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        XB-9163-D—Terran Coalition Border Zone

        Asteroid Habitat

        1 November 2434

      

      

      

      With every step Dmitry Borisov took, the harsh sounds of his spacer boots crunching on the alloy deck echoed. Only a few weeks earlier, he’d been living in luxury on Unity Station while directing the League of Sol’s External Security Service operations from the shadows. But Borisov was a man of action, and when his previous efforts had ended in failure, he decided the missing ingredient for success was him.

      Meeting with contacts near enemy-held space was dangerous at best, but Borisov wanted to look the people he was about to hire in the eyes. To ensure they are up to the task.

      The abandoned mining habitat was used as a free port and kept in service by a small group of independent mining corporations that allowed the local criminal elements shelter.

      Allowed probably isn’t the right word. Borisov sneered. The individualist humans and aliens in the Sagittarius arm did as they pleased, consequences be damned. Only power and might seemed to matter. The situation greatly disgusted him.

      The metallic click of a weapon’s action sounded like a thunderclap above the background noise.

      Whirling around, Borisov had no time to draw his plasma pistol and stared at three men. Two were human, and one was an alien of a species he didn’t recognize. It had vaguely reptilian skin but wasn’t a Saurian. That much, he was sure of.

      “Mr. Logan, I presume?”

      “You presume correctly.” A human in the middle of the small group stepped forward. He had sandy-brown hair and a youthful face dotted with several scars. “Richard Logan.” No hand was extended.

      Borisov felt his fight-or-flight instinct kick in. While he’d served as a field agent before, that was several years ago. “I am Dominic Rocha. We spoke a few days ago.”

      Loud laughter echoed from the three men, and Logan’s lips curled into a smirk.

      “I don’t know who you are, but you’re sure as hell not Dominic Rocha.”

      Borisov held up a hand. “If you don’t wish to do business—”

      In a flash, all three men drew weapons.

      Logan stepped forward. Before Borisov could react, the cold metal of the pistol was pressed against his forehead. “Shut up. You do realize that I could kill you right here, and no one would know, much less care?”

      “I have credits—”

      Logan laughed again. “I’ve got credits too. And if you were stupid enough to bring a credit chip with you, I’ll cut your finger off and use it to access them.” His cold stare left no doubt as to the veracity of the statement.

      “You need to take a step back,” Borisov replied quietly. “And hear my proposal.” Yes, these are the ones I need. Years of training kept his heart from racing as he leveled the men with an equally cold glare.

      “Okay, Rocha. I’m listening.”

      “You and your associates have a certain reputation, Mr. Logan.” Borisov glanced between the three, sizing each up as a potential opponent. “You kill without remorse, yes?”

      “Two types of people in this universe. Those who play by the rules and live their pathetic little lives… and us. We take from them. Some blood gets spilled.” Logan shrugged. “Not my problem.”

      Individualists are scum. Borisov wanted to kill the lot of them and erase their asteroid from existence along with everyone else associated with them. To him, it wasn’t the methods they used. Force, including murder, was completely justifiable to deal with enemies of the state. No, the crime they committed was the ultimate one—to put themselves above the needs of society. Ironically, I will use them to defeat the other individualists.

      “In addition to credits, I have a virtually unlimited supply of weapons, including hand, ship, and fighter-sized munitions. Missiles, mines, plasma cannons. Practically anything that can be had, I have in hand.”

      Logan narrowed his eyes. “I thought you wanted to discuss a job, not sell us arms.”

      “You misunderstand me. I mean to give you these weapons if you take the job.”

      “Something’s off here.” Logan made a cutting motion across his throat. “This joker’s probably with CBI. Throw him out an airlock and do it quietly.”

      As the other human reached out to grab him, Borisov took his arm and, in a fluid motion, twisted it around with a bone-sickening crunch. At the same time, he used his dominant hand to cross-draw his pistol and pressed it against the thug’s temple. “I strongly suggest you reconsider, gentlemen.”

      Logan and the alien aimed their weapons at Borisov.

      “Acting like a tough guy doesn’t do anything for me, Rocha. Seen plenty of CBI undercovers in my time do the same,” Logan said. “And if you think I’m going to let you walk out of here because you took a hostage, well, you’re in for a rude awakening. I’ll shoot him to get to you. If you want a quick, painless death, I suggest quitting while you’re ahead.”

      “I am not with the CBI, Mr. Logan,” Borisov replied smoothly as he squeezed the trigger of his plasma pistol and sent a charge of energy through the unlucky man’s brain. The body collapsed to the floor in a heap. “Perhaps you can appreciate that, now? Or should we take our chances on trying to kill each other?”

      “Do you have a better suggestion?” Logan asked. His voice wavered, though the aim of his pistol remained firmly centered on Borisov’s forehead.

      “Put our weapons away, have a conversation, and work out a deal that makes you and your associates wealthy beyond all dreams.” Borisov’s lips curled into a nasty little grin.

      Logan glanced at the alien and nodded. “I think we can do that.” He lowered his pistol and gestured further into the asteroid. “After you, Mr. Rocha.”
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        New Washington

        Lincoln Memorial Hospital Complex

        18 November 2434

      

      

      

      “Faster,” Justin grated out as the shuttle entered the atmosphere of New Washington. Heat from friction effects wrapped the craft in flame, and he checked his personal communicator once again.

      “Any faster, and we’ll burn up,” the pilot, a CDF warrant officer named Porter, replied. A middle-aged woman, she had said little since he came aboard.

      Colonel Tehrani had personally approved a seventy-two-hour liberty pass the day before and worked some magic to get Justin a berth on a corvette returning from the front lines for refit. Whether he would make it in time for his son’s birth was still uncertain. Michelle had been in labor for four hours, and the baby could arrive at any moment. “You can get another three thousand KPH out of this thing before hitting any red lines.”

      “What the hell is so important down there, Captain?”

      “My son’s delivery,” Justin snapped. “I missed my daughter’s birth because I was still active duty out of college.”

      Porter’s expression softened. “Why didn’t you just tell me that?”

      Justin shrugged. “I’m not one for special treatment. But this is quite important to me.” He let out a sigh. “I failed my wife the last time. I don’t want a repeat.”

      “Strapped in, sir?”

      “Yup.”

      She grinned. “Hang on.”

      The shuttle suddenly pitched down farther and accelerated. Justin recognized the shaking as the shield generator’s reaction to sustained thermal stress. The craft shot through the atmosphere like a speeding bullet, and in no time, blue sky broke through the sea of flame. As they rocketed above the planet at ten thousand meters’ altitude, a series of sonic booms rattled the cockpit.

      “Which hospital, sir?”

      “Lincoln Memorial. Women’s health ring,” Justin replied. His knuckles turned white from gripping his seat. “You know how to fly this thing, Warrant.”

      “Might not be as good as you fancy fighter pilots, but yeah, I can hold my own, sir.” She cued her commlink. “This is CDF Shuttle Six-Eight-Niner requesting landing permission for Lincoln Memorial. I have a military medical emergency.”

      Justin’s eyes grew wide at the lie. “Uh, Warrant—”

      She touched her headset. “We’re approved, Captain.”

      “But uh…”

      “Look, I’d want my husband to be there, too, okay? Just move your ass and get to the right ward.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Justin replied wryly.

      It didn’t take long for the shuttle to make its final approach. Porter performed the maneuver with the hand of a professional who had many years of training. She flared out at the last second and set down on the landing pad. “Good luck, Captain, and Godspeed. Rear hatch is open.”

      “Thanks, Warrant. Godspeed to you too.” Justin unstrapped himself from the harness and bounded out of the copilot's chair. Running full tilt, he raced by a group of paramedics rushing toward the shuttle. Heh. I hope the two of us don’t get court-martialed for this stunt.

      The medical complex was sprawling. Lincoln Memorial had three separate towers, several ancillary buildings, and multiple helicar garages. Usefully, they were well marked, and he was able to guide himself toward the women’s health center quickly. Michelle had sent him a message with the birthing suite she was in, and he tore through the lobby like a man possessed.

      “Sir, can I help you?” a receptionist called out.

      “I’m good!” Justin yelled as he raced by, absentmindedly remembering to remove his cover. He dashed into a gravlift and punched the button for the twenty-eighth floor.

      A few moments later, the doors whooshed open, and Justin nearly bowled over a group of nurses as he charged out.

      Sorry!” he yelled over his shoulder. “My wife’s in labor!”

      The nurses stared at him with bemused expressions.

      One put her hands on her hips. “Try not to kill anyone while you're at it, soldier!” Even she had a grin on her face, however.

      Less than thirty seconds later, Justin crashed through the door of his wife’s room to find two nurses and a doctor present along with Michelle. She was crying in pain, a medical cloth draped over her swollen belly.

      “Who are you, and why aren’t you masked?” one of the nurses cried out.

      “I’m the husband,” Justin replied. “I’m sorry. My shuttle just landed. I came as fast as I could.”

      “About time,” Michelle said between moans. “I’d about given up.”

      The nurse handed him a surgical mask. “Put this on and stand on the other side.”

      Justin nodded and slipped the mask over his face. He made his way around the bed and took Michelle’s hand. “I’m sorry I cut it so close.”

      She screamed then sucked in a breath. “It’s okay. You’re here now, and your son is making this difficult.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The baby is breach,” the doctor announced as she raised her head from under the cloth. “I’m going to try again to shift him, but if I can’t, we’ll have to operate.”

      It took Justin a moment to register that their son was trying to come out feet first. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Breathing exercises,” the doctor replied curtly before sticking her head back down.

      Michelle grabbed his hand and held it so tightly that Justin thought she might break his wrist. “I didn’t want to do this again without you.”

      “I know.”

      “Thank you. I don’t know how you pulled it off, but thank you, baby.”

      Justin grinned as emotion finally caught up with him, and his eyes watered. “Thank Colonel Tehrani. She pulled out all the stops.” Tears dripped down his cheeks. “Are you okay?” He immediately felt stupid at the lame question.

      “Okay, I’ve got him turned. Push!” the doctor yelled, cutting off all conversation.

      It took a second, but Michelle’s face turned bloodred as she pushed with all her might, screaming in pain. Again and again, she squeezed Justin’s hand until it nearly broke.

      Finally, the doctor spoke again. “Stop!”

      A moment later, the cry of a baby filled the room, and Michelle relaxed, breathing heavily. “Oh, thank God.”

      The doctor pushed Michelle’s legs down and lifted the crying infant. It was an almost alien sight. Covered in a gooey substance and his face deformed from passing through the birth canal, the baby looked nothing like how he had on the holoprograms.

      “Would you like to cut the cord?” she asked.

      “Uh, how?”

      “Didn’t you take birthing classes with your wife?” the doctor asked, exasperated.

      “No, ma’am. I’ve been at the front since the war started.”

      Whatever condemnation was present in her voice disappeared. “I see. Well, I’ll clamp both ends, and it's straightforward—you cut with a pair of sterile scissors between the clamps. Neither your child nor your wife can feel it.”

      Justin gulped. For some reason, the task intimidated him far more than having League fighters try to blow his Sabre apart. “Okay. Got it.” He reached for the medical scissors and gripped them while the medical professionals clamped the cord. After sliding the razor-sharp implement to where the doctor indicated, he squeezed, severing the cord. Staring at his son, Justin felt more wonder than at any time in his life.

      The nurses quickly cleaned up the blood left by the procedures and proceeded to clean and wrap the infant.

      “Do you have any preference for where we’ll store the cord blood?” the doctor asked.

      Justin shook his head and glanced at Michelle. “Dear?”

      “CDF Medical. Because we’re moving, remember?”

      “Oh yeah.” Justin cracked a grin. The move to Canaan had been delayed because of her pregnancy. He hadn’t wanted his wife to make the trip without him.

      “We’ll give you three a few minutes together before we need to perform imaging on you, Michelle,” the doctor explained. “To check for any complications internally.”

      “Thank you,” Justin replied.

      One of the nurses handled Michelle the swaddled baby, and she held him gently.

      The medical team left, and Justin walked to the side of the bed and put a hand on top of his wife’s. “I’m sorry I cut it so close, baby.”

      She peered up at him, and love radiated from her eyes. “All that matters is you made it, and if you hadn’t, I would’ve understood.”

      Justin knew she was telling the truth, and that probably hurt more than anything. She’s willing to do almost anything for me. Thoughts of leaving the military or requesting a transfer to a training command on Canaan flooded his mind. He shoved them aside and focused instead on their son. “I looked over the list of names you sent.”

      Michelle cooed at the baby and held him close. “Did you like any of them?”

      “He looks like an Owen.”

      “How does a five-minute-old baby look like anything?” She giggled. “I love you so much.”

      Tears flowed down Justin’s cheeks and dripped onto Owen’s head. “I love you too.” Staring at the tiny baby, he felt love well out of him like a never-ending spring. “Where’s Maggie?”

      “Mom’s got her.” Michelle winced and moaned. “Ugh. You know, they say the pain stops once you deliver. It’s not true.”

      Justin squeezed her shoulder. He tried to think of something to say that didn’t sound cheesy. In the end, he kept silent, staring down at the amazing miracle of life until the nurses came back in.
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      Hundreds of light-years away, Colonel Banu Tehrani relaxed in her stateroom aboard the CSV Zvika Greengold. Since the ship was in space dock, she had no need to sleep a few steps from the bridge. After months on patrol and at the front, a week of sleeping in her cabin felt like a vacation. Except I’m alone, still working twelve hours a day, and haven’t seen my husband in the flesh for months. She took a sip of tea—a unique Persian blend she enjoyed—and glanced at the clock. Almost time.

      At 1900 on the dot, her tablet buzzed with a vidlink call from her husband, Ibrahim. She touched the button to accept, and his smiling face filled the screen. An economics professor, he always seemed to look the part, complete with a rumpled corduroy suit.

      “Banu! Waiting two weeks between calls is outrageous. Someone should tell General Saurez he’s hurting morale across the Coalition Defense Force.”

      He’s especially animated today. Tehrani grinned. “Would you like his fleetlink profile, husband? I’ll let you tell him.”

      Ibrahim chuckled. “That probably wouldn’t do well for your career. Or mine, for that matter.” He paused and scrunched his nose. “How are you? I’ve missed you so much.”

      “Still here. Some days, it's all I can hope for. I missed you too.”

      “I’ve been busying myself with this new consulting role with the government economics office. The Department of War Economy, they’re calling it.” Ibrahim rolled his eyes. “I’m convinced half these people are closet socialists.”

      She laughed. “Why?”

      “Because they want to introduce a command-style economic system to control the production of war material. It’s not sustainable, and even if it worked, we’d end up like the League of Sol. Why can’t these idiots see that neither communism nor socialism has ever worked, in any context, at any point in human existence?”

      He’s so cute when he’s got a full head of steam. “Have you tried reasoning with them, my husband?”

      “Yes. Yes. I know. Be nice. Don’t call people names.” Ibrahim winked at her. “I remember my manners. What about you? Is some downtime helping things?”

      “It has. We’re about ready to depart.” She carefully avoided saying what their next objective was. Electronic posters flashed on virtually every deck of the ship, reminding everyone not to talk about any military information. Loose Lips Sink Ships was one particularly compelling message.

      “You can’t say more. I know.”

      Tehrani touched the screen. “There was a time when I thought being a stay-at-home mother and raising our children would bore me to death. Now, I wish it was an option more than anything else.”

      “My dear, you’ve served for two decades. It’s okay to step out in a few months.”

      She could hear hope in his words—that she would someday soon retire. I can’t leave this war undone. “Perhaps you’re right.” Inwardly, Tehrani chuckled. The phrase was something the imam had mentioned in his last sermon. But she didn’t want to disappoint Ibrahim on a night they’d both looked forward to for two weeks. Ever since the last time we got to talk.

      “I want you to know how proud I am of you out there, fighting for our freedoms,” he replied. “But you must remember it's not only your responsibility.”

      “They’re more than my crew, husband—”

      “They’re family,” he finished with a rueful smile. “I know. It’s one of the things I love about you.”

      “Thank you.” Tehrani fought back tears. “At least soon, we’ll be doing something useful.” That was as far as she dared to go, hoping to avoid the AI censors that monitored all communications for keywords between CDF soldiers and family members.

      “Good.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “Any word on when you might get leave?”

      She shook her head. “Scuttlebutt says three more months.”

      “No one is being allowed off?”

      Tehrani didn’t want to mention she’d let one of her pilots off the ship for three days. “Not except for extraordinary circumstances.”

      “Hmm. What if I won a prize for solving P versus NP?”

      She stared quizzically at her tablet. “What?”

      “Mathematics joke, dear. It’s a math problem that’s been unsolved for centuries.” Ibrahim cracked a smile. “The timer shows fifteen seconds left.”

      Tehrani touched the screen again. “Two weeks, love. Only two more weeks.”

      “Take care of yourself and walk with Allah.”

      “I will, husband.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” The screen blinked off, leaving Tehrani in silence.

      What she couldn’t tell him was that at long last, the Zvika Greengold would be going on the offensive. Several stealth raiders were joining Battlegroup Z, and collectively they would sniff out and destroy League supply convoys headed for Eire. She assumed it was part of a larger-scale effort to liberate the colony, but General Yukimura was even more tight-lipped than usual.

      As she set the tablet down, Tehrani ruminated on how much she looked forward to getting back into action against the League. Months of convoy escort duty and mopping up after pirates was tiresome, but more importantly, it left her and, she suspected, most of the crew feeling like they weren’t pulling their weight in the clash of civilizations. The Leaguers will pay… at the sharp end of our spear.

      The sentiment did nothing to quell the nightmares she had almost every night, but Tehrani held on to the hope that once they’d recaptured Eire and run the League out of Coalition space, perhaps the war would end—and she could go home.
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        XB-9163-D—Terran Coalition Border Zone

        Asteroid Habitat

        19 November 2434

      

      

      

      Nothing had ever made Richard Logan happier than seeing two hundred million standard Terran Coalition credits appear in his bank account on Galt. He could scarcely believe it, as he’d thought that Rocha, or whatever his real name was, boasting about how much currency he had was pure fabrication. It led to many changes in his organization. Where once austerity was practiced, now came largess.

      The biggest challenge is to avoid wasting this money. Logan strongly suspected their benefactor was with intelligence from either the League of Sol or a powerful neutral system that wanted to knock the Terran Coalition down a peg or two. Which means we can’t afford to screw this up.

      He strode into a small, decrepit room behind a favorite bar of his crew, where his right-hand man, Eric Karlsen, was already present along with Aurit, a Saurian who’d been running with them for a couple of years. Aurit was technically one of the “fangless,” a group of dishonored Saurians who’d dodged the mandatory draft. He was one of the best fighters Logan had ever seen and more ruthless than any human. One of these days, he’ll probably eat me.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey, boss,” Karlsen replied. “Is it there?”

      Logan grinned. “Every last credit. Along with a secure comm message relaying us coordinates to pick up the first shipment of weapons.”

      “A human who makes big promises and comes through,” Aurit said in a low hiss. “Unusual.”

      “We need to buy ships to put these weapons on and start our activities,” Logan replied, having learned long ago not to take the big Saurian’s bait when it came to racial insults directed at humans. “I’ve put some feelers out.”

      Karlsen held up his hand. “I’ve got a guy on Trinidad Station. They have a ship reclamation yard there and lots of dockworkers eager to make a living. No one asks questions.”

      Logan narrowed his eyes. “Trinidad? They’re do-gooders. No real pirates there. What do they fancy themselves as? Privateers?” He snorted. “Not exactly our people, Eric.”

      “That’s the cover—plenty of people on that station willing to do anything to make a cred. I know the right folks, and with the proper application of currency, we’ll get anything we need. Better yet, it's beyond the control of most neutral worlds and the Terran Coalition.”

      I’d prefer to do it here, but our little home doesn’t have a real shipyard in it. “Okay. See what you can find out. But if it goes south, it's on you.” Logan’s way of doing things centered around forcing everyone in his organization to take full responsibility for every action they took. Sometimes that brought rewards. Other times, it brought death, preferably from a double tap to the back of the head and not the agonizing demise of being spaced.

      “When does our client want the attacks to commence?” Aurit asked.

      “ASAP. I’m thinking we up-gun a few freighters—slap armor and these cruiser-sized shield generators Rocha is sending us on them—and start popping traders on the Lusitania lithium run.”

      Karlsen leaned back and took a sip of a brown liquid. “Makes sense. Terran Coalition is buying almost all the lithium they’re mining these days. Lots of cargo ships plying that route.”

      “More prey,” Aurit hissed. “I look forward to hunting and killing them.”

      “Easy there, big guy,” Karlsen replied. “You’re looking a bit too happy at that for my tastes.”

      Aurit bared his teeth. “It is my way.”

      “We know.” Logan chuckled. “There’s another piece to this. More personnel. Our crew is small. Always has been. Now we’ve gotta grow. Quicky.”

      “Easier said than done, boss.” Karlsen crossed his arms. “We don’t want the rejects of the universe or every Tom, Dick, and Harry who thinks he’s cut out to be a badass pirate.”

      Sometimes the people around me think so small. “Who cares? If they don’t perform, space them. There’s an infinite supply of losers. We’ll eventually find enough to make it work.”

      Karlsen’s face blanched.

      Aurit’s mouth turned up in a savage grin accented by his rows of teeth. “Most excellent. The weak will be swept away while the strong flourish. It is the way of things.”

      Ignoring the Saurian's pronouncement, Logan turned to Karlsen. “I’ve never been to Trinidad. What kind of space-dock facilities does it have?”

      “Decent size, boss. Enough for us to outfit several ships at a time without drawing undue attention.”

