in a week.”
A tall order, yes, but time was of the essence. Well, time always was a critical factor but in his case, more than in normal operations. As long as confusion and panic reigned, he could take the Crown Sector and build himself a power base sufficiently impressive to stop the other claimants in their tracks. If he let his local opposition muster its forces however, the war was going to drag on until the Reach Navy arrived and tore his forces apart. With this plan of battle, the systems he wouldn’t be able to secure were Cressey Hall, High Chelsted, the Antlers and the Low Kingswood. Those could be ignored for a few days as they lacked powerful mobile space fleets or the capacity to complete great flotilla of scout units.
“You Grace, the Goldcloak and Gold Fists headquarters are at last declaring for you,” informed him a Junior Captain.
“Good, contact the Red Keep and establish a link with Ser Barristan Selmy. Let’s see if the Bold Knight is in mind to do the sensible thing for once.”

Ser Barristan Selmy, 04.09.300AAC, King’s Landing System

The great command centre should have been full of life. It had been centuries ago and constantly modernised to acknowledge and update the situation in the Seven Sectors of Westeros, command the Crown Fleets, direct the millions of men fighting under the Targaryen banners to the frontlines and thousands of duties it took too long to explain.
By a conservative estimate, over thirty thousand people could work here in war time. A short look was largely enough to realise there wasn’t that many souls in the alcoves, sections and communication data-processors. All in all, there were maybe three thousand men and a couple of hundred servants.
And not all looked like they were happy to be here.
Barristan did his best to not notice, of course. He was a Kingsguard and he had an oath. If he listened to their talks circling around the red line of treachery, he would be forced to act...and a mutiny was the last thing he needed at the moment. The entire system was rebelling after the Spider had decided to stab the King and the Council in the back. The Loyal Behemoths were dead or dying. 
Prince Viserys, a young man he had believed to be a good and responsible lad, had obviously jumped to the occasion and decided to usurp the crown from his brother. After that, the madness had spread everywhere. There were tens of thousands smallfolk in the streets, and the traitor Gold Fists and Goldcloaks were massacring the loyal men and women who dared refusing the outrageous demands of the Prince of Summerhall.
“The King should never have granted this traitor the title of Dragonstone Admiral,” he told conversationally to the last remaining Kingsguard by his side. But it was not a confirmation he received a scowl.
“I disagree, Ser,” the young visage of Ser Arys Oakheart was a scowl. “It is one of the rare decisions the King took which wasn’t completely stupid.”
“Careful, now,” It wouldn’t do for a Kingsguard to voice this opinion in public.
The Knight of the Reach sniffed.
“Look at us,” Arys said with loathing in his voice. “We are trying to save what is left of the King’s Landing military forces, but there’s no one left to care. The Council is dead. The entire fleet is being purged as we speak. The armies have turned their cloaks. The Lords are abandoning us for we are damaged goods.”
“We are Kingsguards and we serve the King.” But deep inside, a little voice screamed to him the King had refused to come out the foundations of Maegor’s Citadel as long as he was busy with...something. Barristan was in contact every hour with Dayne, but the Lord Commander had firmly and glacially told him he would have to fight the battle alone.
“Well...” the conversation stopped as one of his aides ran to deliver to him a message.
“The Traitor Prince Viserys is on line 1.”
Barristan smiled unhappily. So it had come to this. The capital and the entire planet were lost. Now the turncloaks wanted the Red Keep intact.
“Activate the link, but limited display in front of me, please.”
It wouldn’t do at all for the enemy to have a good look at the war room. One second later, and a life-sized holographic image of Prince Viserys Targaryen appeared at the emplacement he wanted. Barristan had almost expected the crown, the gaudy decorations and the sceptre of royal authority, but the youngest brother of King Rhaegar showed none of these objects on his person. In fact, his clothes were those of a simple Admiral with two military medals above his heart and a simple green dragon on his chest to break the monotony of the gold uniform.
“Ser Barristan,” the rebellious Admiral of Dragonstone saluted.
“Speak your words, traitor,” Barristan called back.
The young man winced before catching up quickly and smiling thinly.
“It is going to be that way, isn’t it?” The question was obviously rhetoric and thus neither Kingsguard opened their mouths to reply. “My forces have the Red Keep surrounded and the energy of the cities’ fusion plants is no longer available to you. You have secondary systems, I know it, but your anti-air batteries will not last long since I have complete control of the fleet and the orbital defences. And most of the peace garrison has been lost trying to restore control. For some reason, people didn’t like the ugly affairs you tolerated for too long.”
“I am well-aware of my situation, thank you.”
“In this case, surrender,” pleaded the traitor Prince. “I don’t want to storm the fortress and provoke a bloodbath...”
“You will have to,” cut him Barristan. “I am not going to throw down my weapons for a man who has decided to betray his family and everything we stood for. I hope you weren’t deluded to think we would gladly accept to serve in your Kingsguard.”
The face of Prince Viserys turned into a smirk.
“Give you a place in my Kingsguard?” The laughter which resonated in his ears had the music of sincerity. And then the smirk became a very angry expression.
“I don’t want you in my Kingsguard, Barristan the Bold,” the venom when his nickname was uttered was impressive. “For two decades, you should have restrained Rhaegar. He is raving mad. I know it, you know it, Varys knew it and now thanks to him, the entire realm is aware of it. After my father, you had a duty to the realm. You squandered it, you, Oswell Whent and of course this psychopath of Arthur Dayne.”
“We swore a vow.” This was absolute. The Kingsguard and the white swords did not rule. “We protect the King.”
“Nice words,” the reply was dark and sarcastic. “I’m sure the rest of the realm is incredibly happy to know that...because while you saved him from his weekly assassinations, Westeros was falling apart.”
“The Crown Prince can and will retake the capital.” That was not something Barristan had doubts about. The Crown warships may have temporarily sided with Viserys, but a large fleet had been sent at Highgarden and the moment the Crown-Reach armada came back, Viserys supporters would bend the knee and beg for mercy.
“By the Crone, you really are an idiot aren’t you?” Barristan nearly stopped the communication after this insult. “I am not the enemy you should be concerned about. Rhaenys is on her way from Dorne to take the throne and I’m sure Prince Joffrey is doing the same. The entire Storm Sector is ready to implode and every House which rebelled in the last thirty years will rebel once they hear the proof of your crimes. Your regime is dead. Now do the reasonable thing, open the gates and swear yourself to the black. The Night’s Watch can benefit from your abilities...”
“Never.”
Viserys looked to open his mouth for another attempt when another voice was heard. And to Barristan’s surprise it was one of a woman.
This was a grave violation of procedure. The war room was not authorised to female servants and-
“I wanted to see if you were going to do the intelligent thing, but I guess the time where Kingsguards were more than rape accomplices, genocide-makers and assassins-in-chief is over.”
“Who are you?”
“I am the death of your King. Now die, Barristan the Bold, and know you have utterly failed in your duty. Boom.”
Barristan was still trying to understand that someone had hacked the most secure war room of the Red Keep when the space about one hundred metres before him exploded.
“No...”
The shockwave propelled him directly against the wall and the splinters impaled his Terminator battle-armour. There was a scream of agony and Barristan saw Ser Arys fall, half of his body missing and next to him the tactical displays were killing dozens of his subordinates as their work instruments were pulverised in lethal debris.
For a second, Barristan saw the hurricane of destruction calm and he felt relief. Then the flames came and he screamed, as his battle-armour and himself were literally and bloodily stuck to the back wall.
But everyone was dead.
No one came. There was no rescue, no reinforcements and he could not draw his sword for his arms didn’t answer anymore.
“I swore a vow...”