      His lieutenant’s idea sounded promising, though Logan was loath to abandon their home. He’d lived on the asteroid for years and knew it like the back of his hand. More importantly, what passed for a government—the independent administration office—was weak and poorly funded. The security corporation paid to enforce the law was so corrupt that it only took a few thousand credits a month to ensure his operation stayed off their radar. “I don’t want to base off Trinidad. Only get our ships worked on then bring them back here.”

      “I think there’s a private bay open,” Karlsen replied. “That’s what I heard, anyway.”

      “I do like it when things come together, gentlemen. Let’s get to work. These spacer captains aren’t going to know what hit them.”
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        New Washington

        Spencer Home

        20 November 2434

      

      

      

      The two days since Owen’s birth had alternately blown by and slowed to a crawl. Justin’s already-poor sleep schedule was interrupted every two hours by the baby crying, demanding either food, having his diaper changed, or to be held. Yet every time Justin looked into his son’s eyes, love engulfed him.

      Sitting with Michelle and Maggie at the kitchen table to eat a quick breakfast before he headed back to the orbital transfer station seemed like a simple gesture, but as Justin stared at his wife cradling their son, he was struck by how it was possible, even likely, that this was the last time he’d see them.

      Owen cooed, leading Michelle to touch his nose. “He is so beautiful,” she said.

      “Gets it from his mother,” Justin replied with a laugh. He took a bite of eggs and a piece of pancake. “Sorry, these are a bit rubbery.”

      Michelle shook her head in mock annoyance. “Justin Spencer… war hero, software developer, all-around great man. Horrible cook.”

      “Hey, it could be worse. I could be the type who burns water.”

      “Sure you can’t get Colonel Tehrani to give us a few extra days?”

      While Michelle’s tone was light, Justin had known her long enough to hear the pain in her voice. “I wish, baby.” He offered a smile. “Hopefully, I’ll get some real leave soon.”

      “I hope so too.” She bit her lip. “Maggie, tell Daddy about your report card.”

      Their daughter seemed mesmerized by the new addition to their family.

      “Did you get straight As?” he asked.

      Maggie nodded. “Even in PE.” She turned to him, and tears welled in her eyes. “Daddy, please don’t go. I didn’t think you were going to come home again, but you did, and I don’t want you to go!”

      It felt like a knife had pierced Justin’s heart. He opened his mouth, but no sound came out. Finally, he forced himself to reply. “I have to, munchkin. Just like I had to last time.”

      “They all say you’re a hero,” she insisted. “Doesn’t that mean you can stop now?”

      Justin bit his lip as he, too, began to tear up. “No. It means I can’t stop,” he said softly. “Does Colonel Coalition stop fighting the bad guys?” He knew she watched the holocartoon. The silly kids’ show was being promoted more heavily with the war on.

      “But he can’t die. You can! Just like Shoshanna's mother and Billy’s father!” At that, Maggie thrust her chair back and tore out of the room, crying and wailing.

      Justin turned to Michelle. “What—”

      “Two of her friends from school lost parents in the last month,” Michelle replied softly. She held Owen tightly as he began to cry. It took a bit of rocking before he was silent once more.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” Justin felt as if he were in a stupor. “Maybe it’s time for me to hang this up.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean stop flying space-superiority fighters on the sharp tip of the spear, where I’m seconds from death, every day. There are training billets at CDF Command and the expanded flight academy.”

      Michelle gulped then stood and moved to his chair, cradling Owen. “Baby, I’d love that more than anything. But that’s a decision you can’t make in the heat of the moment because your daughter’s hurt.”

      Justin stood and wrapped his arms around her and the baby. “What good am I out there if I’m not taking care of my family at home? What kind of husband and father would I be?”

      “A good one.” She kissed him on the lips. “And a man I’m proud of.”

      “Thanks.” Justin forced himself to smile and returned her kiss. “I’d better go talk to Maggie.” He let out a sigh. “Then it’s off to the shuttle, because the CDF waits for no one.”

      “Get out of here before I make you put in your papers,” Michelle replied with a wink.

      Turning toward his daughter’s room, Justin realized he had much on his mind. I’m going to have to clear my head on the way back. Being caught between home and the war is how good pilots end up dead.
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        Freiderwelt—High Loop Parking Orbit Four

        CSV Zvika Greengold

        22 November 2434

      

      

      

      With the limited number of need-based crew furloughs completed and a total overhaul of the hangar bay accomplished, the carrier was back in full fighting form. They’d received replacement pilots for all losses incurred during the last series of battles against the pirate forces and replenished all supplies.

      Tehrani had felt restless the night before they planned to head out for convoy-escort operations in an active combat zone. League of Sol raiding groups had diminished, but they were still a force to be reckoned with. All in all, she figured it would get her people back into a rhythm without it developing to breakneck speed.

      After a light dinner in her mess, she’d spent the rest of the evening reviewing readiness reports and approving Major Hodges's various requests for additional equipment. Bedtime was approaching when her tablet buzzed. She picked it up to find a vidlink request incoming from Major General Shingo Yukimura, the commanding officer of their carrier division, which included four battlegroups formed around other Thane-class vessels. I wonder what he wants at this hour. She pressed the button on her device to accept the call and suppressed a frown.

      “Colonel Tehrani, I trust I’m not waking you,” Yukimura said as the screen blinked on.

      “No, sir. Finishing my paperwork before bed.” She hefted her tea mug. “I need my special blend to sleep well before a big day.”

      Yukimura let out a sigh. “You’re probably not going to sleep any better after this discussion.”

      “I see.” Tehrani barely contained a groan.

      “We’ve decided to keep you stationed here, supporting anti-piracy activities in neutral space. There’s been a ramp-up of attacks in recent days, and CIS has tracked most of them back to a new group.”

      “Chasing ghosts down in the neutral systems, where they hide out among megacorp operations, isn’t my idea of a good assignment, sir.” Tehrani carefully kept her face neutral. “It will dull the sharp edges of my pilots. Respectfully, shouldn’t we be rotated back to the front?”

      “You’ve proven adept at handling the locals, Colonel.” Yukimura cracked a grin. “Consider this your punishment for a job well done.”

      Tehrani shook her head and chuckled. “Will the beatings continue until morale improves?”

      “Of course.” His expression turned serious, and he narrowed his eyes. “This one’s still important, Colonel. I know it seems like second-rate action, but if we lose the support of neutral shippers, I fear the loss of the war within twenty-four months. You can’t let that happen.”

      “What about additional support, General? My battlegroup is depleted. It has been since the war started. Our paper strength is double the force I currently have.”

      “I know. All I can shake loose is another Gladius-class destroyer. The CSV Frederic John Walker is en route and should join you within another thirty-six hours.” He paused. “Oh, and Agent Grant will be heading to the area with the CSV Farnborough. He’s got some theory that the League is behind all this.” Yukimura waved a hand. “I think it's rubbish, but the man has serious clout after the success of your last operation.”

      That time, Tehrani was unable to suppress a groan. It spilled out as she made a face. “General, anyone but him. I loathe that man.”

      “Grant’s methods do leave something to be desired.” Yukimura's tone remained noncommittal.

      “In other words, shut up and color?”

      His face broke into a grin. “Yes, Colonel. That’s what I was told in so many words. So it filters down to you.”

      “Any word on a relief battlegroup?”

      “The CSV Lewis Harker is about done with her refit. No more than another month.”

      “I see. Until then, fly the flag and keep chasing down pirates?”

      “That about sums it up.”

      “What about a rotation off the front?” Tehrani had asked several times for a one-month extended refit at the Canaan shipyard in the hopes of giving her crew a chance to catch their breath. More importantly, to let them see their families.

      “The Zvika Greengold hasn’t sustained enough damage to warrant it yet. Lewis Marker had half her forward flight deck blown apart, and her reactor torus required a complete overhaul.”

      “So we should focus on trying to get the ship almost destroyed but not quite?” Tehrani quipped.

      Unlike most times she’d talked to the general, Yukimura wasn’t laughing. “Focus on staying alive, Colonel. That’s all that counts right now. Keep fighting to make it through another day.”

      She realized he had dark lines under his eyes, as if he’d been awake all night. “Of course, sir.” Tehrani let out a sigh. “Any other bombshells?”

      “None. Get out there tomorrow and get to work. Yukimura out.”

      Without an opportunity for her to reply, the screen went dark. Tehrani tossed the tablet onto her coffee table and walked to the bedroom. The crew is going to love this. Promising herself that tomorrow would be another day and somehow they’d figure it out, she climbed into bed in search of sleep.
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        Unity Station

        Deep Space – Between the Sagittarius and Orion Arms

        23 November 2434

      

      

      

      Communications between Unity Station and Earth were complex at best. Burst transmissions occurred daily with things such as routine logistics and personnel requests, while flash traffic of important orders was far less frequent. Moreover, real-time video comms were almost unheard of. Which was why Admiral Chang Yuen was caught by surprise when he received a request—no, a demand—to speak with the Social and Public Safety Committee via video link.

      He and Admiral Yegor Voronin had been instructed to brief the committee on the status of the war. Reading between the lines, Yuen knew they were likely to receive a less than friendly reception. The commissars must be hanging the defeat on the navy once more. Among all the things Yuen hated, political commissars were the worst. They came even before the Terran Coalition and the individualists infesting the Sagittarius arm.

      Taking the conference from Unity’s main AV theater, Yuen adjusted his uniform collar, ensuring it was perfect. The room had League flags displayed throughout and was festooned with the latest digital propaganda posters from back home.

      “You know this can’t be good, comrade,” Voronin said, breaking the silence. He wiped the sweat off his brow. “I can’t even begin to imagine how much energy is being used on this link.”

      “A lot,” Yuen replied. Probably enough to power half the Eurasian continent on Earth.

      At the other end of the table, the holoprojector came to life with an image of fifteen humans of various races, both male and female. Yuen immediately recognized the seal of the Social and Public Safety Committee—the governing body of the League of Sol, led by Chairman Morozov. He was the head of state and, in every aspect, a dictator no one dared to cross.

      “Admiral Yuen, Admiral Voronin,” Morozov said with a stern expression. “Thank you for making time out of your busy schedules to meet with us today.”

      If his sarcasm were any more obvious, it would be dripping out of the device. Yuen drew on a career of being polite to politicians and commissars and kept a straight face. “I live but to serve the great League, as does Admiral Voronin.”

      Morozov pursed his lips and nodded. “You say the right things, Admiral, but I do not see progress. Yes, you captured a core world of these infernal God-bothering individualists. Yet the reports arriving on my desk artfully camouflage that our fleets are primarily on the defense.”

      “Thanks to the ineptitude of my predecessor—”

      “We’re well aware of Seville’s incompetence, Admiral.” Morozov held up a hand. “That doesn’t excuse your lack of initiative. Nor does it explain why the political commissars report that tens of thousands of individualists are violently resisting our efforts to reeducate the population of Eire.”

      Before Yuen could control his tongue, he lashed out. “Perhaps if the External-Security Service directorate hadn’t carried out fifty thousand summary executions, the population wouldn’t be violently resisting, Mr. Chairman. And if the committee would send the ships I’ve asked for, we could crush the Terrans like the individualist vermin they are.” Fools.

      Morozov paused for a moment, narrowing his eyes. “We will send reinforcements when we’re able, Admiral. But should you not feel up to the task, say so now, and I will have you replaced. There are other targets of opportunity in the Terran Coalition. Attack them.”

      What do you think we’re doing, you idiot? Yuen kept the thought from spewing out of his mouth. “There are several outposts we could engage but only with at least fifty more ships.”

      Another pause came. “Fine,” Morozov replied finally. “I will send two battlegroups to join you tomorrow. When they arrive, I expect action, Admiral. Do not disappoint this committee.”

      Yuen inclined his head. “Thank you, Mr. Chairman. We will not fail.”

      Left unsaid was the threat to send Yuen off to an agricultural combine world or reeducation camp, as had happened to Seville. The entire navy knew the former Admiral was growing his own crops to survive, despite the claims of retirement put out officially.

      “To the glory of the League.” Morozov touched a closed fist to his chest in the communist salute.

      Yuen stood along with Voronin and returned the gesture as the holoprojector blinked out, leaving them alone in the expansive briefing theater.

      “That went better than I expected,” Voronin said with a trace of mirth. “I figured if they spent all the energy required to put a signal out here, we’d be summarily executed.”

      “Perhaps.” Yuen laughed as he tilted his head back. “From a political perspective, we’re safe because they can’t exile too many senior officers in too short of a period. Even the Social and Public Safety Committee knows it must respect the navy’s leadership.”

      Voronin eyed him warily and scrunched his face. “I doubt they care what we think. That aside, are two more battlegroups enough for offensive action?”

      “What do you think?” Yuen scoffed and shook his head. “No. Try five hundred. Or a thousand. They want us to conquer an area of space that’s half the size of the League and do it on the cheap to boot, against an opponent with superior technology.”

      It did raise the question of how they were supposed to win. Yuen felt he was a master strategist and had so far acquitted himself well against the Terrans. Yet for all the tactical success, they’d captured some of the outlying border planets and a core world, and that was about it. For this, two hundred thousand sailors have paid the ultimate price.

      “I see the wheels in your brain turning, comrade.”

      Yuen peered at him sidelong. “Have you ever stopped to think about what we learned in school about Marx and the ultimate revolution of the League?”

      “It was long ago.” Voronin chuckled. “I was never much good at patriotic studies.”

      “Supposedly, the dictatorship of the proletariat would give way to a utopia of common good in which everyone was free to pursue advancing their minds.”

      “After getting rid of the capitalists and the bourgeoisie.”

      Yuen snickered. “Do you see any bourgeoisie on Earth, comrade? Or anywhere in the League? We snuff out the mere mention of it and any individualists who dare show themselves. Oh yes, on Earth, we have the utopia that is dreamed about in our civics studies. Yet I have served on border worlds where the workers who operate the mines are treated no better than slaves, and the local commissars preach that once they do well enough, conditions will improve.”

      “And they don’t. ” Voronin pursed his lips. “I did have this room swept for listening devices yesterday, but we speak at our own risk.”

      There it was, the final point of control. Everywhere in the League, the state listened. Every electronic device, every camera, and every microphone fed into a centralized security system where crime was snuffed out before it began. And our thoughts and innermost secrets, scored against the demands of the League. “I am tired. Tired of corrupt men and women trading on our lives and the lives of my sailors.”

      “What is there that we can do?” Voronin asked. He had the expression of a defeated man.

      “Nothing, comrade.” Yuen closed his eyes. “Because I keep coming back to the fact that no matter how badly our system needs reform, it is far superior to that of the individualists and the Terrans. If they’re allowed to propagate throughout the galaxy, humanity is doomed.” He opened them back up and stared at Voronin. “So we must succeed. No matter the cost.”

      “Well put.”
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      Glancing from station to station, Tehrani saw dutiful and, more importantly, eager crewmen manning their posts. Ready to be back in the fight. Of course, they’d rather be fighting the League, not more pirates.

      She’d been on the bridge for four hours of the morning watch and oversaw the departure of the Greengold from Freiderwelt. Wright sat to her left in the XO’s chair, and the rest of the first-watch bridge officers were on duty.

      Staring out the windows beyond the tactical and navigation stations, Tehrani took in the beauty of a sea of stars twinkling in the void.

      “Penny for your thoughts, skipper?” Wright asked.

      She turned to him. “Oh, just admiring Allah’s handiwork.”

      “Yeah, sometimes I wish I were out here exploring the universe rather than fighting in it.” He shrugged. “But the CDF promised us adventure.”

      Tehrani snorted. “That, we’re getting a bit too much of sometimes.”

      They shared chuckles.

      The carrier only had one other ship with it—the Marcus Luttrell. Tehrani marveled at how Lieutenant Colonel Arrington kept the Gladius-class destroyer operational. It had taken more damage than any other ship she’d ever seen. Never out of the fight. She smiled at a memory of the vessel’s motto. The rest of their battlegroup was transiting into the area of operations.

      “Conn, Communications,” Singh said, interrupting her thoughts. “I’ve got a distress signal, very faint. It's looping. Four merchant vessels reporting they’re under attack by pirates.”

      “Seriously? Come on. Can’t we get at least a day into our patrol?” Wright grumbled. “I get this is why Command wants us out here, but for the love of God, we’ve all got better things to do than deal with wannabe thugs who probably can’t hold their guns right.”

      Laughter swept over the bridge, and Tehrani smiled. “Perhaps, but we’ve got a job to do, XO. Navigation, plot a Lawrence drive jump to the distress coordinates.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Second Lieutenant Leah Mitzner replied. The last year had been a trial by fire for the young officer.

      Tehrani could hear the calm, cool response of a veteran soldier in her voice, replacing the deer-in-headlights stare she gave off when the war had started. It was hard to believe it had already been a year.

      “Communications, tie in the 1MC.”

      “1MC live, ma’am.”

      Tehrani pulled herself up a little straighter. “Attention, all hands. This is your commanding officer. General quarters. General quarters. Man your battle stations. Set material condition one throughout the ship. This is not a drill. I say again, this is not a drill.”

      The lights immediately turned blue and dimmed, casting long shadows across the bridge. “Conn, TAO. Material condition one set throughout the ship. Damage-control teams reporting in throughout all sections,” First Lieutenant and Tactical Action Officer Zachary Bryan replied.

      “TAO, energize the shields. Charge the energy weapons capacitor.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      “Conn, Navigation. Lawrence drive coordinates set, ma’am. Green across the board and ready to jump.”

      Wright leaned in. “We’ve got eight small craft ready to launch. Four Sabres. Four Maulers.”

      “Get two more flight elements on deck.” Tehrani stared at her display, mentally cursing command for insisting their patrol begin before reinforcements arrived.

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      “Communications, pass the coordinates to the Marcus Luttrell along with my instructions to jump at best possible speed.” Tehrani cast a glance over her shoulder at the comm console and Singh before returning her focus forward. “Navigation, activate Lawrence drive.”

      Tehrani bowed her head and whispered in Arabic as the familiar vortex built in front of the Greengold. “Allah, ruler of the universe, hear my prayer. Grant safety and protection to the soldiers under my command and help us triumph over the evildoers.”

      Through the windows at the front, the bright colors of the artificial wormhole were a beautiful sight. Red, orange, yellow, and purple radiated from its maw, beckoning them in. The sublight engines kicked in, and the carrier moved forward, sliding into the event horizon. A few moments later, it popped out the other side.

      It took four seconds for the sensors to come back online, which was an eternity in combat. Tehrani gripped the sides of her chair as if doing so would somehow protect them.

      “Conn, TAO. New contacts bearing two-one-nine, range fifty thousand kilometers. Multiple freighters designated Sierra One through Five.”

      “Hostiles, Lieutenant?”

      “One moment, ma’am.” Bryan bent over his console, staring at the display intently. “Confirmed. Two enemy vessels engaging the freighters. They’re both Holden-Nagata Mark IIs. Designating them as Master One and Two.”

      “Good ships for up-gunning,” Wright said, frowning. “TAO, do you have a fix on the types of weaponry being used?”

      “Uh, plasma cannons for sure, sir. Looks like some missiles in the fray too.”

      On Tehrani’s tactical plot, two red dots pulled away from a cluster of blue icons. There appeared to be no fighter cover or small craft of any type deployed. She narrowed her eyes. “Navigation, intercept course, Master One. TAO, maximum charge on the energy-weapons capacitor.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Mitzner replied.

      Wright leaned in. “Am I the only one who finds it a bit strange that more pirates have shown up out of nowhere? I mean, really now.”

      Tehrani shook her head. “It certainly suggests an organized campaign against neutral trading around the Terran Coalition, and few entities benefit more than the League.”

      “You said it, skipper.”

      “Conn, TAO. Got another contact, ma’am. Passenger liner. Neutral flagged out of Galt. Designated Sierra Six.”

      Immediately, Tehrani’s gaze went to the plot, where the new blue icon flashed into being. It was roughly sixty thousand kilometers from the group of freighters, and its captain was clearly set on avoiding the fighting as it burned away at maximum speed. Two of the freighters had deflectors under thirty percent. There was little maneuvering to engage in as the group tried to keep formation and gamely exchanged fire with the pirate vessels. It didn’t take a master tactician to see the merchant ships were outmatched on all levels.

      “XO, order the fighters to launch as soon as we close within two hundred thousand kilometers.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      “Communications, signal the friendlies. Tell them help’s on the way.”

      Singh shook his head. “No good, ma’am. Civilian frequencies are overloaded. Our tactical net will still function, but the hostiles are putting out enough jamming to overload three sectors.”

      Great. Degraded comms, limited support, and multiple attackers are ripping up innocents. We wanted action. I suppose the lesson is to be careful what you wish for. Tehrani set her jaw. “Navigation, all ahead flank.”
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      Alpha had been sitting in the Red Tails ready room, not expecting combat. They should’ve been strapped into their respective cockpits, but the CAG had allowed everyone to stay in the ready room as long as they wore a full flight suit. The scramble klaxon’s piercing wail was loud enough to wake the dead, and the second it went off, Justin sprang out of his chair. He was only missing his interlocking gloves and his helmet, both of which were on the leather chair next to him. In a fluid motion, he grabbed them and took off running.

      Feldstein, Mateus, and Second Lieutenant Christopher Lowell, the latest addition to their element, were only seconds behind. They tore across the hangar like men and women possessed and climbed up the short ladders into their Sabres then started the final preflight checks.

      “Alpha One to all friendlies. I’m showing green for launch,” Justin said after he’d taken sixty seconds to confirm everything was good on his craft. He noted that in addition to his element, four Maulers were on deck as well.