For the first time of his life, he drew absolutely no comfort from it.
The flames engulfed the war room.
Ser Barristan Selmy screamed.

Lady Margaery Tyrell, 04.09.300AAC, Highgarden System
When Margaery saw Willas enter, she knew her fears – and his – about the war reunion had just been justified.
Her eldest brother fell on one of the blue-green armchairs with a groan of relief and drank an entire glass of red before he opened his mouth.
“Your betrothed, sister, is mad and a complete idiot,” the first words out of his mouth were the final confirmation.
“How bad is it?”
“Oh, nothing too important,” Willas was rarely showing this much unhappiness, in public or not. “Father was convinced he had to lead the charge against the snakes, and it is so convenient we have a grand fleet here ready for war. The Crown and the Reach fleet will unite, hand in hand, and crush this rebellion in months.”
If Willas had not explained it to her beforehand, she would have thought it was a good idea. But while the forces in the Highgarden were impressive, there were also terribly far from the frontlines and would need over a month to finish their preparations and reach Marcher systems like Starpike. And at this moment, what the Reach needed was a fast-reaction force assembled in the minimum of time. They had to stabilise the Storm Sector before going after the Dornish on their own ground.
The total mobilisation ordered on every planet and orbital station was not fast.
Margaery looked at the luxurious golden chandeliers and the decoration of the living room her brothers and she used for their informal meetings. But each time her eyes fixed something, she was seeing the fires of exploding shipyards and human corpses floating in the void.
“How many warships are we speaking about?”
“The Crown will commit essentially ninety-nine percent of its First Fleet,” told Willas in a disapproving tone. “Three super-battleships, fourteen ships of the line, twenty-eight battlecruisers, two fleet carriers and their escorts are going to be resupplied and sent in direction of Nightsong. Father will go with them. He has decided to take one super-battleship, seventy-seven ships of the line, over one hundred and forty battlecruisers, seven fleet carriers and I will not bother you with the hundreds of lighter ships.”
Margaery nodded, trying to remind herself of the subtleties of the internal Reach jump points. This was a big fleet and would need to be resupplied and in permanent contact with Highgarden. Once it was said, it was obvious the path in the stars they had to take would be a Highgarden-Ambrose-Cider Hall-Ashford line...or go further by the Pommingham System if Willas’ worst fears about Connington and his ilk were justified.
“Is there any hope Father will change his mind?”
She knew they had to punish the treachery of House Martell for the hundreds of thousand people they had sentenced to oblivion, but this left them undermanned on other fronts and with the destruction of Westbrook they were not going to be as heavily reinforced as the initial strategy had planned for.
“I suppose it is possible,” Willas did not sound at all optimistic. “Father has summoned two-thirds of the Lords in five days before the official departure of the ‘Grand Fleet’. But I am persuaded he has made up his mind and is just trying to organise the rest of our fleet deployments right now.”
Margaery was a Lady of the Reach, and her mother and her grandmother had told her better than to swear, even if Willas was the only person present in this room. The last days were bringing bad news after bad news and the plans of her House were coming down in flames. Everything they had tried to build in the long decade of peace was threatened.
“The only positive outcome right now of this conflict is that my marriage timetable has been delayed to an unknown date,” her mother would reprimand her for these words. After listening to Prince Aegon in public without the filter of his circle, the propaganda bards who filtered everything and the paid courtiers, she had arrived to the logical conclusion Crown Prince Aegon Targaryen was just as dangerously mad as his father and his grandfather, just in a different way.
Manipulating him and binding him to her will would not be exactly difficult. The methods she would have to use left a very bad taste in her mouth, but she could do it. It was what she had been trained to do for the glory and the future of House Tyrell.
The problem was...how many problems had he created at King’s Landing she was not aware of? It was kind of obvious now the Highgarden intelligence services had not been able to infiltrate the Red Keep as they wanted to be...