      “Alpha Two, ready to launch.”

      “Alpha Three, green.”

      “Uh, Alpha Four, ready to launch. Over,” Lowell interjected.

      God, this will be Lowell’s first combat sortie. He sounds as green as I used to. “Solid copy, Alpha. Spencer to Adeoye. Ready to launch?”

      “Beta Element is ready,” First Lieutenant Jackson Adeoye replied. He’d recently been promoted after taking command of the Winged Lightnings—the bomber squadron on the Greengold—flying Maulers. So far, Justin was quite impressed by how his friend had steadied the unit. They’d suffered horrendous losses over the last few months, and Adeoye was still putting them back together.

      “Spencer to Air Boss. Request permission to launch.”

      “Air Boss to Spencer. Permission granted. Good hunting and Godspeed.”

      “Godspeed to you, too, ma’am.”

      Justin flipped his commlink to the pilots’ channel. “You heard the lady. Max thrust now.”

      He pushed the throttle all the way forward, and his Sabre responded immediately by accelerating out of the hangar. The rest of Alpha and Beta quickly joined him, and within a minute, all were pawing the vacuum.

      “All fighters, break to heading zero-six-nine and push it up. Full afterburners.”

      “Wilco,” Feldstein replied.

      A chorus of similar comments from the rest of the two elements filled the commlink while Justin took in the battlespace through his HUD. According to the onboard tactical computer sensor net, two heavily modified freighters were working over a group of independent traders—bulk haulers. One of the vessels had lost its primary deflector generator and was taking extensive hull damage.

      Justin picked the closest pirate to engage. No need to make this fancy. “Alpha One to all fighters. Priority target is Master One. Enemy small craft not detected, so either they don’t have any, or they’re waiting for us to get closer. Beta, fall in behind the Red Tails, and we’ll escort you in.”

      “Are Sabres able to go that slow?” Mateus asked, chortling.

      Justin chuckled. “I’m sure Adeoye outfitted a solar sail to his to get a little more speed.”

      “Keep laughing, my friends,” Adeoye replied. “I will see your jokes and raise you enough Javelin missiles to destroy the target.”

      The group of Sabres and Maulers rushed onward toward the enemy. To Justin’s surprise, both pirate vessels veered off from the freighters they were attacking. A final spread of missiles erupted from them and finished off the heavily damaged bulk hauler, whose escape pods launched just in time.

      Justin wondered why they would rush headlong at a military force. Cocky, stupid, or insane. It doesn’t matter in the end.

      Still, no opposing fighters had been launched.

      “Beta One to Alpha One. We’re twenty seconds from anti-ship missile range. My screen shows numerous point-defense turrets. Do you confirm?”

      Justin’s eyes flicked to the enhanced tactical readout for Master One. “Confirmed, Beta One. We’ll try to soften them up for you.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Adeoye replied.

      Each Mauler bomber launched a Javelin then a second volley, putting eight in the void. With fusion warheads large enough to cause significant damage to space-going vessels, the Javelins moved more slowly than the Vulture and Eagle missiles the Sabres carried. The speed differential allowed Alpha to press ahead and engage the closest point-defense turret in arc.

      The lock-on tone sounded in Justin’s cockpit. “Alpha One, fox three,” he called out as he pressed the missile-launch button. A Vulture dropped out of the internal stores bay on the fuselage, its ion engine engaged, and it raced into the void. The other Sabres followed in turn.

      With the pirate freighter’s attention occupied by the brace of anti-ship warheads heading straight for them, the four smaller missiles all hit their target. Aside from a brief dip in shield energy, there was no damage. Meanwhile, the point-defense turrets volleyed projectiles into the course of the Javelins. One after the other, the warheads exploded in bright bursts of flame.

      “Negative impact,” Adeoye called.

      “Attention, all friendly fast movers. This is Colonel Arrington, commanding the CSV Marcus Luttrell. Clear the area of operations, as we’re about to attack with heavy weaponry.”

      “Acknowledged, Colonel,” Justin replied. “All craft, break to heading zero-nine-zero, and let’s give the Luttrell a wide berth to engage.”

      As the Sabres veered off, a barrage of neutron beams, magnetic-cannon volleys, and Starbolt missiles lashed out from the Gladius-class destroyer. Justin expected it to lay waste to the freighters quickly, but the pirate vessels shrugged them off. Shields still glowing, both ships fired on the Marcus Luttrell. Plasma balls crisscrossed the void and slammed into the deflectors of the friendly destroyer.

      “Alpha One to Marcus Luttrell actual. Do you require assistance?”

      Before a response came, one of the freighters assumed a bow-on position. A blue neutron beam erupted from a hidden emitter within one of the cargo bays and hammered the Luttrell. Its shields held briefly before collapsing, and the spear blew through the armor. Small explosions dotted the hull around the impact point.

      Justin’s eyes grew wide. “Alpha One to all fighters. Reverse course. Engage Master One now.”

      While the rest of the friendly craft moved to comply, the pirate ships didn’t pause to savor their victory or finish off the destroyer. Instead, they rushed onward in a new direction.

      It took Justin a moment to realize they were headed directly for the Sierra Six, the passenger liner. Mother of God.
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      Justin’s Sabre accelerated as he pushed the throttle to maximum. Scanning his HUD, he realized nothing was between the pirate vessels and the passenger liner. Even when we catch up, our weapons aren’t getting through their shields. He held on to the idea that perhaps they could annoy the up-gunned freighters enough to draw their fire. Maybe the Colonel has some trick up her sleeve. He cued his commlink to the command frequency. “Alpha One to Zvika Greengold actual. Come in.”

      “I read you, Captain,” Lieutenant Singh replied. “Wait one.”

      A rustling sound came over the commlink before Tehrani’s voice filled it. “Go ahead, Spencer.”

      “Ma’am, we need more bombers out here. Send everything you’ve got.”

      “We have more bombers on the flight line, Captain, and are moving to intercept. Keep them off that liner.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.” The line went dead as Justin studied his HUD. “Anyone got any bright ideas?”

      “Keep shooting them until they blow up,” Mateus replied.

      Justin allowed himself to snicker. “Great advice there, Lieutenant. Beta One, what about you?”

      “Most of my bombers are Winchester, sir,” Adeoye said with a sigh. “We’ve got four Javelins between us.”

      Based on what they’d experienced so far, that wasn’t enough to take out even one freighter, assuming all of them hit. Justin marveled at how strong the shields were. And since when do freighters mount cruiser-strength neutron beams? That thing could’ve easily destroyed the Luttrell. “Okay, try to keep up with us. We’ll attack from the rear, where they seem to have slightly less point defense.”

      “Acknowledged,” Adeoye replied.

      Try as they might, Mauler heavy bombers couldn’t move anywhere near as fast as Sabres. Justin imagined that his former squad mate was pulling out all the stops, having his pilots reallocate every scrap of available power to the engines. It showed in their speed increasing beyond anything he’d ever seen from a bomber, but it wasn’t enough.

      “I’m almost to missile range,” Feldstein said. “What’s the plan, sir?”

      “Let’s put everything we can on the engine housings. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and a warhead will leak through,” Justin replied. He tightened his grip on the flight stick and pressed the missile-launch button as the lock-on tone sounded. “Alpha One, fox three.”

      Vultures dropped out of the internal stores bays of all four Sabres, then their engines ignited a few seconds later. As they raced into the void, the four fighters sent hundreds of neutron-cannon bolts into the fray. Much like the previous encounter, the energy weapons lit up the pirates’ shields but did little else. A couple of missiles struck home, while the others were destroyed by accurate point-defense fire.

      Justin held down the trigger, sending bolt after bolt into the aft shield of Master One. Come on, damn you. Get through. Purple flashes suddenly appeared all around his cockpit canopy. Shit. Xaser PD. He pulled back on the flight stick, sending his craft into a one-hundred-eighty-degree turn. “Alpha, break and gain distance. We’ll circle back for another pass.”

      As Justin’s Sabre raced away, a blinking red light appeared on the icon for Alpha Four—Lowell’s fighter. “Alpha Four, I’m showing your master alarm lit. Advise situation. Over.”

      “Uh, took some hull damage. Fore shield is out and autorepairing,” the rookie replied shakily. “I’m trimming it out, sir. Should be able to reengage in a minute.”

      “Negative, Alpha Four. Return to base.”

      “But—”

      “That’s an order, Lieutenant. All you’ll do is get killed for nothing out here. Head back to the barn, and we’ll debrief later.”

      No other bombers had launched, nor had Beta caught up with them yet. The velocity of the pirate vessels made it difficult as they burned toward the passenger liner. On the bright side, Master One’s aft deflector is down to forty-two percent. Pointing his craft back toward the enemy, Justin lined up another shot. As he did, he realized both freighters were firing on the liner. Come on, Colonel. If you’ve got some magic left, now’s the time.
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      “Conn, TAO. Sierra Six port deflector is buckling,” Bryan said with a glance over his shoulder. “I’m not sure how much more she can take.”

      Tehrani stared at the tactical plot in abject horror. Attacks on freighters were bad enough, but assaulting a passenger liner with four thousand souls aboard was unthinkable. We’ve got to put an end to this now. “TAO, firing point procedures, forward neutron beams, Master Two.”

      “Firing solution set, ma’am.”

      Before she gave the order to fire, Tehrani knew it wouldn’t be enough. But all I have to do is get them to switch targets. “Match bearings, shoot, forward neutron beams.”

      Two spears of blue energy erupted from the bow of the Zvika Greengold and instantaneously connected with the shields of the pirate ship, causing them to glow purple. They held for a full five-second barrage. All the while, the two enemy vessels pummeled the liner with a mixture of plasma charges along with lower-power neutron emitters and missiles.

      “Beta’s reporting out of Javelins, ma’am. Winchester on all anti-ship munitions,” Wright interjected. He bit his lip. “Five minutes out from the next group of bombers being ready to launch.”

      Not soon enough. “I need options now, XO.”

      “We could extend our shields, if we get close enough.”

      If being the operative word. Tehrani locked her gaze onto the tactical plot. “XO, get me one-hundred-ten percent power output from the reactor.”

      A few seconds passed. “Major Hodges reports that’s not advisable, ma’am.”

      Tehrani turned to him. “I don’t care. One hundred ten percent now, XO.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      One of the auxiliary displays showed power levels and consumption across critical systems on the Zvika Greengold. The reactor indicator soon started rising, leaving unallocated output. “Navigation, redirect all available power to sublight.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      The action bought them five minutes off the time to intercept Sierra Seven. Still not enough.

      “Conn, TAO. Sierra Eight has reengaged, coming on strong off our starboard quarter.”

      Magnetic-cannon shells raced away from the Marcus Luttrell as it ranged on the nearest pirate vessel, Master Two. Coupling those with multiple launches from her forward missile cells and neutron-beam emplacements, the destroyer threw everything it had at the enemy. Meanwhile, the hostiles seemingly ignored the incoming as they raked the passenger liner with plasma bolts.

      “Conn, TAO. Energy-weapons capacitor recharged, ma’am.”

      “TAO, firing point procedures, forward neutron beams, Master Two.”

      “Firing solutions set, ma’am.”

      “Match bearings, shoot, forward neutron beams.”

      Acting in concert with the friendly destroyer, the Greengold again sent its fury at the enemy. As the barrage ended, the shields on the pirate ship finally blinked out. However, its armor held for the split second the powerful neutron beams connected.

      Watching it all play out on the tactical display, Tehrani gritted her teeth. “We may need to think about outside-the-box ideas here, XO.”

      “Like what? Ramming them?” Wright’s eyes widened as he took in her expression. “We can’t do that.”

      “They’re freighters—”

      “That have enhanced armor. It could kill everyone on this ship. The risk is too great.”

      “And letting these thugs kill six thousand civilians is acceptable?” Tehrani snapped.

      The words hung over the bridge like a knife. Wright’s face twisted.

      But before he could open his mouth, Bryan interjected. “Conn, TAO. Sierra Six has lost ventral, port, and fore deflectors. She’s taking hull hits, ma’am.”

      “TAO, reconfigure our forward neutron beams to overcharge yield.” It was the only thing Tehrani could think of and smacked of outright desperation.

      Wright leaned in and said harshly, “Colonel, we’ll be defenseless, and it could short out half the power relays from here to deck twenty.”

      “Do it,” she ground out.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change. Inbound wormhole bearing one-one-three. Range, one hundred thousand kilometers.”

      The entire bridge crew held its breath, waiting for the report on what had jumped in.

      A grin spread across Bryan’s face. “CDF signature, ma’am. It’s the CSV Frederic John Walker, Designated Sierra Nine.”

      “Thank you, God,” Wright whispered.

      Tehrani was sure she was the only one who’d heard the XO’s mutter of thanks and added her own in Arabic.

      “Communications, vector them into Master Two. Maximum speed.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Singh replied.

      Tehrani’s tactical display showed hull integrity on the liner inexorably dropping. Small explosions dotted its surface, and escape pods started launching. To her immense relief, they rocketed away from the stricken vessel without attracting fire from the pirates.

      “Neutron beams configured, ma’am,” Wright said. “Four more bombers ready to launch.”

      “Get them in space now.” Tehrani turned her attention to tactical. “TAO, firing point procedures, forward neutron beams, Master Two.”

      “Firing solutions set, ma’am. Energy-weapons capacitor set to overload.”

      “Match bearings, shoot, forward neutron beams.”

      The two beams smacked the pirates’ modified cargo hauler, piercing the vessel's armor and causing significant damage as pieces of hull blew off along with a couple of weapons emplacements. The engines flared to life, trying to twist the ship at the last second to avoid part of the beams’ power.

      “Conn, TAO. Master Two is pulling away, ma’am. Master One is altering course as well, same general direction.”

      Tehrani relaxed slightly. While there were bound to be causalities on the passenger liner, with the enemy vessels moving off rapidly, they’d soon be out of weapons range, and a quick check of the math suggested that without a lucky shot, the ship would survive. “Communications—”

      “Conn, TAO!” Bryan shouted. “Aspect change, Master One and Two. Five… eight… ten…. fifteen anti-ship missiles launched. They’re all headed for Sierra Six.”

      “My God,” Wright exhaled.

      “TAO, can we extend our shields?”

      “Not close enough, ma’am.”

      The red dots raced from the hostiles and closed on the liner in what seemed like slow motion. What remained of the point-defense systems on the stricken vessel blazed into the void, knocking down a few of the warheads. But it wasn’t enough. Explosions blossomed across the surface of the liner, growing until it split in two. The bow section drifted away, while the stern blew apart.

      Silence engulfed the bridge. The sound of a pin dropping to the deck would’ve had the same echo as a thunderclap.

      Tehrani’s mouth went dry as she stared in shock at the display. But her horror quickly turned to vengeance. “TAO, designate Master Two as the primary target for the fleet. I want that ship destroyed.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      Wright pointed at his display. “Mass escape pod launches from the section still intact.”

      The idea that someone had survived was mildly comforting to Tehrani, but the toll would be catastrophic regardless. “Get the S and R birds out there and have them corral those pods.”

      “On it,” Wright replied.

      Meanwhile, the pirate vessels sped away at a perpendicular angle that shortened the distance to the Lawrence limit. Staring at the display, Tehrani realized it would be nearly impossible to catch them. Not even the new flight of bombers was in range, thanks to the delta-V being displayed by the modified cargo ships. “Dammit.” She slammed her right hand into the chair. “Order the Marcus Luttrell and Frederic John Walker back. Commence rescue operations and see if one of those ships can get close enough to extend a rescue collar.”

      “It’s the right call,” Wright whispered. “We’ll get these bastards later.”

      “Conn, Communications. Incoming message from Master One, ma’am.”

      “Put it on.” Her eyes moved to the display above her head.

      A nondescript human male appeared on it. Clad in a brown jacket, he had an easygoing air, as if he’d just enjoyed a good meal or conversation. “Greetings, Coalition vessel. Richard Logan, commander of the Dead Reckoning here. To whom am I speaking?”

      His manner made Tehrani want to rip the pirate limb from limb. She bared her teeth. “Colonel Tehrani, Coalition Defense Force. Heave to and prepare to be boarded.”

      “Or what? You’ll quote Bible verses at me?” Logan laughed. “Can you believe these people?” He seemed to be speaking to his crew more than the camera.

      “You won’t get away with mass murder on my watch. By Allah, I will track you down and kill you. And all those who follow you.”

      Logan put his hand under his chin and flipped it forward in a vulgar gesture. “Good luck with that, Colonel. Maybe I’ll add your ship to my prize list before it’s over.” His lips curled into a smile. “We’re just getting started. Any and all star-going vessels in this region are fair game. Dead Reckoning out.”

      As the screen went dark, Tehrani felt rage like she’d never experienced before. Soon, the two pirate ships jumped out, leaving Battlegroup Z to clean up the mess.

      Taking a deep breath, she turned to Wright. “They’re going to answer for this.” Or I’ll die trying.

      “Yes, ma’am.”
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      Tehrani had always hated people who preyed on the weak. The murder of innocents only infuriated her more. Twenty years of service had ingrained into her the belief that the strong protected those who couldn’t defend themselves. So as she walked into the conference room on deck one to review the after-action reports, she was filled with more rage than she could remember. Even the Leaguers don’t seem to target civilian passenger liners wantonly.

      “Colonel on deck!” Wright barked as he stood.

      “As you were,” Tehrani replied. She quickly scanned the room. Wright and Hodges were on one side of the table, while Whatley was across from them. They all returned to their seats as she sat down. “Who wants to start?”

      The men exchanged glances.

      Finally, Wright spoke up. “Search and rescue efforts are ongoing, ma’am. We’ve recovered just under three thousand civilians from the ISV Armenia so far. Lots of injuries, mostly minor. The severe cases are overflowing our sickbay.”

      “How many dead?”

      The question hung in the air as if it had oppressive weight behind it.

      Again, Wright responded. “Eight hundred sixty-one confirmed facilities. Frankly, ma’am, I don’t expect us to get too many more people alive out of those hulks. We’re probably looking at twelve to fifteen hundred dead total. Plus the freighter crews. At least the liner wasn’t fully loaded.” He spread his hands out on the table. “One pilot and forty-six military personnel lost between our ships.”

      “A damn bloodbath.” Tehrani slammed her hand down. “We’re going to find them, and when we do, Allah help them, because I will blow their ships apart.”

      Whatley smirked. “Amen to that.”

      She turned to him. “CAG, your fighters weren’t as effective as they should’ve been.”

      “I’ve already addressed that with the squadron commanders, ma’am. We were expecting to engage small craft and instead went up against heavily shielded targets. I plan to have our Sabres outfitted with Javelin missiles and keep more Boars and Maulers on deck.”

      “A good start,” Tehrani replied. “But we’re going to need help.”

      “More ships would be a nice start. Maybe a few more squadrons of fighters.” Wright shook his head. “But let’s get real. Nothing’s coming. Command is stretched thin as it is, skipper.”

      “Before I came in, I reached out to Agent Grant at CIS to see if he could contribute anything.”

      Wright stared at her, his jaw dropping. “I’m sorry, skipper. Did you just say you asked Grant for help?”

      “Yes.”

      “That man is a disgrace to the uniform we wear,” Wright practically spat. “He’s a borderline psychopath, from what you told us, and has no business anywhere near this ship.”

      “We need his help, and he’s still got access to the Q-ship. More importantly, he’s operating in this sector.” As anger radiated from Wright, she realized it came from within her as well.

      “But—”

      “There is no but. Our objective is to cleanse the universe of the people who destroyed that liner. Do you understand me?” Tehrani glanced around the room. “Do you all understand me?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Hodges replied in his Cockney accent. “If I may make a suggestion. Blowing out half the energy relays on deck six every time you overload the forward neutron beams is getting tiresome to replace. So I’d like permission to have my engineering teams reinforce the conduits and upgrade the relays.”

      Wright raised an eyebrow. “Do we have the parts?”

      “Between what we’ve got in stock and the 3-D fabricators, yes, we do.”

      Tehrani shrugged. “If it can be done in a reasonable amount of time and will increase our firepower, I have no objection, Major.”

      The buzzer of the compartment-to-compartment intercom filled the air, followed by Singh’s voice. “Colonel, I apologize for interrupting, but I have flash traffic from CIS. Agent Grant is holding for you on the vidlink.”

      “No time like the present, gentlemen.” Tehrani touched a control on the table, and a small holoprojector came to life. “Lieutenant, pipe him through to the conference room.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      A moment later, Grant’s smiling face appeared on the far wall. It seemed he was on a ship, since the room around him was cramped and reminded Tehrani of a freighter’s cabin. “Colonel, so good to see you again.”

      Tehrani narrowed her eyes and did her best to give an expression that would melt steel. “There is no time for pleasantries, Agent. Did you get my information packet?”

      “I did and concur that we’re dealing with a third party. CIS has given me the green light to get involved and offer whatever assistance we can to help you bring these pirates to justice… or kill them, if it's easier.”

      “We need to figure out who’s behind this,” Wright interjected. “I suspect we’re all fine with sending them on to meet their Maker, but what we really need to do is send whoever’s supplying the credits for all this straight to hell.”

      “Most insightful, Major,” Grant replied. His lips curled into a grin. “I think we should try the Q-ship stunt again. It worked masterfully last time. No reason we can’t do it again.”

      “Isn’t the vessel’s cover blown?” Tehrani asked. “It got into a pitched firefight and had to have been observed in combat.”

      Grant shook his head. “No, ma’am. It has multiple cover identities, and we already rotated to a different one. Tweaked the exterior hull too.”

      The CIS agent’s confidence was both inspiring and a caution for Tehrani. Overconfidence has gotten many a soldier killed. “When can you be here?”