“I suppose Father gave you command of the Highgarden Reserve, then.”
Let’s give her father this due, this was exactly where Willas’ talents were best used.
“Yes, it’s Garlan who is going with the Grand Fleet. Loras has been commanded to join him too, but the messages will take time to arrive to him as we don’t know his exact travel destinations.”
Brown eyes met brown eyes and for a moment Margaery wanted nothing but to abandon this political turmoil and go to a nice mansion until the disorder stopped. It was tempting to take her cousins, go to a beach for sunbathing, swim and laugh about the boys they wanted to kiss. But she was a Tyrell of Highgarden and she couldn’t do that to her family.
“What do you think the Dornish have in mind, striking us like that?” she asked instead after a long silence. “They have to know they can’t stand against our fleets and our armies...”
“Since they began this war, they must think they have a chance...” Willas readjusted his military uniform. “But I suppose we will soon get messengers from the Sector telling us whether or not their murderous sneak attack on Westbrook, Beesbury and Ambrose was justified from their point of view...”

Senior Captain Lady Brienne Tarth, 04.09.300AAC, Summerhall System
“We are,” Brienne paused dramatically, “tourists.”
The custom officer in Targaryen colours sent her a murderous look, but his mouth stayed closed and not an insult was heard.
This uncommon reserve from a man sworn to the dragon may have to do something with the dozen laser rifles and other weapons pointed directly at him.
“You are tourists in violation of the Westerosi laws,” the slowness of the sentence told her that if there had not been these weapons around, the tone of the black-haired man would have louder and less tolerant.
“I suppose this will be for the courts to decide, then?” And the custom officer was forced to nod, as hundreds of soldiers from Evenfall embarked in the shuttles. Their destination was the planet they watched from the orbital hangars.
Summerhall.
Jewel of the Storm Sector, once owned by the Lords of Storm’s End, confiscated by the Targaryen dynasty during the Great Rebellion. The planet had no massive orbital defences, no great fleet and no endless armies to mount a defence. It had little to none industrial capacity. No, Summerhall principal advantage was its crucial strategic location in the middle of the Storm Sector: five jump points allowed any starship to come and get out of this system. Stonehelm, Fawnton and Blackhaven were one jump away. To reach Storm’s End and Felwood, any merchant or simple traveller required two translations.
As a consequence, the beautiful world of Summerhall she could watch from her current location was a prized pleasure world and owning it provided its proprietor a nice cash influx. Thousands of wealthy men, women and their families came to Summerhall every year. The destroyed warships of the Battles of Summerhall had long been scrapped or towed elsewhere. The oceans and seas of the planet were of the purest blue and each continent looked simply perfect.
Brienne knew the conditions on the ground were fulfilling the picture in orbit. To live on Summerhall for several fortnights was to enjoy a climate of summer, exotic food and an infrastructure built to satisfy the most capricious trillionaires. There were mansions, inns and palaces on Summerhall, she knew, which would make the finest holdfasts of Evenfall small and poor in comparison.
“I don’t know what game you’re playing with, Captain,” the curiosity existed under a thin veneer of arrogance, “but King’s Landing will throw your Lord in a prison cell. Summerhall belongs to House Targaryen, and challenging them will end badly for the man you have sworn your fealty to. And he won’t be the only one to pay the price. King Rhaegar...”
“King Rhaegar promised us peace, order and prosperity,” retorted Brienne, with a pomp taken straight from the introduction music of Galactic Targaryen News.
“You know, my Father believed him, for a time. House Tarth really wanted to forget the Great Rebellion. Lord Robert was dead and we knew the Tyrells would smash us if we gave them a pretext.”
Thousands of shuttles entered the atmosphere under the cheers of the crowd, the battlecruisers and the screen providing a show of military might for any man of the local garrison who might entertain thoughts of resistance.