      “Already in route. Director Ziv personally approved this operation. I understand she’s going to brief the president shortly but felt it was too important to wait.” Grant held up a finger. “The last time we worked together, there was disagreement over interrogation methods. I trust that this time the CDF will allow us to do our jobs.”

      Wright opened his mouth to speak, but Tehrani cut him off. “We’ll see how it develops, Agent, but you will find my appetite for enhanced interrogations has expanded if we get our hands on whoever killed those civilians.”

      “About damn time,” Whatley muttered.

      “Good. I look forward to meeting up with you in about thirty-six hours, then, Colonel. Meanwhile, my SIGINT folks will be combing over the attack patterns and putting together the best plan for attracting… normally unwanted attention,” Grant said as he grinned.

      Tehrani stifled a shudder. Everything about the CIS agent was off-putting, and for a moment, she felt like she was making a deal with the devil. Pushing the thought down, she nodded toward the camera. “Excellent, Agent Grant. We’ll see you then. CSV Zvika Greengold out.”

      The holoprojector blinked off, leaving the conference room in silence.

      Wright’s eyes glinted as he stared at her. “Permission to speak freely, ma’am?”

      This isn’t going to be fun. Tehrani glanced from Hodges to Whatley. “Gentlemen, please excuse the XO and I.”

      Hodges stood. “I’ll be in engineering, getting a few teams together to work on the neutron-beam upgrade.”

      Whatley joined him as he made a beeline for the hatch, since no one wanted to be around when two senior officers were having a heated discussion.

      As the hatch slid shut, Wright let out a breath. “Colonel, you cannot allow CIS to run roughshod over the rule of law.”

      “XO—”

      “What Grant did last time was a violation of the Canaan Convention on Human and Alien Rights. We both know that. And don’t give me the ‘Because we’re at war, it’s okay’ crap. You know where it leads. The bad old days when Saurians living in the Terran Coalition were rounded up and put in internment camps because we didn’t trust them not to spy for their government during the last war.”

      “That was sixty-five years ago, Major. We’re better than that now.”

      “No, we’re not.” Wright’s voice rose. “Humans are fallible and weak. We make poor choices, we’re constantly on the cusp of backsliding morally, and the only thing stopping us is the rules.”

      Tehrani stared at him. “And our belief in God and His laws.”

      “Sure. Which form the foundation of our rules and laws. I’m going to say this as directly as possible, skipper. If Grant starts with psychological or physical torture, I’ll have him arrested and confined to the brig. If you allow it or try to stop me, I’ll relieve you of command and roll the dice with a general court-martial. Under no circumstances will I allow this ship or its soldiers to be parties in a war crime.”

      It took a moment for Tehrani to process what he’d said. Anger boiled up, followed by hurt. Then finally, she spoke, her voice almost a whisper. “Benjamin, do you think I’d torture someone?”

      “Under normal circumstances, no. But I think you’re as mad as hell right now and want some revenge. Which leads to behavior we wouldn’t normally consider.”

      Emotions washed over her as she considered what Wright had said. They’d known each other for almost three years, and Tehrani had come to see him as more than simply her executive officer. Benjamin Wright was her friend—the kind one hoped to make for life. She put her hands on the table. “Killing soldiers in war is one thing. Killing spacers on freighters is another. Wiping out a passenger liner… is a whole other level of barbarism.”

      Wright met her gaze. “Yes, it is. Which is why now, more than ever, we have to uphold the laws of the Terran Coalition. Promise me, Banu, you’ll stick to the straight and narrow.”

      Tehrani closed her eyes, thinking about how the victims had cried out from the void for justice. But when does justice become revenge? “I won’t promise that everything we do in the next few weeks will be completely in line with the universal code of military justice. But… there will be no torture, and I’ll keep a lid on Grant’s more colorful ideas.”

      “I guess that’s the best I’m going to get, huh?”

      “Probably.”

      “Okay, skipper. I’ll hold you to that. Permission to depart? I’m going to pitch in on the weapons upgrade. Don’t want Hodges blowing the ship apart.”

      “Granted.” As Wright turned to go, Tehrani spoke again. “Would you really try to relieve me of command?”

      Wright stopped. “If I thought you were doing something that would bring disgrace upon you and our crew, yes. It would be the hardest decision of my life and one I hope I never have to make.”

      She pursed her lips. “Me too. Because you won’t take my ship from me without a fight.”

      After a moment, he chuckled. “Now that I can believe.”

      As Wright left and the hatch closed behind him, Tehrani sat in the quiet stillness of the conference room, pondering what had just happened. His words felt like a gut punch, and as the ember of anger cooled, she questioned how far she was willing to go. I can’t let these pirates walk away after that attack. Walking the line between bending the law and outright breaking it would be difficult. Nevertheless, it was a task Banu Tehrani was committed to with all her heart.
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      Coming back from a mission with only one pilot lost would typically be a cause for celebration, but Justin didn’t think he’d ever seen the Red Tails ready room so somber. We’ve been in some bad spots, and we’ve lost good people. But we’ve never had a ship full of civilians blown apart on our watch. Over the last year, he’d had to learn how to process their losses. This was something different. Staring at the holoprojected tactical display as Whatley walked through the battle with them, Justin laid the blame for the disaster at his own feet.

      Notably missing were the usual histrionics employed by the CAG when the Greengold’s fighter pilots came up short. He was more subdued than Justin could remember, quietly going through the sequence of events.

      “Any suggestions on improvement, ladies and gentlemen?”

      Everyone who’d flown the op was present, including Boar and Mauler pilots.

      First Lieutenant Adrianne Green, the commanding officer of the Black Hogs, spoke up. “Not having enough anti-ship missiles in play was our primary deficiency, sir. I didn’t think to order up more Javelins.”

      Justin heard the defeat in her voice too. It’s getting to everyone.

      “There are two takeaways I have from this engagement,” Whatley replied. “One, we may be operating in a more permissive environment without risk from enemy small craft. Two, these hostiles have reinforced their point-defense capabilities significantly. We’ll have to saturate them with warheads to ensure their destruction.”

      Rustling echoed throughout the ready room as pilots shifted in their seats.

      “Sir, if I may,” Justin interjected.

      “By all means, Captain.”

      “Sabres have external hardpoints for additional missiles. While the internal bays can’t accommodate Javelins, we could mount them under the wings.”

      Whatley nodded curtly. “Not a bad idea.”

      “Javelins have a lot of mass, though,” Feldstein said. She was seated on the front row, a few chairs down from the rest of Alpha element. “Yeah, I get we’re flying in the void, but the additional mass will still mess with our acceleration, thanks to the inertial dampening systems.”

      “Making us less maneuverable.” Justin furrowed his brow. “We need to test in the simulators how our fighters would handle with two or four Javelins mounted—balanced under each wing.”

      “Sounds like a good place to start,” Whatley replied. “Anyone else?”

      The rich timbre of Adeoye’s voice filled the room. “Yes. We need to conduct training exercises on attacking ships with extreme point defense. The Winged Lightning will be training four hours a day for the foreseeable future on this. All others are invited to join.”

      Whatley pursed his lips. “Good idea from the lieutenant here. I expect you all to join in. Work saturation tactics. I’ll test you after a couple of days of training. Any saved rounds or other comments, ladies and gentlemen?” After a three-second count, he continued. “Good. You’re dismissed, except for Spencer.”

      As the other pilots stood and filed out, Justin walked to the lectern where Whatley had delivered his remarks. “Sir.”

      “It’s important we remember who's responsible for the civilian deaths, Captain.”

      Justin raised an eyebrow. “With respect, sir, I think you need to take that message to heart too.”

      Whatley snickered. “Trying to manage the boss again, eh?”

      “Well, you’re not exactly fired up, sir.”

      “Yeah.” Whatley bit his lip. “It’s one thing when it’s fellow soldiers, pilots… even spacers that know the risks. Civvies? One of the S and R crews pulled a group of children out of a stateroom. They froze to death.”

      “Savages.”

      Whatley’s expression hardened. “Next time, we’re killing ’em all. You hear me, Captain? The gloves are off. No shooting to disable. None of that bullshit. We load for bear, saturate them with missiles, and blow those pieces of shit into the afterlife, where I’m quite certain God has something extra special planned for all eternity.”

      “Yes, sir. Looking forward to it.” Justin offered a fierce warrior's grin. “What do the Marines call it? Taking out the trash.”

      “Damn straight. Get your people ready, Captain.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Dismissed.”

      Justin turned on his heel and marched out. For once, there was no daylight between the two men and their approaches. Justice would be served at the point of a Javelin missile.
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        XB-9163-D—Terran Coalition Border Zone

        Asteroid Habitat

        28 November 2434

      

      

      

      The credits delivered to Richard Logan were supposed to be entirely for buying ships, weapons, and paying personnel. Or so Rocha had told him. Logan remained convinced the name was an alias because everything about the man screamed intelligence agent. Since he was human, that kind of narrowed it down. Let the League and the Coalition play their games.

      From his start on the streets of Galt, Logan had led a hard life. By the time he was ten, he’d learned the only way to get something was to take it. And since he wasn’t lucky enough to be born to a mother who could even manage to put a roof over his head, taking it by force was the only way that made sense to him. Logan hadn’t been able to help himself from diverting some of the credits to his personal accounts.

      He grinned, taking in the new view. No longer sentenced to the bowels of the hollowed-out asteroid, they now had ample warehouse space and offices. Let the Galters see this. He swung his boots onto the fine wooden desk. It had cost a few thousand credits, but every one was worth it.

      “Hey, boss. Got the new hands coming in on a few shuttles,” Eric Karlsen called out as he entered the office. “We’re expecting a new ship later today too.”

      “Good.” Logan hardened his expression. “What of the one the damn Terrans messed up?”

      “Trinidad has it in the docks for repair. Call it a sixty-hour turnaround.”

      “For the credits we pay them? I want it in half that time.”

      “Boss, they know we’re a captive audience. Word’s out everywhere about the attack.”

      Logan’s lips curled into a nasty grin. “Really? Then they’ll come to fear us. Nothing is off limits.”

      Karlsen bit his lip. “Boss, we’ve known each other for a long time, and you know I’ll always owe you for pulling me off the streets.”

      “There’s a but coming. Just say it without the flowery bullshit.”

      “I think attacking the people mover was a mistake. It’s getting a lot of attention we don’t need. Terran Coalition press is clamoring for a clampdown on pirates. They’re going to send more military ships out here.”

      “Let them come.” Logan stared at Karlsen. “Or what? Live in fear? They’re not plasma proof. We can blow them to hell just as much as we can take out freighters, ore haulers, passenger liners, shuttles, or hospital ships.”

      “Then what’s the end game?” Karlsen’s voice became very soft. “Because sooner or later, there will be enough people looking for us that there’s no way out, and I’m not going out in a blaze of glory, boss.”

      For a moment, Logan considered drawing his sidearm and shooting Karlsen in the head. You’re damn right I pulled you off the streets. You’d be dead without me. He snarled. They all would. “We’re not going out in a blaze of glory. Hired guns don’t do that.” Logan pointed at Karlsen’s chest. “I’m gonna milk this thing for all it’s worth until there’s enough money for some of us to disappear. Full wipes. Facial reconstruction surgery from the best underworld docs. Maybe we’ll stick together or go our separate ways. Plenty of time to sort it out.”

      Karlsen stroked his beard. “Facial reconstruction?”

      “When we’re done, we’ll be wanted on fifty planets. Yeah, that’s what it’ll take to disappear. Only those who’ve been with us from the start get in on that. The rest, well, they’re suckers.”

      “That’s cold, boss.”

      “Life’s not fair. It’s cold and unforgiving.” Logan snickered. “Once we’ve made our credits, we’ll ditch this Rocha guy and put out some breadcrumbs to lead the Coalition back to him.”

      Karlsen’s eyes almost popped out of his head. “You’ve been planning this double cross, boss.”

      “Well, no shit. Somebody who can calmly kill a man then suggest a discussion is dangerous, Karlsen. He’ll likely have a plan to kill all of us too. It’ll just be a matter of who gets there first and which one of us is smarter.” Logan smiled. “Haven’t I told you before that I play chess, not checkers?”

      “Yeah, boss. Always think five moves ahead.”

      “That’s right.”

      “What’s the move on the Terrans, then? Because they’ve got a carrier out here, and it’s the same one that finished off the last pirate group out in these parts.”

      Logan’s eyes narrowed. He’d noticed that as well. Rocha probably paid for those attacks, or I’m not a criminal. “It’s an escort carrier. Thirty-six fighters and bombers, limited-support ships.” He grinned. “When Trinidad’s done outfitting our new vessels, maybe we’ll go hunting.”

      “You want to fight the CDF?” Karlsen’s eyes bugged out again.

      “If we kill off one of their precious battlegroups, we’ll get a huge bonus from Rocha.” Logan shrugged. “The credits would be nice, but so would the personal satisfaction of wiping out some of those do-gooder fanatics.”

      “It’s one thing to pay people to blow up freighters. It’s another to get them to fight a well-equipped and determined military,” Karlsen replied.

      “Do you have a point?”

      “Um, I don’t know if I can keep them interested.”

      Logan dropped his boots off the desk and leaned forward. “Then let’s understand something, Karlsen. If you can’t motivate these people to do their jobs, I’ll space them. More than that, I’ll space you if too many quit. Do we understand each other?”

      Karlsen appeared to shake. “Yes, boss.”

      “Good. Now, get the hell out of here. I’ve got work to do.”
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        Neutral Space

        Trinidad Station

        28 November 2434

      

      

      

      Tomas Alves stared at the report on his tablet in utter shock. It hadn’t taken him long to put the various pieces together, and when he did, Alves realized he and, by extension, the leadership of Trinidad Station were complicit in the murders of thousands. Suddenly feeling the need for air, he stood and walked out of his small office toward the top of the station’s inner hull.

      Dating back over a hundred years, Trinidad Station was an abandoned Helium-3 mining installation, gradually taken over and improved by small bands of traders and privateers. It’s somewhat charitable to call them privateers. Neutral space, beyond the frontiers of the Terran Coalition, the Saurian Empire, and the Matrinid Republic, was in many ways a lawless expanse.

      Different solar systems jockeyed with one another, trying to establish dominance. While there were undisputed powerhouses such as Lusitania, the truth was no one had control—and that suited Trinidad just fine. In the absence of a powerful entity, they thrived.

      Alves had been a security officer most of his adult life, serving a stint in the Coalition Defense Force before leaving the service and finding it hard to get steady work. After a few years working merchant freighters, he ended up on Trinidad and climbed the ranks. The bargain the station’s ruling council had struck was simple: Don’t pirate ships around Trinidad, and don’t mess with the merchants who supply it. Everything else was fair game.

      Walking through a section of the torus that eventually led to a large domed area with parks and high-rise pods, Alves considered his next move. I swore an oath to the council and the citizens of this station. But somewhere inside him, he knew the latest crimes committed by Richard Logan and his merry band of thugs couldn’t go unpunished. Blowing up cargo freighters is one thing. Killing innocent passengers on a starliner is another. As the thought flashed through Alves’s mind, he realized how much hypocrisy dripped from the statement. The truth was both were equally heinous. I’ve just made myself okay with so-called small losses of life.

      He ended up in the so-called Arab Quarter, where many shops were owned by people whose ancestors traced back to countries in what was once known as the Middle East. As he passed a café specializing in Moroccan tea, it dawned on Alves why he’d ended up there. Sometimes in every person’s life, they had to make a difficult choice that would define who they were. For Tomas Alves, this was one of those times.

      Staring through the front window of the café, Alves could see another man sitting inside at a table away from everyone else.

      Taking a deep breath, his heart racing, he pushed the door open and strode through. Without pausing, Alves sat at the table.

      The other man glanced up from his tablet and narrowed his eyes. “Excuse me. I don’t believe I know you.”

      Alves spread his palms out on the table. “Yosef Gershon. Import-Export broker. Well, at least as your cover.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “In reality, you are the Coalition Intelligence Service’s senior operative on Trinidad Station.”

      For a moment, Gershon’s lips curled into a smirk. “You must have me confused with another man.” He gestured toward the woman behind the counter. “I am, as you say, a merchant but nothing more. You can ask anyone. Mister…”

      “Alves. Trinidad Security. I’m not here to bust you. It’s an open secret that CIS maintains a presence here, and I couldn’t care less about it. What I do care about is the out-of-control pirates.”

      Gershon sat back and steepled his hands. “Hmm. An interesting observation, Mr. Alves.” He had a slight accent, the English harsher than most speakers’.

      “I have information.”

      “Ah, information. It can be useful in the right hands, provided it’s correct.”

      This guy talks in more riddles than a Saurian. Alves glanced around, checking to see if they were being watched. To his eye, no one in the café was paying them any heed. “I know who’s behind the recent wave of attacks, where they’re getting their ships, and the identity of their leader.”

      Silence broke out for more than a few seconds, as if Gershon were flipping a mental coin. When he finally spoke, the tone of his voice changed entirely. “Tomas Alves. Born on Brazilia in 2398. Four years of service in the Coalition Defense Force. Other-than-honorable discharge. Contract security on high-risk freighters in the Jewel Box. Trinidad Station security team for the last ten years, now director of overall security forces.”

      Alves let out a breath. Yeah, this is the guy, all right. “That’s me—”

      “Why would I believe a word that comes out of your mouth?”

      “Because even though I’ve got a checkered past, I’m no murderer.”

      “No, you just look the other way while others do the dirty work.” Gershon’s face had hardened into an angry mask.

      “Do you want my help, or do you want to fling insults?” Alves crossed his arms. “Because I don’t have time for the latter.”

      Still, even with slightly raised voices, no one in the café paid them any heed. Alves was convinced the entire operation was a front for CIS.

      “What do you want? Credits? An expungement of your record? Information?”

      “Nothing.”

      Gershon stared at him. “Nothing?”

      “All I want is a promise you’ll put an end to it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the council overruled my objections to supplying these assholes with safe harbor, and even in the face of the liner attack, that’s not changing, because it's not in Trinidad Station’s best interest to make enemies of this group.”

      Gershon tilted his head. “Let’s suppose I believe you, and perhaps I have a friend or two I could pass this information to. What guarantees do I have of not being arrested?”

      Alves shrugged. “As I said, your involvement with CIS is an open secret, Mr. Gershon. However, we tolerate it because we don’t want the God-botherers from the Terran Coalition taking any more interest in our free port than necessary.”

      “Ah.” Gershon chuckled. “God-botherers. That’s a term I haven’t heard in a while.”

      “An apt description. Though if I were fair, I’d admit my former home is usually on the right side of history. But I could do with it being a bit less holier-than-thou.”

      “We’re not going to solve that debate anytime soon. How will you get me the information?”

      “For starters, the guy you want is Richard Logan. Brutal killer was a small-time pirate and smuggler until recently. Somebody’s given him enough credits to buy a fleet.”

      “I’ll need more details.”

      Alves nodded. “Give me until tomorrow. I’ll put it on a data disc. Meet you back here?”

      “That would be fine. I enjoy the tea.”

      “You know,” Alves said with a chuckle, “I’ve got a question.”

      “Yes?”

      “You’re Jewish, right?”

      “What gave it away? My yarmulke?”

      “For starters, yeah.” Alves snickered. “This is a Moroccan restaurant, after all.”

      Gershon narrowed his eyes. “You served in the CDF and are technically a citizen of the Coalition. Why would you ask me this when you know from school that our society is integrated in practically all ways?”

      “Guess I always thought it was fake. My parents used to have some pretty nasty things to say about kids of different races or religions. Behind closed doors, of course.”

      “Then you had narrow-minded hypocrites for parents.” Gershon cleared his throat. “I love the tea they serve here along with the pastries. The Christians have a saying… remove the beam from your own eyes before removing the speck from your brother’s. I’d suggest trying that, Mr. Alves.”

      Alves bit his lip. “We’ll leave it alone.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Only one thing.” Alves’s eyes bored into Gershon. “This is a one-time deal. I won’t be an asset for CIS, nor will I spy on or compromise Trinidad in any way. Aside from Trinidad being my home, these people are the closest things to a family I’ve got. If you try to blackmail me, I’ll tell the council everything and resign.”

      “They’d probably space you,” Gershon observed.

      “Maybe. But I’m holding on to what little honor I have left. Clear?”

      “Whatever you may think of your former home, Mr. Alves, we’re not in the business of wrecking people’s lives. Now, I would hope in the future, if any of these types of arrangements came up, you might inform us.”

      “If the council agrees to another arrangement like this, I’m out.”

      “Ah.” Gershon picked up his mug and took a sip. “In that case, l’hitraot, Mr. Alves.”

      While Alves had no idea what the word meant, it was clear the discussion was at an end. He stood and glanced around furtively once more. “See you tomorrow.”

      On the way back to station operations and his office, Alves pondered what he’d just done. While it felt good to do something about the pirate situation, concern for his own skin began to set in. I’ve stepped in it this time. As Trinidad’s security force director, he was pretty sure there were no bugs or trackers following the erstwhile CIS agent, but no one really knew. One thing was for sure: he would find out in the next twenty-four hours.
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        Canaan—The White House

        Terran Coalition

        30 November 2434

      

      

      

      Jason Nolan splashed cold water on his face and blinked a few times, staring into the mirror. He’d taken a moment in the bathroom nearest the Situation Room, trying to ease the dark circles under his eyes. Like there’s anything that’ll fix it beyond getting eight hours of shut-eye. Sleep was a luxury, it seemed, as new crises appeared at a moment’s notice. So why did I spend my entire life trying to get this job again? Nolan had come to ask that question daily.

      With a sigh, he turned and strode out of the ornately appointed restroom and back into the hallway, where two special protective service detail officers waited. Nolan nodded politely to them, and the trio made their way a few more steps into the large conference facility known as the Situation Room.

      “Commander in chief on deck,” General Antonio Saurez announced as he sprang to his feet along with everyone else. A four-star general, Saurez was the overall commander of the CDF’s Space Fleet—a billet known as COMSPACEFLT.

      “Be seated, please,” Nolan said. He sat down at the head of the table as the dozens of civilians and military officers eased themselves back down. “Good morning, everyone. This seven a.m. stuff never gets easier.” He paused. “You were supposed to laugh.”

      Scattered polite chuckles echoed back from a few people, mostly civilians.

      One year and two months in, and we’ve all aged fifty years. Nolan scanned the room, taking in the dark circles under the eyes of most there. I’m not the only one not getting enough sleep. “General, what’s on tap this morning?”

      Saurez cleared his throat. “Sir, we’ve got a full plate for you. The good news is our strategy of containing the League battlegroups and mounting a fluid defense appears to be working. Over the last two months especially, CDF patrols encountering hostile forces have dropped by over thirty percent.”

      Nolan had reviewed the strategic map before entering the room. With fifteen percent of Terran Coalition space controlled by the League, Saurez’s words were cold comfort. “And the Eire situation?”

      “Again, progressing on a positive path. We’re hitting supply convoys and giving the Leaguers a taste of their own medicine.” Saurez smiled fiercely. “I understand our pilots and soldiers are enjoying the payback.”

      “As they should,” Nolan replied. “What’s the timeline for the liberation?”

      “It’s governed by events in space and on the ground, sir.”

      Such was much of the back-and-forth lately on the war. Nolan’s view was that the Joint Chiefs of Staff were far too cautious. Everything was done by committee, and he saw little in the way of solid, decisive action. “What date are we going to attack?”

      “When I believe we can win without losing more than ten percent of the ships and soldiers committed, sir.”

      Nolan tried to keep an expression of outright disdain off his face. Unfortunately, this has become a feature of our meetings lately.

      Abdul Karimi, his chief of staff and senior advisor for over a decade, leaned forward. “We all wish for the same thing… the defeat of this League of Sol and its attendant ideology. But as always, there are disagreements on how to get there. May I suggest the people in this room shouldn’t lose sight of the overall goal?”

      “Abdul’s right,” Nolan interjected before anyone else could open their mouths. “I simply want results.”

      “We all do, Mr. President.” Saurez spoke as if he were lecturing a small child. “I won’t throw away lives to get quick results, however. Forget the moral aspects. We don’t have the manpower, ships, or war matériel to waste.”

      “Then when?”

      Saurez let out a sigh. “My best guess is February or March of next year, sir. Three to four months.”

      “That’s acceptable,” Nolan replied as he nodded. “Are the freedom fighters still gathering strength?”

      “Yes, that was the facts on the ground I was discussing, sir. We believe massed attacks planetwide could throw the defenders into chaos. They’d be effectively flanked and assaulted on all sides. Those of us who study military theory know such action typically leads to mass surrender.”

      Nolan kept a neutral expression. There are times I’d really like to replace him. An uncomfortable silence settled over the room as he and Saurez stared each other down. “I remain concerned about the number of civilian deaths.”

      “Look at it this way, Mr. President.” Saurez set his jaw. “Those brave men and women are willing to die on their feet for what they believe in. There’s nothing more than we could ask of anyone. Thank God they’re willing to do it.”

      “Mr. President, I have some late-breaking items for you,” Rachel Ziv, the DII—Director, Interstellar Intelligence—interjected.

      “By all means.”

      “We received actionable intelligence several days ago from a walk-in informant on Trinidad Station indicating that a new pirate group is operating in neutral space, specifically targeting our freighters.”

      Nolan narrowed his eyes. “Another one? Didn’t we just get through wiping out the last batch?”

      “The Zvika Greengold and her battlegroup sent the last one off.” Saurez tilted his head. “Did you confirm this intelligence with multiple sources, madame director?”

      Ziv shook her head. “One source. HUMINT. He made contact with our covered agent on Trinidad.”

      “It’s outside your protocol to bring forward intel with only one point of corroboration.”

      “General, perhaps you should leave intelligence analysis to the professionals, as we leave military matters to you,” Ziv replied with a dazzling smile.

      Ooh. That’s gonna burn. Nolan did everything in his power to keep a smirk off his face and wasn’t sure he’d succeeded. “You’ve got a reason for bringing this to our attention, Ziv. Please continue.”

      “The information from the asset dovetailed perfectly into after-action reports filed from the front. Not coincidently, from the Zvika Greengold. Additionally, scans of the asset during debriefing suggested he was telling the complete truth to our agent.” Ziv glanced between Nolan and Saurez, as if checking to see whether she had their attention. “It would appear a common criminal has received a great deal of funds from an outside source. This individual—Richard Logan—is purchasing freighters, up-armoring and up-gunning them at Trinidad, and attacking anything that moves in neutral space.”

      “The Armenia incident?” Bile rose in Nolan’s throat. Thousands of innocents had been slaughtered.

      “Yes. Directly responsible, per our asset.”

      “If there was ever reason to occupy Trinidad Station and erase that pirate-harboring so-called free port from the galaxy,” Saurez said, “this is it.”

      Nolan closed his eyes for a moment. No, we can’t give in to anger. “We will do no such thing, unless every other option is exhausted.”

      “Mr. President—”

      “General, I get it. But I also get the big picture. The Terran Coalition has, at times, overstepped in the affairs of others. You can argue the morality of what we’ve done, but there’ve been military actions on the neutral planets that, to this day, rub many of those governments the wrong way. We mustn't fan those flames, as we desperately need the non-Coalition human-controlled worlds to rally to our cause.”

      “You can’t be serious,” an under-secretary of defense interjected. “Sir, most of those neutral planets are a hundred years behind us technologically. They’re of no use against the League, and moreover, if the League decides to invade them, we’ll be on the hook for coming to their defense, thanks to your statements.”

      Several military officers and other civilians stared at the man.

      “It doesn’t change that it’s the right thing to do,” Nolan replied evenly.

      “Sir,” Saurez began before anyone else could speak, “Freudenberg’s got a point. If the threat to our shipping lanes is coming from Trinidad, it doesn’t matter what the political implications are. If we don’t stop these attacks, the war is lost. Allow me to repeat that for the benefit of everyone in this room. We lose the war if we lose the ability to get minerals back from our outlying systems. It’ll take years to rebuild our losses to Coalition-owned shipping. If neutral shippers don’t take our minerals, we’re screwed.” By the time he was finished, spit was flying from Saurez’s mouth.

      Nolan felt surprised the general hadn’t cursed, so vigorous was his statement. “Force against nonbelligerent parties is the last resort. Do you all understand me? I don’t care if everyone at this table thinks I’m wrong. The ayes have it. Anyone who can’t get behind the policy”—he gestured toward the door—“there’s the exit.”

      “What are your orders, sir?” Saurez sat even more ramrod straight than he had been moments before.

      “Get the Greengold some support. Ideally, another one of those convoy escort groups the CDF is always crowing about.” Nolan set his jaw. “I want CIS all over this. Full-court press, Ziv. Everything you’ve got. Track down this Logan character and either capture or kill him. Ideally capture. If we could tie the League back to these jokers, that’d probably drive half the Sagittarius Arm into our camp.”

      “Yes, Mr. President,” Ziv replied.

      “We’ll have to pull something out of repair cycle, Mr. President,” Saurez ground out.

      “Fine,” Nolan snapped back.

      “I think that’s about all we have time for today,” Karimi interjected. “Sir, your next briefing is in ten minutes in the Oval.”

      Nolan knew that tone. It was Karimi’s “Quit while you’re ahead, Jason” tone. The rare times he hadn’t heeded his oldest advisor almost always resulted in disaster.

      “Right.” He stood. “Thank you all.” Nolan turned on his heel and left the room then briskly strode back toward the Oval Office.

      “Getting a bit testy there, sir,” Karimi said as he slid in beside him. “I thought we talked about the need to dial it back with General Saurez.”

      “I’m not letting us go back to what I consider the bad old days.”

      “You may not have a choice if we find neutrals arming entities to defeat us, sir.”

      The logic was inescapable. Nolan knew it and that he was being stubborn. But it matters. Avoiding the mistakes of the past is why I ran and won. He let a breath out as they rounded a corner. “Let’s hope it doesn’t get there.”

      “From your lips to God’s ears, sir.”

      “Amen,” Nolan replied as he smiled for the first time that morning.
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        Deep Space

        CSV Zvika Greengold

        3 December 2434

      

      

      

      After a day spent either standing watch in the cockpit of his fighter on ready five or working out in the simulator, Justin was ready for some rest and relaxation. With his allotment of comm credits spent for the month, talking to his family was out of the question. Buying enough for a fifteen-minute conversation would cost more than I make in a month. While he understood the issues with quantum-entangled communications and bandwidth scarcity, it still made for a bitter pill. The next best thing was visiting Mateus’s quarters for a card game.

      Arriving outside her hatch, Justin pressed the buzzer.

      “Come on in!”

      Justin pushed the hatch open to find Feldstein, Adeoye, Mateus, and Lowell present. The new addition—a second lieutenant, only three months out of flight school—more than anything seemed so young. Jason briefly wondered whether he’d appeared the same way to Major Whatley a year before.

      “Hey, everyone.”

      “Where’s the booze?” Mateus asked. “You know the rules. No booze, no play.”

      “Don’t worry. I got the good stuff.” Justin held up a bottle of New Virginia brandy. “Gift from a friend to celebrate the birth of my son.”

      “You didn’t have to give that to us, sir,” Feldstein replied, glancing up from her hand of playing cards.

      “I don’t really drink, remember?” Justin grinned and dropped the bottle on the table set out for such things. Seeing that Lowell was at the end of the table, without cards, Justin asked, “Not playing?”

      “Uh, well, no, sir. Lieutenant Mateus told me I was in time-out.”

      Justin laughed so hard that spit flew out of his mouth. “Say that again.”

      “He’s in time-out because he got taken not only by Chief Mathews and the shuttle wash snipe hunt but also hydraulic blinker fluid,” Mateus said as she rolled her eyes. “If that wasn’t enough, they got him to go to the air boss's office and ask for a cable stretcher for fixing an avionics issue in his Sabre.”

      Justin walked over and put his hand on Lowell’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Lieutenant. We all get played by a snipe hunt at some point or another. Don’t sweat it. In a few weeks, they won’t remember.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Feldstein replied with a smirk. “I heard the crew ratings put a picture of him up on their wall of shame.”

      “Okay, then.” Justin snickered. “Well, you’ll need to make ace. Then they’ll leave you alone.”

      At the mention of becoming an ace, Lowell perked up. “That’s the plan, sir. Make these League bastards pay for Canaan.”

      “Nice slogan,” Mateus replied, obviously annoyed.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “Cut him some slack,” Justin interjected. The group hasn’t accepted him yet. I should work on that privately. “We were all nuggets once.”

      “Speak for yourself. I came out of the womb flying high speed, low drag.”

      Everyone chuckled at Mateus’s joke.

      “I could almost believe that.” Feldstein dropped her cards onto the table. “I’m out. Not a good hand.”

      Adeoye’s eyes glinted. “I’ll see your bet and raise you.” He slid a pile of chips into the middle pile. “Show ’em, Lieutenant.”

      Mateus groaned and flipped her cards right-side up.

      “Damn, nice bluff call, Jackson,” Feldstein said with a giggle. “I thought she had us for sure.”

      “And with that out of the way, deal me—and Lowell—in.” Justin grinned and steepled his fingers. “I’m looking forward to winning back my five credits.”

      For the next couple of hours, the pilots passed the time with hand after hand of five-card stud. The weariness eventually faded as the battlefield was left behind. Laughter filled the air in the small stateroom, and Justin felt some peace, even if it was fleeting. But there was a certain tension, and it struck him as odd.

      During a lull in the nonstop hands of poker, Feldstein turned her attention to Lowell. “So, how’d you get assigned to the Red Tails again? Daddy a famous general?” The tease was a familiar one.

      Lowell’s face turned bloodred. “Uh, no, I just got lucky enough to be detailed here.” He forced a smile to his face. “I couldn’t think of any place I’d rather be than serving with Alpha element. You guys are… legendary.”

      The earnestness of his comments got Justin’s attention. “How do you figure? We’re just pilots on an escort carrier.”

      “That successfully attacked Earth.” Lowell beamed. “I felt like I’d won the lottery being posted here.”

      Mateus acted as if she would vomit. “Oh, please, none of that hero worship. You’ll be lucky to survive the next mission.”

      “Hey, what’s up with you?” Feldstein asked. “Yeah, making fun of the new guy is a rite of passage, but this seems personal.”

      “Maybe I’m wondering whether,” Mateus replied, her accent becoming more prominent, “if we had more qualified pilots than these nuggets, I wouldn’t have to wake up in the middle of the night screaming about the people on the Armenia!”

      “Lowell performed well,” Justin interjected, his voice rising. “We did our damn best. You know that more than anyone, Elisbete.”

      “What’s it that Whatley used to say? Good isn’t enough. We have to be perfect.”

      “I’m going to take off.” Lowell stood. “Thanks, uh, for having me.” He scooted out the hatch before anyone else could respond, leaving the four of them staring at one another.

      Adeoye frowned at Mateus. “That was uncalled for.”

      “Whatever,” she shot back. “Party’s over.”

      Justin placed his cards down and stood. “Let me make something clear. Lieutenant Lowell might be a nugget, and he’s undoubtedly the new guy, but he’s also a pilot. Treat him as such. I will not tolerate the lot of you beating the fighting spirit out of him. Clear?”

      “Crystal, sir,” Feldstein replied.

      “Lieutenant?” Justin prompted as he stared at Mateus.

      “Yes, sir,” she grated out.

      “I’m going to go talk to him.” Justin turned on his heel and strode out of the cabin then turned left toward where he remembered Lowell’s stateroom was. Quickening his steps, he got up to a brisk jog before the other pilot came into view through a bulkhead. “Lieutenant, wait up!”

      Lowell whirled around and came to attention.

      Justin caught up and noted his stance. God, they’re all so green now. “At ease. I didn’t want you to get the wrong idea.”

      “I’ve got a lot to prove sir, I understand that.”

      “It’s more than that. We’ve seen a lot of people die in the past year. Our element… we all survived. Adeoye moving to the bomber squadron has shaken Mateus. You’re just an easy target for an emotional outburst.”

      Lowell nodded. “What can I do better?”

      “Work the sims, fly missions, and don’t let the deck crew keep punking you.” Justin’s lips curled into a grin. “And remember that none of us are prepared for combat.”

      “Not even you, sir? I heard people saying you ejected, landed on a League ship, stole a fighter, and blew the thing up on the way out.” Lowell sounded like he was meeting his favorite movie star.

      Hero worship wasn’t something Justin was used to. But seeing as he’d lived those events out with the rest of the squadron, they’d accepted it. There was no lens to view it through, like a holovid character. “Especially not me. Look, Lieutenant, something you need to understand right now—it’s a miracle I’m still alive. That stunt on the cruiser… I was running on pure adrenaline. What happened was the result of exceptional training, mistakes by the enemy, and some amount of luck. Honestly, it was a miracle.”

      Lowell kept staring at him with near puppy dog eyes.

      “If you train hard, learn from the rest of us, and keep your head on straight, you will have the opportunity to learn from some fine pilots. Get cocky, fly aggressively without experience… and you will die. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, sir.” Lowell’s voice became a whisper.

      “Now, get some rest. We’re on duty first thing for four hours of ready five.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Justin turned to go. “Oh, and Lowell? I’d be happy to fly some sims with you any time to work on your dogfighting technique.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Walking toward his cabin, Justin felt older than he ever had before. I was that kid a year ago. Maybe not quite as enamored with Whatley, but geez. Well, it’s my job to get him adjusted to combat.

      Who the heck am I kidding? There’s no adjusting to it.

      The next day would come early, and the grind would begin again, so he immediately hit his bunk and tried to sleep.
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      Outside of combat, life aboard a military warship in space was in many ways mundane and monotonous. There was very little to do besides your job, paperwork, and watch standing. It made food one of the essential functions on the ship, and to that end, the CDF placed a high value on fresh and varied meals.

      Tehrani placed her coffee mug down on a private table in the officers’ mess nearest her quarters. It was more extravagant than the others, and she considered it her private wardroom. Only senior watch officers were permitted without an express invitation.

      She gazed out into the blackness of the void. A distant nebula and its bright-yellow-and-red colors could be seen with the naked eye. Even during pain and suffering, Allah shows us the beauty of His creation.

      The mess steward appeared beside her and set a small plate of food down. “Ma’am.”

      “Thank you, Corporal.” She had barely made it through a short prayer and raised her head when the familiar voice of Benjamin Wright echoed in the small space.

      “May I join you?”

      “Of course.” Tehrani gestured to the empty seat across from her.

      Wright grinned and set his own mug of coffee down as steam wafted off the top of it. “Get a good night’s sleep?”

      “I’m not sure what I define as a good night’s sleep anymore.” Tehrani frowned. “At least I’ve stopped dreaming about children being blasted into the void off that liner.”

      Her words took the grin off Wright’s mouth, and he bit his lip. “Yeah. There is that, isn’t there?”

      “Are we okay?” Tehrani asked suddenly, surprising even herself.

      “Uh, yeah. Of course, skipper. Why?”

      “You do remember we had some harsh words a few days ago.”

      Wright inclined his head. “Yes, we did. You know me. I shoot from the hip, and I thought you needed to hear what I had to say, in the most direct way possible.”

      Tehrani had gone about her duties as usual, and there had been no change in her XO’s behavior, but she’d felt significant tension. “You could’ve said it without threatening to relieve me,” she replied archly.

      “Perhaps my word choice was poor, but these jerks from CIS get under my skin.” Wright’s gaze bored into her. “Now that Grant and his Q-ship are about, I know he’s come over to the Greengold a couple of times for consultations.”

      Frowning, she replied, “Oh yes. The man is odious. He’s seemingly oblivious to social cues too.”

      Wright chuckled. “Well, for what it's worth, I can deal with him if you’d like.”

      “No. I can handle him.”

      “Your ship, your call, skipper.”

      “Do you really think we’re so close to turning back into savages?”

      “That’s a loaded question.” Wright leaned back and took a sip of coffee. “I mean, how enlightened are we, anyway?”

      “There have been many strides made in the last oh, four hundred years.”

      “To some extent, sure,” Wright replied. “We’re better at getting along with one another. Well, most of us, anyway. But you do realize there’s at least one human-controlled neutral planet where they make it obvious folks who share my skin color aren’t welcome.”

      “New Oranje, yes? I don’t think they’d care for me either.”

      Wright snorted. “No. The Bible says that no one is good. No, not one. I tend to think that’s true. Call me a pessimist.”

      For a moment, Tehrani reflected on his words. The Quran had similar statements, pointing out the fallibility of humanity and its seeming propensity to sin. “Our society has come a long way since the Exodus and the founding of the Coalition. I choose to believe we’re better than we were.”

      “Skipper, I hope you’re right. But I think we’re all one action away from doing something we’d regret the rest of our lives. You take away our showers, our food, entertainment, and put us in a stressful situation in which we’re fighting to survive, and we enlightened humans are capable of anything.”

      This is depressing. “Unfortunately, the pirates haven’t gone after the Farnborough yet.”

      Wright seemed to register the change in subject and moved on. “No. I wonder if the same trick will work twice.”

      She shrugged. “The same trick works on people who haven’t seen it before.” Tehrani grinned. “And we’re careful to stay within one jump.”

      “You going to watch War Patrol with us this week?”

      Tehrani rolled her eyes. “You know how much I hate the liberties they take.”

      “Yup.” He laughed. “I also bet you want to see how they resolve the fleet carrier being overrun by a computer virus and League boarding parties.”

      “I suppose I do. How’d you put it? Escapist fun? It’s the closest we’re getting to the actual war right now. Don’t get me wrong. I know we’re on a mission that needs to be done, but I’d rather be taking back Eire.” Throughout the fleet, the battle cry of “Remember Eire!” was prevalent. She hoped the Zvika Greengold would be on the sharp tip of the spear when the time came for an invasion to kick the Leaguers off the core world.

      “We all do. I’ve had to motivate several department heads by reminding them the sooner we see off these damn pirates, the sooner we’ll be fighting the commies again.” Wright shook his head. “Can you believe we served all these years going to battle stations barely once or twice?”

      “Or that it’s been over a year since the war started.” Sometimes it felt like she was sticking her fingers into a leaking dam. Sooner or later, the water would break through. I wonder how our ancestors felt, fighting against the World Society. Did they realize it was a lost cause and that the only way to survive would be to flee into the void of outer space?

      “Well, after we eat, I’m going to tour the engineering spaces again and make sure everything’s ready with our upgraded neutron beams. Major Hodges is quite excited about it.”

      Tehrani grinned as the mess steward brought several plates of steaming-hot food to the table. “I’ll be happy to order test firings into the asteroids of an uninhabited system.”

      Once the rating had set each plate on the table, he departed quickly.

      “Would you care to pray this morning, Benjamin?”

      “Be glad to, ma’am.”

      As Wright bowed his head, Tehrani closed her eyes and mentally recited a prayer in Arabic. I pray this day brings victory over our enemies and my crew safely home.
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      Fieldwork has something special about it. Borisov smiled as he slid into a chair in a nondescript office on Unity Station. He would rather have been out, meeting contacts in person, but ESS was running scared lately from Terran Coalition counterintelligence efforts. The effect was like a person who was once skilled at something but had lost their edge.