“But over and over, the Targaryens screwed us. The taxes never stopped rising. We couldn’t maintain a large military, but every time we were forced to battle pirates and corsairs from the Narrow Void, we were ignored. The help pleas were not interesting Griffin’s Roost and King’s Landing. They wanted us weak and demilitarised, while their friends were busy selling half of our economy to the Reach and the Crown Sectors. They wanted us poor and unemployed, as a desperate population will eat the scraps of their Lords wherever they came from. They wanted us divided, for a rebellion could not begin if we lacked support. They wanted us humiliated, because their arrogance was so overwhelming they thought their victories were a sign of the Seven they were right.”
Ser Brienne of Tarth turned her heels and marched back to her transport.
“We tried peace on their terms and we failed to satisfy the Targaryens. We Stormlanders don’t like being dragged in chains in service of the dragon-less lords.”
“You can’t win!” She didn’t turn back at the loud exclamation. “The Storm Sector is nearly bankrupt!”
“Winning isn’t the point,” Brienne spoke loudly for her Navy, Army and Marine personnel to not miss a word of the debate. “We want to be free. Give me liberty, or give me death...”



Captain Lady Sansa Stark, 04.09.300AAC, King’s Landing System
“Boom.”
The listening devices went off-line and the holographic screens became black. Many displays flickered before agonising and stopping functioning. In the distance, a loud rumble was heard, the after-shocks of the plasma bomb under the command war room.
“That’s two Kingsguards dealt with,” she told Meera.
“And Jaime Lannister is probably a Dornish prisoner of war,” added her friend and co-commander for this mission. “Preston Greenfield and all his men have deserted to swear their weapons to Joffrey. The Hightower Knight is protecting the Crown Prince at Highgarden. Oswell Whent did us a favour and got himself killed in the streets of King’s Landing.”
There was a pause and several crannogmen around them smirked in an evil manner.
“I suppose, Lord Commander Arthur Dayne, that you are the last of the old Kingsguard.”
Their naked prisoner sent them a glare of pure loathing, but tied and bound as he was, it was the only thing he could do. Gone were the white armour and the frightening white helmet. The man was disarmed, bled from several minor wounds on the arms and legs and he had a lot of blue-violet bruises from his eyes to his feet.
That was what happened when you were a frightening warrior able to slaughter your way against any opposition, but an execrable piece of shit in your usual day’s life. Skill with a vibro-sword, a warhammer or a power-axe was useless when one of the servants you had killed the brother on the King’s order spiked your drink with a rape drug.
“I suppose it is fitting,” remarked Sansa. “The worst Sword of the Morning in living memory was the last defender of a Mad King.” The daughter of Eddard Stark turned to Meera. “Under the circumstances, I see no reason to give him the opportunity of a confession, last words or innocence pleas.”
“Agreed.”
“Ser Arthur Dayne, by the will of Lord Eddard Stark, you are judged for the kidnapping, the rape and the murder of Lady Lyanna Stark of Winterfell, my aunt. We have also sufficient evidence to link you with the murder of Lady Ashara Dayne, your sister. By your ignoble actions and monstrous deeds, the Seven Sectors burned in the fires of war. The Old Gods only know how many thousands you have murdered directly and how many millions of souls have perished at war because you swore your sword to a prophecy-loving Rapist.”
Sansa drew her dagger from her scabbard. She could have used her rifle, an explosive or something more lethal twenty metres away. But she was a Stark, and the person who passed the sentence wielded the sword.
“The sentence is death, to be executed immediately and as slowly as possible.”
The first strike of her dagger plunged between the legs, spraying blood where no man or woman liked to receive blows. The second stabbed his left leg. The third struck the right. Arms, hands, nose and everything she had the urge to cut was done, spraying a lot of blood on her grey armour.
After two minutes, she stopped. 
“The North Remembers, Arthur Dayne. When you see Aerys in hell, tell him his son will soon join him.” Her dagger sliced his throat and Sansa stood, unwilling to watch the light disappear in these violet eyes. Arthur Dayne had committed unforgivable sins, and his death was just retribution.