      Decades without conflict in the Orion Arm after the League prevailed over its enemies had led to most intelligence functions being directed within. After all, the biggest threat came from within. Individualism must be eradicated wherever it crops up, and anyone who succumbs to its lure must be reeducated or destroyed.

      It had taken Borisov the better part of a year to convince his superiors of the need for contingency plans, given the inability of the navy to conquer the Terrans. If only the fools on the Social and Public Safety Committee would understand the wisdom in breaking the enemy's will to resist without firing a shot. He and many other ESS operatives had tried and failed to convince the League’s leadership of that.

      But now, I can change all of it. I have in my hands the power to finally bring defeat to the Coalition. Part one had been getting a group of pirates to attack neutral shipping crucial to the war effort. Part two was to escalate those attacks and drive the Terrans into making critical mistakes, such as lashing out at neutral solar systems.

      Borisov appreciated the irony of using one group of individualists to destroy another. He entered a long passphrase followed by a biometric scan to unlock his ESS-issued tablet device before touching the contact marked Logan.

      A few moments later, Richard Logan’s face appeared. “Mr. Rocha. Always a pleasure.” The smile he wore was so fake that it seemed to be comical.

      “I see you’ve been busy,” Borisov replied. “Very busy.”

      Logan shrugged. “That’s what you paid us to do. We’ve got more ships coming online in the next week, and I plan to expand our activities.”

      “Good.” Borisov narrowed his eyes. “I expect you to keep to the schedule we agreed on.”

      “Keep the credits flowing, and everything is possible.”

      Borisov snickered. This man at least has some panache. I can respect that. “There is the matter of the Armenia. While I don’t object to its destruction, it’s attracted unwanted attention prematurely.”

      “I’ve heard that from several people lately,” Logan replied with a snarl. “It got those damn CDF do-gooders off our asses long enough to escape.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to deal with more of those ‘do-gooders’ before too long. They’re sending reinforcements. If you can keep them off-balance, they’ll keep sending more military vessels in and offend the neutrals… helping to accomplish my aims.”

      “Then you’d better keep those credits flowing, Mr. Rocha. Or whatever your name really is.” Logan’s lips curled into a nasty grin again. “Probably League of Sol intelligence, considering how you want us to put the hurt on the Coalition.”

      If Logan were in the room, Borisov might’ve killed him right then. Instead, the distance gave space to pause for a few seconds. “And if I was, saying things like that aloud could be very dangerous to your long-term health, Mr. Logan.”

      “I call it as I see it, Mr. Rocha.”

      “The Terrans have a decoy freighter on the way. It’s been used before to trick someone into attacking it. I’m sending you all the information I have. Eliminating it will be your top priority.”

      “Attacking military assets costs more than blasting freighters and liners, mate.” Logan crossed his arms. “It’s one thing to tangle with the CDF when they show up during an op. It’s something else entirely to go hunting for them.”

      Borisov leaned forward. “You will destroy the decoy. Failure to obey my orders will result in a contract on your head so large that you’d have to travel beyond known space to avoid it. Do I make myself clear?”

      Logan’s grin faded. His left eye twitched, and it seemed as if the man finally had the good sense to feel fear. “Quite. We’ll take it out. Anything else?”

      “That will be all.” Borisov clicked the interface off before tossing the tablet onto his desk. Once he’s outlived his usefulness, Mr. Logan will learn at my hand how effective our methods are for dealing with individualist scum. Borisov looked forward to that day with glee.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Terran Coalition Border Zone
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        6 December 2434

      

      

      

      A few days into their decoy freighter runs, Grant was starting to have doubts. The border area was too quiet for his tastes. They’d made several cargo drops, simulating a real independent hauler. That last load of ore was a heck of a mess to unload too. The Farnborough was currently loitering in an uninhabited system, awaiting a cargo pod drop-off from corporate asteroid miners.

      They, of course, had no idea what the Q-ship was really up to, which was the point. To anyone besides the Coalition Intelligence Service and a select few CDF officers who knew the ship’s cover, the Farnborough smelled, felt, and acted like a tramp space freighter plying its trade.

      It all made for endless boredom for Grant. He hated waiting for something to happen. I would much prefer the simple pleasure of interrogating a suspect or erasing some of these so-called pirates from the universe. “Anything on sensors, helm?”

      “As blank as it was five minutes ago, Captain,” Aleshia Douglas, the third mate and tactical officer, replied. “Wait a minute. I think there might be something at extreme range.”

      “Let me see it,” Grant ordered.

      The sensor tank in the center of the bridge came to life with a view of space around them. Toward the starboard side of the vessel, something flickered. The computer system couldn’t make heads or tails of it, and that worried Grant. He ran through the possibilities. Possibly a contact at long range. Or something close with a stealth coating. “Narrow our lateral sensor array to twenty degrees’ resolution.”

      “Aye, aye,” Douglas said. The bridge only had two others on it at the moment, as the Q-ship maintained a small crew, much like an actual cargo freighter. “Very hazy still, sir.”

      “That’s mighty odd.” Grant stroked his chin and furrowed his brow. “What’s our jump readiness stat—”

      “Four wormholes opening, twenty thousand kilometers off the starboard bow,” Douglas cut in.

      “Four?”

      “Confirmed.”

      Grant’s eyes immediately went to the sensor tank, which showed their relative location. “Raise the deflectors. Charge all weapons.” He sat back. “Battle stations.”

      The alert klaxon wailed, and additional personnel quickly appeared while the lights dimmed to a soft blue. “Four new contacts, sir. Cargo haulers, by the looks of them.” Douglas turned to face him. “With a lot more weapons than normal carriers would have.”

      Grant allowed his lips to curl into a grin. “Mission accomplished. We seem to have attracted the right kind of attention. Designate them as hostile, Lieutenant.” Left unsaid was alarm at the number of pirates inbound. His recollection of the Greengold’s after-action report suggested two of the up-gunned freighters were tough opponents.

      As soon as the hostile ships exited their respective wormholes, they closed formation and angled toward the Farnborough. The range was too much for accurate hits, so each side held their fire.

      “Helm, come to heading zero-six-one, flank speed,” Grant said as he stared at the sensor tank. “Stand by all starboard weapons. Target the lead vessel, Master Three. And let the Zvika Greengold know we’re under attack.”

      “First two hostiles entering weapons range, sir.”

      “Let them eat our plasma cannons, Lieutenant.”

      A barrage of plasma charges raced away from the Farnborough, lighting up the hostile vessel’s shields. Return fire was immediate, with dozens of purple plasma rounds. Anti-ship missiles appeared on the sensor readout and raced toward them.

      “Activate point defense and angle us around,” Grant said as he gripped his seat. “I want a full spread of Starbolt missiles on Master Two, then we’ll try to increase the distance.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      The Farnborough shook under the assault of the first two pirate ships. To Grant’s alarm, their port deflectors dropped like stones as Douglas arced around to engage with their forward-facing missile tubes. The more he thought about it, the more the four vessels seemed like overkill. It’s almost as if they know who we are. Tehrani’d better get a move on, or we’re not going to be here much longer. Grant decided if any shield vector dropped under twenty-five percent, he would jump out. After all, discretion was the better part of valor.
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      After finishing a light lunch following noon prayers, Tehrani stepped out of the gravlift onto deck one. The Marine sentries braced to attention and saluted her as she walked toward them. Tehrani returned their salutes as she crossed the threshold onto the bridge then pulled her cover on—a ballcap emblazoned with the Zvika Greengold’s logo and motto.

      “Colonel on the bridge,” Wright announced.

      “As you were,” Tehrani replied as she sat down next to him. “I have the conn.”

      “Colonel Tehrani has the conn. Aye,” Wright repeated formally. He glanced at her. “How was lunch?”

      “Bland.” She cracked a grin. “I heard the chief’s mess still has fresh meat.”

      Wright snorted. “I’m sure it does. I still don’t understand how we outrank them all yet get crappier food.”

      “Simple. Chiefs run the CDF.”

      “Amen to that.” Wright pulled up a tactical display and overlaid it on the nav chart on his readout. “Nothing to report, ma’am. We’ve completed six jumps, careful to keep within one jump of Grant and his Q-ship. Scope’s clean.”

      “Any pirate attacks?”

      “Remarkably quiet out there. Nothing fitting the MO of this latest bunch.”

      His words bothered her. Tehrani wanted to find the ships responsible and erase them from the universe, not jump from system to system on a patrol route. Minutes stretched into hours as the watch continued. While she could’ve gone back to her office and worked on the mountain of paperwork required to keep the ship running, Tehrani felt alive in the CO’s chair. Even when nothing out of the ordinary was occurring.

      “Conn, Communications. Incoming distress call from the CSV Farnborough.”

      Tehrani whirled around. “Details, Lieutenant.”

      Singh cleared his throat. “Agent Grant reports four attackers. Q-ship has taken heavy damage. He requests immediate assistance. Message repeats.”

      No time to waste. Four ships? They’ve doubled their arsenal. Tehrani set her jaw. “Communications, tie in 1MC to my chair.”

      “You’re live, ma’am.”

      “Attention, all hands. This is Colonel Tehrani. General quarters. General quarters. Man your battle stations. Set material condition one throughout the ship. This is not a drill. I say again, this is not a drill.”

      The expected action—the bridge lights dimming and turning blue—occurred immediately. Bryan turned around. “Conn, TAO. Material condition one set throughout the ship, ma’am.”

      “Navigation, plot Lawrence drive jump to the Farnborough’s coordinates.”

      Just like that, the mood on the bridge switched from passive boredom to a hive of activity. Information flowed between the enlisted ratings who manned the tactical and engineering substations, while the officers prepared for battle.

      Tehrani asked Wright, “What’s on deck for launch?”

      “Four Sabres—Alpha element—and four Maulers.”

      Some of our best. “Instruct the CAG to scramble all available bombers and warm up some Boars as well.” I’m gambling that there will be no fighters to intercept our craft. Allah help me if I’m wrong.

      “Conn, Navigation. Lawrence drive plotted and ready to engage, ma’am.”

      “Navigation, execute the jump.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      The lights dimming signaled the build-up of energy required to open an artificial wormhole between two points in the void. The familiar vortex opened in front of the carrier, and the Greengold accelerated into it. A few moments later, they were on the other side, and the five-second countdown to sensor restoration began.

      “TAO, raise shields, activate point defense in automatic mode, and charge the energy-weapons capacitor,” Tehrani barked.

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Bryan replied then paused as he squinted at his console. “Conn, TAO. New contacts, range thirty thousand kilometers. CSV Farnborough designated as Sierra One. Four modified freighters of various types are engaging her. Designating hostile contacts as Master One through Four.”

      Tehrani kept her eyes glued to the tactical readout on the CO’s chair. “Navigation, intercept course, Master Two. Ahead flank.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      “XO, signal the CAG to launch the alert fighters and bombers. Press him on scrambling all remaining Maulers as soon as possible.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      They’d emerged farther away from the Farnborough than Tehrani would’ve liked but close enough to lessen the distance fairly quickly. New sets of blue icons appeared on her display as the Greengold’s small craft raced toward the enemy.

      “Conn, Communications. Agent Grant sends his thanks, ma’am.”

      Tehrani turned to Singh. “Order him to head for us at top speed. Let him know we’re aiming to disable one of these ships so that Major Nishimura can board. Then put out a general distress call to all Battlegroup Z assets.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      “Close to weapons range, ma’am,” Wright said.

      His words served to guide her back to the battle. So many things happened simultaneously that it was difficult at times for the human brain to process them all. “TAO, firing point procedures, forward neutron beams, Master Two.”

      “Firing solutions set, ma’am.”

      The seconds ticked down, then finally, the circle around the Greengold on her tactical plot showed the hostile vessel in range. “TAO, match bearings, shoot, forward neutron beams.”

      Bolstered by the upgraded power conduits and enhancements to the carrier’s energy-weapons capacitor, twin beams of energy erupted from the bow. Moving at the speed of light, the neutron spears slammed into the protective energy screens of the pirate freighter and radiated from the impact point in all directions. They were not, however, powerful enough to pierce the deflectors in one shot. As the blue beams faded and blinked out, the enemy ship remained.

      “Conn, TAO. Access significant shield damage on Master Two.”

      “We should’ve made those modifications a long time ago,” Wright said with a grin. “Maybe strap some mag-cannon turrets on the ventral and dorsal plating.”

      Tehrani let the reference to how often she closed to weapons range and mixed it up with the opposing force pass.

      As she was about to order another attack, Bryan interjected. “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, Master Two and Three. They’ve shifted course directly for us, ma’am.” He paused before continuing, “Missiles inbound. Anti-ship missiles inbound at bearing three-three-five, range fifteen thousand kilometers.”

      “Here we go,” Tehrani said under her breath so that only Wright could hear. Allah, help us to defeat this enemy and allow my people to return safely home. Allow us the courage and will to destroy these evildoers. With the prayer mentally made, she returned her attention to the battle.
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      Justin was pressed firmly into his seat as his Sabre raced out of the Zvika Greengold’s hangar, first into the void. Seven more small craft followed—three additional Sabres from Alpha element and four Maulers of Gamma element, led by Lieutenant Adeoye.

      He felt unsettled, going into battle once more against the pirates. While they’d taken steps to increase the Greengold’s fighters’ ability to press home attacks against larger targets—primarily by strapping Javelin missiles to the hardpoints under the Sabres’ wings—Justin worried it wouldn’t be enough. Especially with four hostile ships, vice two.

      “Master Two bearing three-two-seven, range ten thousand kilometers, sir,” Feldstein said. “She’s headed directly for the Greengold.”

      Along with another one of those up-gunned freighters. Justin scanned his sensor display and didn’t like what he saw. “Alpha, Gamma, form up on my wing. Alpha will suppress point defense, while Gamma hits hard.”

      “We will erase the enemy,” Adeoye replied in his rich timbre. “Just cover my pilots, Captain.”

      Justin grinned, even though no one could see him. “That’s what the Red Tails do. Okay, Alpha, you heard the man. Let’s get to work. Switch to Javelin missiles and lock up my designated target.” He highlighted a bow-mounted point-defense turret on Master Two and sent it over the tactical network.

      The formation of small craft pawed the vacuum, with the Sabres out front. Incoming point-defense fire picked up its intensity. Streaks of purple energy flashed by Justin’s cockpit canopy. At their range, accuracy was suspect at best, which meant few shots hit shields, much less caused damage.

      “Alpha One to Alpha element. Break right on heading zero-one-zero. Engage afterburner. I want to release our Javelins on a perpendicular course no more than fifty kilometers from the target.”

      “That’s point-blank,” Feldstein replied, her voice distorted through the commlink. “You know we can shoot these things off at ten times that range, right?”

      “Why, yes, I do,” Justin snapped back. “I also learned from the last engagement that these guys have brutally good missile defense. Fifty kilometers.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The term afterburner was a misnomer. It dated back to atmospheric combat jets but had stuck, primarily because of nostalgia, like other phrases. They were another set of thrusters that quickly moved the Sabre forward while using up energy reserves rapidly and had limited duration. Justin felt the g-forces pushing him back into his seat as the range decreased dramatically between him and the pirate freighter.

      Waves of purple particle energy swept through the void, the rate and volume increasing precipitously the closer the Coalition fighters got.

      “Lots of point-defense fire here,” Lowell commented.

      Justin noted with satisfaction that the rookie’s voice held no trace of fear—yet. Either he’s got combat nerves already, or he’s a fool who doesn’t fear anything. Justin hoped for the former.

      “You think this is lots of incoming?” Mateus asked. “I was at the Battle of Canaan. That’s what lots of incoming looks like, nugget. Space was so thick with it that you could barely fly without getting hit by something.”

      “There’s still a lot of it,” Lowell insisted.

      “Try fighting things that can maneuver as well as you can. Until then, keep your thoughts to yourself.”

      For a moment, Justin considered telling Mateus she was out of line. No, the kid’s gotta stand up for himself. Just like I had to with the CAG.

      Enough of this. He returned his attention to the range indicator, which showed he was inside two thousand kilometers. “Watch out, ladies and gentlemen. It’s gonna get rough from here.”

      Justin’s words were prophetic. The closer they got, the more accurate the incoming energy pulses were, while the second pirate vessel added its weight of fire to the mix. He took to juking from side to side in a quasi-guns-D maneuver to avoid them. His missile-lock-on alert sounded, and onward Justin pressed. Finger poised over the launch button, he waited until the last possible moment before pressing it. “Alpha One, fox four.”

      A single Javelin streaked away from the left wing of Justin’s Sabre as he simultaneously pulled back hard on the flight stick, sending his craft into an Immelmann. Even in the micro gravity of the void and with the assist of his craft’s inertial damping system, there was still a slow down as the fighter reversed its course.

      The rest of Alpha followed, and the pirates’ point defense found them. The enemy scored numerous shield hits until the Sabres accelerated away and reentered guns-D. Meanwhile, the four Javelins streaked into the freighter’s shields. Typically, such firepower would’ve collapsed the entire quadrant of the deflector grid, but not on that ship. The protective screens were battered for a few moments and the targeted turret put out of commission, but little else was accomplished.

      Justin glanced at his squadron-status screen and saw Lowell’s fighter flashing red. “Alpha Four, I show a hull breach on your aft section. Confirm. Over.”

      “It’s minor, sir. Auto-repair is on it.”

      “Gotta watch those turrets, Lieutenant,” Justin replied. “If you start losing shield cohesion, dump power from another arc into it. Especially in this kind of environment.”

      “Uh, yes, sir.”

      It’s the small things you learn from doing them hundreds of times and build up the muscle memory so that you don’t have to think. “Alpha One to Gamma One. Good luck.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Adeoye said. “Winged Lightnings going in.”

      The four Maulers adjusted their course, taking advantage of the weakness in Master Two’s defensive envelope. As they steadily closed the distance, a total of eight Javelins—two per bomber—rocketed away. With the bow-facing turret gone, the onboard tracking systems on the anti-ship missiles took advantage of the slack in return fire. Twisting and turning in the void, two went down to streaks of purple xaser energy, while the six others hit home amidships on the port shield quadrant.

      One explosion after another blossomed across the pirate freighter’s deflector before they blinked out, and the blast waves smacked into the armor plate lining the hull.

      “Gamma One to Alpha One. Successful attack. The enemy has lost two shield generators and taken significant damage.”

      Justin checked his scanner to confirm. “Roger that, Gamma One. Let’s re-form and prepare for another—”

      Blue neutron beams raced by his cockpit canopy. His jaw dropped as they impacted the section just hit by the anti-ship warheads, burrowed into the armored plating, and speared out the other side.

      “Woo-hoo! Nice shooting, Greengold,” Lowell said.

      “Alpha, Gamma, re-form and prepare for another pass. That ship is still combat capable,” Justin said, as cool as a cucumber. He switched his commlink channel to command. “Spencer to CAG.”

      “Read you loud and clear,” Whatley said, his voice as gravelly as ever.

      “Any ETA on those bombers, sir? I’m worried about the Farnborough getting worked over before we get to her.”

      “Hopefully within ten minutes. Negative on disengaging current enemy ships. If they take out the carrier, we’re all screwed anyway. Grant will have to wait on our dispatching the first two vessels, so hurry it up.”

      He makes it sound so freaking easy. “Roger that, sir. It’d be a lot easier with those additional bombers. Spencer out.”
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      Jackson Adeoye had longed to fly in space since he was a child, as young as he could remember. He’d watched countless holodocumentaries on the fighter pilots of the Second Saurian War, played flight simulators since he could hold the controls, and applied to every youth flight program his parents would allow him to. The reward was to finally be living his dream—in the most significant war the Terran Coalition had ever seen. The irony was somewhat bitter and brought the saying “Be careful what you wish for” into focus.

      Now he was flying a Mauler bomber. Slow and lumbering, it provided the primary anti-ship punch for the Zvika Greengold and all Coalition carriers it flew off. I must remind myself that I signed up for this duty. It was a common thought, as he sorely missed the speed and agility of the Sabre.

      After looping around as instructed, his flight element—Gamma—was back on course toward Master Two. While the pirate vessel continued to take damage, it was still far from out of the fight.

      “Gamma, tighten your formation. No more than twenty meters of separation,” Adeoye said. “I want to attack their weakened deflector and try to land additional hits on the damaged hull areas.”

      “Wilco, sir,” his wingman replied.

      While Justin’s Sabres created a light show on the pirates’ shields, Gamma steadily closed the gap. Adeoye pondered the situation, realizing that if they fired the Javelins at normal range, there was no telling where the warheads would hit. If we want to inflict maximum pain, we have to get to point-blank range. And expose our craft to withering point-defense fire. He frowned. There were no great choices, only several ranking from bad to worse.

      “Okay, we’re going to try something different. Maintain missile lock and close in with me. We will fire no more than a few kilometers from the target.”

      “That’s cutting it pretty close, sir.”

      Adeoye’s wingman wasn’t wrong, but given how badly their Q-ship was getting worked out, Adeoye doubted they would survive much longer unless the pirates got a bloody nose—and he was determined to give it. “Yes, it is. We will do what damage we can then pull back. Watch the incoming PD.”

      Weapons fire between the Greengold and the enemy lit up the void, casting a harsh glow as the bombers pressed onward. The lock-on tone sounded in Adeoye’s cockpit, but he paid it no heed, instead trying to zigzag just enough to throw off the long-range targeting scanners of the pirates’ point-defense emplacements. Purple and green blobs streaked by the clear canopy, and a few peppered his shields. The one advantage of a Mauler was its far stronger deflector generators.

      “Really kicking out the light show out here,” one of the other Gamma pilots called over the commlink. “Forward deflector cohesion is under half strength.”

      “Slide back and forth,” Adeoye replied. “Fake them out. Follow my lead.” Practically all the pilots in his Winged Lightning squadron were rookies. The few veterans were so shell-shocked from repeated losses that they barely spoke outside of combat.

      The rest of the flight element took his advice to heart and matched his maneuvering. It helped that they were in a permissive environment with no threat of enemy small craft, only the large freighters with outsized weapons packages and enhanced defensive systems.

      “Almost there,” Adeoye said and bit his lip. Just another five seconds. He held his craft steady and launched his last two Javelins before pulling up sharply. The others did the same, and eight missiles streaked toward the enemy.

      Through his HUD, Adeoye watched as the warheads maneuvered aggressively, avoiding a final smattering of point-defense fire, which turned the enemies’ attention at a critical moment and gave Gamma the opening it needed to escape. The Javelins accelerated into their terminal homing mode and within seconds exploded in bright flashes of light against the pirates’ outer hull. While the vessel continued to fire its primary weapons, Adeoye noted with satisfaction that its output was greatly diminished.
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      “Nice shooting there, Gamma One,” Justin said over a commlink channel directly tuned to Adeoye’s bomber. “Too bad we’re out of anti-ship ordnance.”

      “We can still do damage with our energy weapons, sir,” Adeoye replied resolutely, and Justin felt like they’d all aged ten years, gaining the wisdom of time that went along with it.

      “Hold the line until reinforcements get here.” Justin zoomed out his HUD sensor screen to show the entire picture of the battlespace. The Marcus Luttrell seemed to be gaining speed again, though it was still well out of weapons range. Colonel Arrington doesn’t have an ounce of quit in him. The pirate vessels continued to close on the Zvika Greengold, while the carrier kept coming. Whatever happened was going to be costly.

      Right as Justin was about to open his mouth with orders to reengage Master Two and ideally follow up on the damage the Maulers had inflicted, numerous new contacts erupted from both ships. At first, he was sure they were launching fighters, but within a few seconds, the tactical computer classified them as anti-ship missiles of neither Coalition nor League vintage. Must be tech from the neutral worlds. All twenty warheads arced around and headed straight for the Greengold. My God, they don’t have enough point defense to survive that.

      Justin acted on autopilot. “Alpha One to Alpha element. Break and engage enemy missiles. Shoot down as many as you can.”

      “What about the Q-ship?” Feldstein asked.

      “If those missiles hit en masse, the Greengold won’t survive, and these assholes will kill us all in detail. Break and attack. Gamma element, engage Master Two.”

      “Acknowledged, sir,” Adeoye replied.

      Green lights lit up across the rest of Alpha’s squadron-readiness display, indicating the other pilots understood and accepted Justin’s orders. He kicked up the throttle and headed straight for the hostile warheads. Hitting a target that his combat computer had identified and lit up with a helpful predictive targeting reticle might seem like an easy task, but it was anything but. Time and again, Justin squeezed off a volley of neutron-cannon bolts only for them to miss by what seemed like a kilometer.

      Finally, one bolt connected, and the warhead in front of him exploded in a brief orange flame. “Anyone else got joy yet?”

      “One down,” Mateus replied.

      “These things can move. They’re actively evading,” Feldstein interjected. “I’m trying to fake them out.”

      “Got one!” Lowell crowed.

      “Congratulations, nugget. We’ll paint the kill marking for a missile on your cockpit,” Mateus said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “Stow it, all of you, and focus.” Justin looped his Sabre around and acquired the nearest warhead. There’s that sounding-like-Whatley thing again.

      Repeatedly, the four fighters engaged the anti-ship missiles with everything they had. Small explosions dotted the void when they had success, and between them and the point-defense emplacements on the Greengold, most were accounted for.

      On a good day, that would’ve been enough. But the carrier’s forward deflectors had already taken a beating from the pirate vessel's last missile volley. So the six that got through hammered down the protective screens, and two exploded directly against the hull. While Justin watched in horror, a secondary explosion hit Hangar A, where the next wave of Mauler bombers was preparing to launch. Automatic fire suppression seemed to keep it from getting out of hand, but he assumed there was no way they could launch now. This is going from bad to worse.
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      “I have never seen a freighter able to take punishment quite like these things,” Wright grumbled and slapped the side of his readout. It flickered back on.

      Tehrani turned toward him. The blue light on the bridge cast long shadows and made it difficult to see even a few meters across the room. “The armor being used is specifically coated to refract neutron-beam energy.” She pointed at her monitor. “At least, that’s what it looks like to me.”

      “Good enough for me, skipper.”

      The Greengold had taken a beating. It always seemed like the escort carrier was getting shot up, but now they’d taken damage to Hangar A, rendering them unable to launch additional bombers. “Status of the Black Hog squadron?”

      “Scrambling, ma’am. The aviation deck ratings were trying to get the Maulers out.” Wright furrowed his brow. “We need additional support.”

      His comment was obvious, but he’d said it to warn her not to overcommit to an unwinnable fight.

      “Our escorts will arrive soon.”

      “Conn, TAO. Sierra One’s deflectors have gone critical,” Bryan interjected. “I’m showing hull damage across the entirety of her starboard quarter.”

      Holding on to her chair as the deck rocked, Tehrani gritted her teeth. “Communications, signal the Farnborough and order Agent Grant to jump out.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      As Tehrani spoke, the two pirate freighters farthest away from the Greengold—Master One and Four—continued to pummel the Q-ship. Plasma fire, neutron beams, and braces of anti-ship missiles raced toward the Farnborough. She gamely returned fire with mag-cannon rounds and neutron beams, inflicting some damage, but the level of carnage to her superstructure and armor plating was too great. Molten pieces of hull drifted away after repeated energy-weapon impacts, and finally, one of the engine pods sheared off entirely.

      Bryan gasped. “Conn, TAO. Sierra One is losing forward momentum, ma’am. I’m showing atmosphere draining from the hull.”

      Tehrani closed her eyes for a moment. I can’t leave the crew to its fate. Not even Grant. “Navigation, intercept course on Sierra One. All ahead flank.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Mitzner replied.

      “You sure about this, skipper?” Wright leaned in. “Might be a better idea to have them launch escape pods and have Alpha provide escort.”

      “No.” Tehrani shook her head. “Those ships have way too much active point defense. It’s too great a risk.”

      “I doubt Grant would do the same for us,” Wright replied darkly.

      He wouldn’t. “Perhaps. But I won’t leave our people behind.”

      Wright pursed his lips. “Yes, ma’am.”

      On the tactical plot, the group of Maulers designated as Gamma element separated from Master Two and achieved enough distance to reengage. Tehrani kept one eye on their progress and another on the energy-weapon capacitor’s charge level. As the bombers closed in, they did something she hadn’t seen before—getting within two hundred kilometers and ripple firing three Javelins each.

      The missiles raced ahead, their onboard tactical links spreading them out to avoid a lucky hit taking out the entire group. While point defense succeeded in knocking down several, most made it to the same target Gamma had hit the last time—the weakened shields and armor of Master Two’s port quarter. When the flashes of light cleared, a gaping hole was left in her, and the vessel ceased firing.

      “Conn, TAO. Access Master Two is disabled, ma’am,” Bryan called out.

      While she could see the same thing on her tactical readout, Tehrani felt relief at the pronouncement. “Communications, order the Farnborough to prepare to abandon ship. We’ll pick them up and jump out.” She glanced at Wright. “Make sure the fast movers aren’t caught out of position.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Singh replied.

      Wright nodded. “On it, skipper.”

      As the Greengold accelerated toward the stricken Q-ship, Tehrani tracked the movements of the hostile ships. Master One and Four had broken off their assault and instead were angled directly toward the carrier. It’s what I’d do… deal with the real threat first. She’d run some math and determined that the shields would probably hold up long enough to grab the escape pods from the Farnborough and retreat.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, incoming wormholes bearing two-one-five, range three thousand kilometers.”

      Tehrani’s heart skipped a few beats. If those are more hostiles, we’re dead. The specter of an immediate jump came to mind. Please, God, let them be our escorts.

      The entire bridge tensed for Bryan’s next pronouncement.

      “CDF signature. They’re friendly, ma’am.” Bryan’s voice jumped an octave. “Two Gladius-class destroyers… CSV Marcus Luttrell and CSV Frederic John Walker, designated Sierra Two and Three.”

      “Thank God.” Wright exhaled loudly. “Thought our goose was cooked.”

      “As did I,” Tehrani replied sotto voce. “TAO, designate Master Three as the primary target for our battlegroup.” The destroyers were close enough that their entire armaments should be well within the optimal range. “Firing point procedures, forward neutron beams, Master Three.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am. Firing solution set.”

      “Match bearings, shoot, forward neutron beams.”

      The three vessels didn’t coordinate their firing patterns with the short time on station, but they each threw everything they had at the pirate freighter. Magnetic-cannon shells and neutron beams lashed at the enemy, scoring hits on its forward and starboard deflectors. Unlike the earlier engagement, the combined firepower of the two destroyers proved decisive. Within seconds, one of the shield generators failed, and significant hull hits were obtained.

      “Conn, TAO. Lawrence drive activation, all hostile contacts.”

      That didn’t take long. Tehrani gritted her teeth. Cowards who run when confronted by anything like equal terms. “TAO, get me another shot at Master Three.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am. Trying.”

      Red dots disappeared one by one from the tactical plot as three vessels jumped out. Tehrani clenched her fist as they made good on the escape.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change on Master Two. Runaway Lawrence drive overload. They’re not going to make it.”

      A few moments later, a bright flash appeared. Tehrani stared at it, her heart cold. The only regret she felt was that they wouldn’t be able to capture and question the vessel's occupants. “Begin emergency procedures on the Farnborough. They’ll need medical and engineering support.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Wright replied. “At least we got one.”

      “Small victories, XO. I want them all.” Tehrani set her jaw. “Make sure that Agent Grant is brought over here forthwith. He needs to explain what the hell just happened within the hour.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Tehrani didn’t reply. She stared straight ahead, mind filled with thunder and plans to ensure the pirates would be destroyed—next time.
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      “Well, that didn’t go the way I expected it to.”

      Grant’s easy pronouncement drew stares from the Greengold’s senior officers as well as Tehrani. They were in the Greengold’s deck one conference room. She was flanked by Wright and Hodges, and Major Nishimura, Major Whatley, and Captain Spencer were also in attendance. It seemed no one wanted to sit next to the CIS officer.

      She stared at him coldly. “Easy for you to say, Agent. We took hangar damage that will require at least twelve hours to repair.”

      “And I nearly lost my life.” Even after the events of the last few hours, the man still had his trademark smirk at full blast. “Yet I remain undeterred.”

      “So do we,” Wright replied with disdain. He narrowed his eyes. “It would be nice to know where the pirates went, though.”

      Grant shrugged. “I don’t know yet. Clearly, the Farnborough’s cover is blown. Not that she’ll be in fighting shape anytime soon.”

      “Where are they getting these ships from?” Whatley asked. “Those freighters don’t grow magically on comets. I recognized the models—all commonly available.”

      “Well.” Grant shifted in his seat. “We have some theories on where they’re coming from.”

      Tehrani’s gaze locked onto Grant like a heat-seeking missile. “Spill it. Now.”

      “Colonel, I can’t share intelligence that’s classified above your clearance level, not to mention compromise sources and meth—”

      “Tell us, or I’ll have you confined to the brig, while Major Nishimura and his VBSS team rip your ship apart until we figure out what you’re holding out on.”

      The smile faded from Grant’s face. He leaned back and raised an eyebrow. “You’ve changed, Colonel. I apologize. I underestimated you.” After sucking in a breath, he continued. “Okay. We think they’re getting logistical support from Trinidad Station. It’s a free port built on an old helium-3 mining operation.”

      Wright eyed him. “I know of it. It’s a haven for privateers.”

      “And other unsavory characters. Let us say that we’ve developed a… source… who is providing actionable intelligence in real time.”

      Tehrani turned to Hodges. “I want my hangar ready to launch all available small craft in six hours, Major.”

      “Uh, ma’am, I—”

      “Take every available crewman. Pull in engineering-rated officers. I will personally come down and help turn a spanner if that would help, Major. Get it done.”

      Hodges appeared as if he wanted to argue but finally nodded. “Yes, ma’am. We’ll be ready.”

      “If I may, Colonel?” Grant raised his hand.

      “Yes?” Tehrani fought down the urge to openly roll her eyes at the man.

      “You don’t want to go to Trinidad Station. It would most likely expose our sources and methods, not to mention possibly cause our foe to go to ground.”

      “Then where do we want to go?”

      His shit-eating grin returned. “XB-9163-D. Asteroid belt three. I have the coordinates to a habitat used by the gentleman behind these pirates. CIS believes he has a base of operations there.”

      It took every ounce of self-control Tehrani had not to stand and physically assault the CIS agent. A mental image of slapping him across the mouth and wiping his smirk away flashed through her mind before she forced it down. “Why,” she gritted out, “didn’t you tell us this information days ago before we started this charade?”

      “Source and methods—”

      “That’s bullshit. And you know it, Mr. Grant.”

      The other officers stared at her in amazement at her language, and several jaws dropped.

      “CIS takes protecting its assets quite seriously, Colonel. Especially in a situation where we only have one.”

      From what he’d said, Tehrani assumed they had someone on the inside at Trinidad. And it would make sense to try to shield that asset. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the spy enjoyed having something up on everyone else in the room. “I want the entire battlegroup gathered. We’ll send in the Astute to scout out this asteroid. Then we’re going in.”

      “Um, ma’am, XB-9163-D isn’t in Coalition space. We have no jurisdiction there.” Wright touched a few buttons on the holoprojector and pulled up a star map. “While technically it's not occupied by them, the system falls within the claimed borders of Galt.”

      “Your point?”

      Wright blinked. “At the least, we need to inform General Yukimura. Invading a habitat, station, or anything else, for that matter, inside the borders of another government… is an act of war.”

      “That would tip off the pirates. So no—this is an extreme stealth operation. I’ll ask forgiveness later.” Tehrani turned to Nishimura. “How many Marines can you set down on this habitat?”

      “Well, I’ll need schematics of the landing area and preferably detailed plans of the asteroid’s interior to plan an op and really answer the question, ma’am, but I’d say we could land the entire force in one fell swoop. Call it two hundred power-armored Terran Coalition Marines looking for trouble.”

      Tehrani grinned. “I like the sound of that. Mr. Grant, would I be right to assume you have access to such information?”

      “Quite.” Grant leaned forward and put his hands on the conference table. “I’ll get your team everything I have.”

      “Good.” Tehrani’s eyes flicked to Whatley. “CAG, we’re going to play this differently from usual. You will have the entire wing ready to launch the moment we secure from our jump. I want overwhelming force on display. We’ll cut the distance as close as possible by having the Astute plot a nav point two thousand kilometers off the asteroid habitat. Anyone who tries to escape will be run down, disabled, or destroyed.”

      “Precision jumps around celestial bodies aren’t exactly a solid science, skipper,” Wright interjected. “More art and luck than anything.”

      “Considering how things have been going, our luck is due for a change. I’m aware of the risks. We’re taking them, making a bold play, and hopefully knocking this enemy out once and for all.” Tehrani sucked in a breath. The anger that had welled up had mostly abated, replaced by a desire to get on with it.

      “Aviation will be ready, ma’am.” Whatley glanced at Justin. “Captain, see to it that everyone synchronizes sleep and eating cycles to be ready for a full wing assault.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      Whatley turned back to Tehrani. “Do we want to load up with asteroid busters? We have some deep-penetration munitions on board.”

      “There are innocents on that habitat,” Wright said. “We’re not blowing it apart.”

      “Everyone on it is probably a criminal to some degree,” Grant interjected. “But we need to go through the electronic devices in there as well as question whoever we can capture. So as much as I’d like to announce our presence by blowing the place apart, it’s out of the question.”

      It didn’t register with Tehrani until later that the thought of blowing the habitat up wasn’t a cause for concern—and her main objection was the same as Grant’s. “Fine. Let’s get moving, people.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Wright said crisply as he stood, then he marched out the hatch, followed by the rest of the uniformed officers.

      Grant stopped and faced Tehrani. “Colonel, you’ve changed,” he said again. His eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure what, but there’s something different about you.”

      “I’m quite sure you're mistaken.”

      He peered at her for a few seconds. “No, there is. I believe you're more willing to break a few eggs, as I like to say.”

      Tehrani didn’t want to admit his pronouncement was accurate. “You will get the same thing out of me you always have, Agent Grant. I only want these butchers dealt with.”

      “Preferably with a fusion warhead or two slugs to the chest and one to the head?”

      Yes! Everything within her screamed that the murderers deserved swift justice and capital punishment. Yet Tehrani kept her expression neutral. “We will treat them within the confines of the Uniform Code of Military Justice.”

      “Be careful, Colonel, of how far you’re willing to go. Once you cross the line, it becomes far easier to do the next time you find yourself in a situation in which it matters.”

      A shiver shot down Tehrani’s spine as she recognized nearly the exact words she’d said to Spencer the last time they dealt with CIS and Grant. “Once you engage in an immoral act, the next immoral act becomes easier.”

      “Yes, exactly. Good day, Colonel. I’ll get everything we’ve got on the asteroid habitat over to your people then see to repairs on my ship. My superiors will be quite unhappy if I don’t bring her back in one piece.” He flashed the usual one-hundred-watt smile before sliding through the hatch.

      Alone, Tehrani let her head rest against the chair. Whatever it takes to destroy these pirates and stop the killing is worth it. Scenes of children rushing to escape pods filled her mind. Never again.
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      A few hours later, down in Marine country, Major Kosuke Nishimura stared at a holoprojected image of the interior of XB-9163-D. The habitat was at least seventy-five years old and had gone through numerous expansion efforts. A rat's nest of tunnels, corridors, and passageways ran in every possible direction. He’d spent most of the time since the meeting staring at it, marking waypoints and mission-critical areas for the Marine assault force.

      Whatley and Spencer along with Master Gunnery Sergeant Malcolm O’Connor stood nearby, clustered around a different display. They examined ingress and egress points throughout the asteroid.

      “This thing has, like, six different private hangars beyond the main landing bay,” Justin groused. “Gonna be hard to cover them all.”

      “Hmm. We only need to cover the main one plus whichever one the pirates are using,” O’Connor replied. He was an older man whose campaign ribbons reflected nearly thirty years in the Terran Coalition Marine Corps. “Which, according to our friends at CIS, is here.” He pointed at the second-largest private dock on the habitat.

      “We’ll put an element of Sabres, Boars, and Maulers outside both areas and keep an element of each in reserve,” Whatley said as he stared at the display. “Cover all our bases.”

      “I want to load Javelins onto all Sabres and the Boars too. Our primary concern will be taking out those up-gunned pirate freighters if they make a run for it.” Justin drew a circle around the asteroid with the holoprojector controls. “Remember… this thing doesn’t have enough gravity to create a Lawrence limit. They could jump out five hundred kilometers away from the rock.”

      “And probably ’cause half the thing’s mass to break off,” O’Connor said as he shook his head. “It really is easier when we’re fighting the Leaguer bastards, because they wear uniforms and line up in nice little rows.”

      “I’m not a ground pounder, by any stretch.” Whatley circled the projection like a shark. “But it seems to me we don’t quite have enough Marines to execute this battle plan safely.”

      The CAG has a point. Nishimura flashed a grin. “Major, if it were easy, you wouldn’t need the Marines.”

      Both pilots chuckled.

      “But the point is noted,” Nishimura continued. “We’ll overcome it with as much superior firepower as we can, but there’s significant risk here.”

      “It will soon be time to roll the iron dice,” O’Connor murmured.

      “Eh?” Whatley asked.

      O’Connor touched the religion patch on his arm, which consisted of a pair of stylized dice. “It’s my religion, I guess you could say. What the Jalm’tar believe. In fortune, luck, and how the universe assigns it.”

      Whatley stared at him. “The Jalm’tar Confederation?” The CAG’s eyes seemed to pop out of his skull. “The aliens to coreward of the Matrinids?”

      “Aye.” O’Connor’s face broke into a grin. “They have some interesting beliefs in being touched by fortune.”

      For a moment, Whatley appeared as if he wanted to say something more, but he let it go. “Well, I can’t say I’ve ever met someone who’d converted to an alien religion before, but—”

      “We respect all beliefs,” Nishimura said. While his voice was subdued, the tone behind it was anything but. “And right now, after what we’ve been through the last year, I think almost everyone on this ship is touched by fortune.”

      “Except our friends who didn’t make it.”

      All eyes went to Justin, and they nodded with various somber expressions.

      “Way to put a damper on the mood, Spencer,” Whatley grumbled.

      Justin shrugged. “We need to remember. Moreover, we ought to remember that each of us has one foot in the grave.”

      “What’s eating you?” Nishimura asked. “You’re usually the guy wanting to get out there and blast the commies.”

      “My wife gave birth to our son a few weeks ago. I arrived with a few minutes to spare and was overwhelmed with a feeling of ‘Maybe it’s time to stop strapping into these fighters and tempting God every time we go into battle.’”

      “With the number of times you’ve made ace, Captain, I’m surprised you haven’t been sent to train the next generation of pilots,” O’Connor said in his Irish brogue. “Might take the pressure off your lass from running after those kids and still let you contribute to the war.”

      “Spencer’s place is blowing apart Leaguers, pirates, and whatever other trash the universe puts in our path with extreme prejudice,” Whatley replied with a sidelong glance at Justin. “Besides, I just got through training you to be a halfway decent wing XO.”