Meera was waiting for her on the other side of the deep control command of Maegor’s Citadel. Sansa cleaned her dagger with a smile on a tapestry of the Conquest, and they marched to the end of the corridor silently.
As expected, security was pathetic in the entrails of the Red Keep. Their initial entrance had revealed huge weaknesses – whatever Meera said, few Northerners of their group had the built to be convincing servants – but once you managed to hack your way in their systems, it was like she had been handed the keys of the vaults without much effort.
Maybe she was that good. But Sansa banished the thought immediately. It was likelier the Targaryens and their bootlickers were just that bad.
“The madman is in a sort of ceremonial room at the end of the V-2 avenue, My Lady,” announced one of her soldiers. “Per your instructions we have not entered the room. The soldiers in position at the doors and the idiots coming out have been dealt with permanently.”
“Excellent,” it was good when the plans were working like a finely tuned program. “What is the Rapist doing by the way?”
“Err...he looks to be preparing a sort of...ritual...”
It was in fact worse than that. When the Northern assassination force saw the first corpses on the red and black carpets, it was clear something awful was happening there. Granted Sansa had never thought the insane King was doing nice things when he was secure from the rest of the world, but...
There was a lot of blood everywhere. And a lot of it belonged to men who by all accounts were the court of sycophant the Rapist liked to surround himself with. Some looked like they had been gunned down. Others had their wrists and throats slit. None had died peacefully.
“By the Old Gods...”swore quietly Meera.
Their arrival, while not silent and furtive, was not intercepted by guards or fanatic warriors.
There were just dead people. In Sansa’s opinion, it was a fitting metaphor of what was going to happen to the Seven Sectors if Rhaegar was not removed today. And honestly, it might be too late for millions of souls.
At the centre of the ceremonial room were more corpses, some were disposed on caricature of living beings, other were lying where they had met their ends. The dead were of all society classes. Guards, merchants, court nobles, servants, septons and red priests were presenting their dead faces and their mutilated legs, shoulders or back. Sansa was not sure, but one of them was dressed in the parade uniform of a Westerosi High Admiral.
And at the centre of this madness was the architect of the Rebellion seventeen years ago: Rhaegar Targaryen himself.
The Rapist was busy shouting in an unknown tongue as they approached. It looked like nonsense to her ears, but a glance at a circle of burning candles and three extremely big jewel-like objects told her what Rhaegar Targaryen had intended to do.
And the next words of the Iron Throne owner supported her theory.
“Why aren’t they hatching?” the silver-haired man yelled. Under the light of old-fashioned torches and in dirty clothes, Rhaegar looked like a clone of Aerys II. “They must hatch! The prophecy is clear! The sacrifices have been done! The song of ice and fire must save life and give time for the hero to defeat the Great Other!”
Sansa didn’t laugh. Rhaegar had constantly tried to plunge the Seven Sectors into the abyss and his support of the Night’s Watch was non-existent. And here he wanted dragons to feed his monstrous delusions.
“Rhaegar Targaryen!”
“I’m busy, Arthur!” screamed in a mad voice the incest-spawned tyrant. But something in her voice must have alarmed him, for he abandoned his little dance on the altar and turned to watch them.
Rhaegar Targaryen paled. Obviously, even from the pit of insanity of his mind, he could recognise the battle-armours of House Stark.
“Rapist Rhaegar Targaryen, I am Sansa Stark of Winterfell.” 
Words that every Northern man, woman and child had dreamed to utter in the last decades were hers to speak.
“Lord Eddard Stark sends his regards.”
****
Author’s note: and here we go for the war which the old and young people will remember for the rest of their lives...
The Warlords are rising, the fortresses are falling and armies are mustering in the name of vengeance and justice. The Long Peace is no more. Now is the time for battles and betrayals.
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