      “CAG’s right for now. I don’t think I could sleep at night knowing my brothers- and sisters-in-arms were out there fighting and I was safe at home.”

      Nishimura nodded approvingly at Justin. The correct answer, though I hope he believes it for the right reasons. He turned to Whatley. “Any objection to my Marines using one of your hangar decks? I want to run some drills for a couple of hours. Make sure they remember how to get off the assault shuttles quickly and kill stuff.”

      “Make sure the Terran Coalition’s misguided children clean up after themselves. I don’t want bullets sucked into the wrong intake valve on a Sabre,” Whatley replied gruffly.

      “No worries, CAG. My men will clean up after themselves,” Nishimura said lightly. He pursed his lips, staring at the battle plan. I wish we had a week to train.

      Who the hell am I kidding? Even with multiple weeks to train, with the limited forces allotted, this is a coin toss. “Okay, let’s get moving.”

      “Anyone think we’re moving rashly?” Justin asked. “Colonel Tehrani is usually more of a ‘think, develop a plan, then patiently carry it out’ sort of officer. Not shoot first and ask questions later.”

      “I don’t recall the colonel asking your opinion,” Whatley rasped. “Besides, a decent plan executed violently now is better than a great one executed next week. We need to nail these bastards, and I like how she’s doing it.” A grin curled up on his lips. “However, since she outranks us all, it doesn’t matter whether we like it or not. Now, get moving.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Thanks, CAG.” Nishimura’s eyes roamed the battle plan on the projector. Time to get on with it.
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      It took the better part of eighteen hours to finalize preparations for the asteroid-habitat assault, during which Justin managed to catch a few hours of shut-eye. After that, the typical military wakeup routine followed, capped off with a foul-tasting nutritional bar that had a thousand calories in it—supposedly. Justin doubted the claims, but one thing was sure—the bars tended to shut down one’s need to use the restroom and were valued by pilots for that reason.

      He couldn’t remember the last time the Zvika Greengold had had her entire space aviation wing on deck and ready to launch. Every pad held a fully armed Sabre, Boar, or Mauler. As Justin had walked past them to his craft, which was in the “first-out” position, pride filled him at the sight.

      They’d been at ready-five alert status for nearly an hour as an ever-increasing desire to get the mission started filled Justin’s soul.

      “Spencer, can you hear me?” Whatley asked over the commlink.

      Justin immediately noted it was on a private channel. “Lima Charlie, sir.”

      “Wish I were going with you, son. You keep a cool head out there, handle those pirates, and get our Marines home. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir. Enjoy spending time with the brass, sir.”

      “Don’t forget I can still PT your ass across this hangar, Captain,” Whatley shot back, though his tone held a trace of mirth. “Godspeed out there.”

      “You, too, sir.”

      The channel clicked off, leaving Justin in silence. He retreated into his thoughts before noticing the telltale sign of an impending Lawrence drive jump—the lights dimmed throughout the hangar. After toggling over to the all-squadrons comms channel, Justin spoke into his mic. “Okay, boys and girls, it’s about to get real. Stand ready for launch.”

      Moments later, the distorted view of reality from within a wormhole flashed by outside the massive hangar force fields before transitioning back into normal space. A text alert flashed on Justin’s HUD from the air boss: Launch Now.

      “Alpha One to Red Tails, Winged Lightnings, and Black Hogs. Launch now.” Justin tightened his grip on his flight stick while using his left hand to jam the throttle forward. The craft shot out of the Greengold’s hangar like a bat out of hell, followed by thirty-five others.

      The vastness of space was typically pretty empty, but the area around the asteroid habitat was anything but. Justin’s HUD came alive with dozens of contacts, most of them classified as neutral. Unfortunately, that doesn’t do us much good, because a neutral can start shooting at any time. Per the battle plan, each squadron formed up into three elements and broke off toward separate quadrants. Justin had kept the main hangar on the habitat as Alpha’s area of operations.

      A group of four older-model civilian fighters angled away from the asteroid and toward the onrushing CDF squadrons. The flight computer classified them as lightly armed with external hardpoints for missiles and no internal stores to speak of.

      “I’m showing spikes from the incoming bogies, sir,” Feldstein said, her voice slightly distorted by the commlink. “Request permission to lock.”

      “Granted, Lieutenant. Alpha element, everyone spike the incoming bogies but maintain weapons hold status.”

      “Oh, come on,” Mateus fumed. “These guys are easy kills.”

      “The last thing we need is to shoot down some neutral station’s combat space patrol. Watch and learn, Lieutenant.” Justin toggled his commlink to the guard channel. “Unidentified inbound fighters, this is Captain Justin Spencer, leading a squadron of twelve Coalition Defense Force SF-76 Sabres. Do you wish to engage?”

      The four bogies immediately reversed course and moved in the direction of the primary hangar on the asteroid.

      Justin grinned. “I’ll take that as a no. Please maintain three hundred kilometers’ separation, and you will not be fired on.” He suppressed a chuckle as he toggled back to the Alpha-element channel. “See? I told you that would be a piece of cake.”

      “Nicely done, sir,” Lowell interjected.

      “Don’t suck up to the boss, nugget,” Mateus interjected. “The rent-a-pilots providing security for this rock might not be willing to die for the cause, but these pirates will. So don’t expect them to give up without a fight.”

      “I’m counting on it.”

      “Don’t get cocky until you have something to brag about, and even then, don’t,” Justin said, annoyed at the banter. Man, I’m turning into Whatley. Mildly horrified by the thought, he stared at his HUD-projected scanner. “Now, enough jabbering. We’ve got a job to do here, people. Focus.”

      “Yes, sir!” Lowell replied immediately.

      He’s nothing if not eager. Justin cued his commlink to the command channel. “Alpha One to Zvika Greengold.”

      “I read you, Captain Spencer. Go ahead,” Singh answered.

      “We’re ready for the Marines, Lieutenant.”

      “I’ll inform Colonel Tehrani. Godspeed.”

      “You too.” Justin closed the channel and took a moment to view the area through his cockpit canopy. No other asteroids were within a few thousand kilometers and none the size of the habitat. It was almost like a floating ark of humanity. Orbiting endlessly around this star. He hoped those who lived there wouldn’t try to fight for the pirates, as Justin had no desire to kill them.
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      “Conn, Communications. Captain Spencer has given the okay to launch the Marines, ma’am.”

      Tehrani stretched her neck, glad to hear the report. Much like Justin, she’d spent the morning performing her routine. The Greengold had gone to battle stations over an hour before, and Tehrani worked methodically with Wright to ensure everything was ready. At the last moment, he’d tried to talk her out of the attack or least to inform their superiors, but she overruled him. We cannot allow brazen attacks on the CDF to stand. The pirates must pay the price. She would ask for forgiveness later.

      Pausing, Tehrani bowed her head and whispered in Arabic, “Allah, watch over Your warriors. Give them strength and wisdom to carry the day and gain a victory.” She raised her head. “XO, get the Marines moving.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      New clusters of blue icons appeared on the tactical plot—the Greengold’s entire complement of Marine assault shuttles. They turned toward the asteroid and accelerated away from the carrier.

      “Conn, Communications. Incoming emergency transmission from the habitat, directed to commander, CDF force.”

      “I’d want to talk too.” Tehrani cast a sidelong grin at Wright. “Bluster or surrender?”

      Wright snickered. “I know better than to make a wager on the bridge.”

      “Good man. Put them on, Lieutenant. My viewer.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      A nondescript human male appeared on the monitor above Tehrani’s head. He wore a black jacket with a logo that she couldn’t make out. His face had a gaunt appearance coupled with dark circles under his eyes. He appeared to be in a small office, behind an ornate wooden desk. “This is Stephen Fairchild, the administrator of this station. I demand to know the meaning of this unprovoked aggression!”

      So we’re going with bluster. “Administrator Fairchild,” Tehrani began, deliberately using his title in an attempt to placate the man. “I am Colonel Banu Tehrani, commanding the CSV Zvika Greengold. We’re here to arrest or neutralize pirates associated with Richard Logan.” Grant had given her the target's name earlier after repeated demands.

      Fairchild’s jaw dropped. “There is no one by that name here, Colonel. So you must’ve gotten incorrect information.”

      “Not very convincing,” Wright whispered.

      “I highly doubt that. We’ll be coming aboard to determine Mr. Logan’s whereabouts ourselves.”

      “We can’t permit that.” Fairchild gulped. “This is a neutral outpost, not within the confines of the Terran Coalition. You have no authority here, Colonel.”

      Tehrani narrowed her eyes and gritted her teeth. “I have two destroyers, two frigates, and a stealth raider with enough firepower on them to reduce your asteroid to its constituent atoms, not to mention thirty-six combat spacecraft and two hundred power-armored Marines headed toward your primary hangar, Mr. Fairchild. That is all the authority I need. Stand aside or be swept aside. I don’t care which.”

      All color drained from the administrator's face as her words sank in. “I, ah…”

      “Is Richard Logan aboard?”

      Fairchild licked his lips. “Yes. He recently leased additional space and controls a section of the habitat with its own docking berths.”

      “Which one?”

      “It’s labeled as bay twenty-seven.”

      “Suppress your alarms so that my Marines can take him into custody while ensuring station security doesn’t interfere.”

      “I don’t think you understand how dangerous this man is, Colonel. I can’t do that.”

      “Why not?” Tehrani demanded.

      “Because if he gets a single whiff of anyone turning on him, he’ll kill us all, and I won’t be looking over my shoulder the rest of my life. My security forces in space have declined to attack your ships, nor will our defenses fire on shuttles attempting to land. I will not issue a stand-down order to the station’s security force. You’ll have to fight to get to Logan. I’m afraid that’s all I can do. Fairchild out.”

      “Don’t forget that face,” Tehrani said with disgust as her monitor blinked off. “That’s what a coward looks like.”

      “Hey, this guy’s got a rep. Not sure I’d want to have, say, my family in his crosshairs,” Wright replied.

      “Like the civilians on the Armenia?”

      Wright didn’t reply.

      “Communications, let Major Nishimura know he’ll be in for a hot reception and to use whatever force is required. The gloves are off.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      Avoiding Wright’s gaze, Tehrani stared out the windows to the front of the bridge, directly at the asteroid habitat. We’re coming for you. There will be no rock or refuge to hide under. Whatever it takes.
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      On the lead assault shuttle, Major Kosuke Nishimura gripped the supports of his seat tightly. While strapped in the back along with twenty of the Terran Coalition Marine Corp’s finest, the only links he had to the outside universe and what was going on were the integrated sensors in his HUD. Using the same tactical network as the other CDF assets gave him a window into their progress.

      It was a surprising sight. Nishimura expected to see the flight wing clearing the void of pirates in and tangling with the habitat’s security force. But no resistance had materialized. Were it not for a warning passed to him via Lieutenant Singh, he would’ve assumed that when they touched down, most of the residents would surrender rather than fight power-armored combatants with enough weaponry to dust five times their numbers.

      As the shuttle swept into the central hangar bay, Nishimura girded himself for the fight ahead. A bone-jarring thud came as the craft set down. The light on the aft ramp turned green. “Hit it, Master Guns.”

      O’Connor reached over from his position closest to the ramp and hit the button to initiate deployment. It dropped in less than two seconds as the Marines’ restraints popped up simultaneously. “Move out! Move out!” he bellowed. “Squad A, secure the LZ! Squad B, fan out and provide fire support!”

      A cascade of power-armored Marines rushed out of the shuttles, with Nishimura and O’Connor in the lead. Nishimura didn’t care what standard operating procedure was. On an op he was involved in, he led from the front. It caused many of his men and O’Connor to label him as a “real John Wayne.”

      Loud reports from ballistic weapons coupled with the whine of energy-based pistols filled the air. Bullets pinged off the side of the assault shuttles as Nishimura cleared the ramp. The scene before him was pure pandemonium. Six of the lumbering craft had put down, and close to a hundred twenty Marines swarmed the hangar. Groups of spacers engaged them in pitched and one-sided gun battles.

      Nishimura brought his battle rifle up and sprayed the general area of a group of hostiles, suppressing them, while a squad moved up. He dropped behind the cover of a small cargo hauler and reloaded the weapon. “I count seventy-five-plus hostiles on my HUD, actively engaging us.”

      “Same here, Major,” O’Connor replied. He slid to a halt next to Nishimura and dropped the magazine from his battle rifle then quickly slapped a new one in and racked the action. “Our four-shuttle assault element for the pirates’ docking bay reports the blast doors are closed. They can’t make entry without using heavy weapons.”

      “Have them keep loitering. Once we punch through these jokers, have the comms geeks try to hack the habitat’s security system.”

      O’Connor set his jaw. “Hoo-rah.” He pointed to the left. “There’s a platoon pinned down by heavy weapons fire. Somebody’s got a Gauss rifle up high. Worse, looks like the main exit out of this joint.”

      “How the hell did these idiots get a Gauss rifle?” Miniature rail guns, Gauss rifles weighed a ton, were typically used for antivehicle fire, and could pierce power armor. “You got a Hornet?”

      “Don’t leave home without it,” O’Connor replied, patting a tube on his back. It contained a single-use Hornet rocket, which excelled at dealing with hard points or armored vehicles.

      Nishimura stood and squeezed off a few rounds in the direction of the nearest hostiles. “Cover for the master guns, gentlemen. Light those bastards up!”

      The squad advanced between several vessels and small craft using bound-overwatch tactics before obtaining a favorable position to fire on the Gauss rifle. All the while, bullets and energy pulses filled the air. Nishimura monitored the battle on his HUD, noting with satisfaction that his Marines had everything well in hand, for the most part.

      O’Connor retrieved the tube from his back. A few button presses later, a small targeting reticle appeared, and he put the weapon to his shoulder. Stepping out of cover and before the rifle could be swung downward to fire on him, O’Connor squeezed the trigger.

      A split second later, the Hornet exploded from the tube, sending a blast of smoke and flame behind it. The rocket flew straight and true, covering the distance in seconds. As the warhead made contact with a solid piece of alloy protecting the Gauss rifle, it exploded in a massive fireball.

      The concussion wave knocked everyone within a five-meter range to their knees and even bowled over several power-armored Marines. When the smoke cleared, not only were the Gauss rifle and the alloy sheeting protecting it nowhere to be found, but the entire railing and dozen or so spacers manning the emplacement were gone.

      Nishimura sighted down his rifle on a stunned enemy, who groped with his weapon. A three-round burst dropped the man in his tracks. “Now’s our chance, ladies and gentlemen. At ’em!” With the rest of the squad at his side, he advanced.

      “I forgot what burnt flesh smelled like,” O’Connor said, drawing muted chuckles from a few Marines. The older master gunnery sergeant was never one to mince words. “The iron dice didn’t roll their way today.”

      Emotion and momentum were significant components of battle. Nishimura had been a part of highly motivated but outnumbered teams of Marines who still managed to win against a superior opponent. Determined defenders could pin down vast numbers of troops as long as they were willing to resist stubbornly, much as the spacers in the hangar bay had been doing. The loss of the Gauss rifle changed the dynamic of the fight immediately.

      Those hostiles closest to the exits from the docking bay fled, and while some fought to the bitter end, others threw down their weapons and surrendered. The battle was over within five minutes, with dozens of spacers dead, six Marines killed, and several wounded enough that they couldn’t move forward. They also took over fifty prisoners.

      Surveying the carnage, Nishimura stared at the passageways leading farther into the asteroid. “Master Guns, leave the wounded here with a few guards after we flexicuff these prisoners. I do not want any hostiles in our rear.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Get the command shuttle landed and set up a forward operating post. Above all, get those comms geeks moving. I’m pressing forward with as many Marines as we can muster.”

      “You’re not thinking of leaving me here, Major,” O’Connor replied.

      Nishimura turned to him. “I am leaving you here, Master Guns. I need to know my six is covered, and I trust you to keep the situation well in hand.”

      “That’s some real John Wayne shit, sir.”

      “So you keep telling me. I guess I should watch those old movies someday.” Nishimura hefted his rifle. “Let’s move, Marines.”
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      The holovids always portrayed asteroid belts as incredibly dense fields of rocks bouncing around in their orbits, meters away from hitting each other. Reality was much different—even in one of the more populated belts, orbital bodies were hundreds of kilometers away from one another except in rare circumstances. The system the habitat resided in was not one of those odd cases. It made running combat space patrol a simpler affair.

      Justin scanned his HUD, watching for the enemy. The habitat’s security force had withdrawn, content to avoid the fighting. “Anyone got anything on scope?”

      “Negative, Alpha One,” Green replied. “Nothing except for a lot of freighters.”

      At least they’d been able to scan the engine signature of several pirate ships. Once the Greengold detected them, the tactical network would quickly pass the information to all vessels. “Alpha One to Alpha Two.”

      “Alpha Two here, sir,” Feldstein replied.

      “Is the hair on the back of your neck standing up yet?”

      She chuckled. “It has been for a while now.”

      “Stay frosty. I’ve got that feeling in the pit of my stomach.”

      “You and me both.”

      Three modified cargo haulers suddenly burst from the asteroid habitat—exiting a secondary hangar bay. The plumes of their ion engines burned brightly in the void as they moved away on an escape vector.

      “Bogies at four o’clock low,” Mateus called.

      “Alpha, Gamma, Beta, intercept course.” Justin tightened his grip on the flight stick and rotated his fighter toward the enemy.

      “Request permission to lock and fire, sir,” Mateus replied.

      “Negative. Weapons-tight status remains in effect.” The last thing any of them—or the Terran Coalition, for that matter—needed was to blow a civilian vessel and an innocent crew apart.

      It took a few seconds for a positive identification to be made by the Greengold’s tactical system. One of the contacts turned red, followed by the other two. Labeled Master One, Two, and Three, respectively, they showed delta-V wholly inconsistent with their profiles. How the heck are cargo ships putting out that much acceleration? “Alpha One to all craft. You are to engage hostile contacts. Break and attack.”

      The slower Mauler bombers struggled to match the enemy's speed and fired a volley of Javelin anti-ship missiles at long range.

      Justin quickly did the math and realized only the Sabres had the thrust ratio to overtake the hostiles before they could jump out. The Lawrence limit was very close to the asteroid because of the small gravity well. “Spencer to all Red Tails fighters. Maximum afterburner. Our job is to put ordnance on target.”

      “Wilco, sir,” Feldstein replied.

      The squadron-readiness board lit up with green acknowledgments on Justin’s HUD as he redirected all available power to his engines and afterburner system.

      His Sabre pawed the vacuum as it raced toward the enemy. Just a few more seconds. The missile-lock-on tone buzzed. “Alpha One, fox four.”

      A Javelin dropped from the wing of Justin’s fighter, its onboard engine ignited, and the missile rocketed into the void. In seconds, the exhaust cone was no longer visible. Then another released as he fired again. Eight anti-ship warheads raced away from the four Sabres, and Justin prayed every last one would hit home.

      With the increase in speed demonstrated by the hostile vessels, the large Javelins had trouble catching up. In the thirty or so seconds it took to reach terminal range and the onboard homing sensors to lock on to the enemy, the Sabres closed the distance even farther, reaching extreme neutron-cannon range.

      Justin cued his commlink. “Alpha One to Alpha element. Stand by for max range on energy weapons. Aim for point-defense emplacements.” The moment his targeting reticle turned green, he held down the integrated trigger in his flight stick.

      Dozens of bursts of blue energy erupted from the neutron cannons mounted in the fuselage of Justin’s Sabre and slammed into the aft shields of the pirate freighters. While the barrage lit up the enemy’s protective screens, it inflicted only minor damage. One by one, the Javelin missiles accelerated into the aft of the hostiles and, more importantly, into withering point-defense fire. Given how little room there was to maneuver, the warheads were forced into a stern chase, and most were destroyed before impact.

      Dammit. “Alpha One to Alpha element. Reengage hostiles, all remaining Javelins.” Maybe we can overwhelm them. But the math was not in his favor.
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      Several slugs smacked the hewn rock wall to the left of Nishimura’s head. He jumped back as more incoming bullets sprayed the area. The corridor cut through the heart of the asteroid, and whoever had built it didn’t bother to line the passageway with alloy. That’s probably better because rounds tend to ricochet off metal.

      A small round ball clattered to the deck in front of his feet. Oh shit. Nishimura kicked it back the way it had come as hard as he could.

      A moment later, a loud explosion belched flame, and a concussion wave swept through the area. The Marines’ power armor protected them against the effects of the blast, but it was worrisome to Nishimura. They must have their own armor, because the backwash off that grenade would’ve been something fierce. He pulled out a handheld drone the size of an insect and tossed it into the air.

      The device immediately linked into the integrated HUD in Nishimura’s helmet, and he mentally commanded it to turn the corner and recon the area. Video fed directly to his HUD, and through the smoke, several large shapes appeared. It took a few moments for the computer to categorize them.

      “Shit, combat bots.” Nishimura dropped the magazine from his battle rifle and slid in a new one filled with armor-piercing ammo. “Master Guns, where’s the closest heavy-weapons team?” Through the small picture-in-picture screen in his HUD, he observed the automatons moving forward. “Combat team three, fall back, bound overwatch.”

      “Sixty meters from your position, sir,” O’Connor replied over the din of gunfire. “Did you say bots?”

      Nishimura flipped his fire-selector switch to full auto and stuck his battle rifle around the corner. Holding down the trigger, he sprayed sixty rounds into the incoming enemy without effect. “I said bots.” Nishimura growled as he backpedaled through the passageway, not taking his eyes off the junction where the enemy would emerge, while reloading his weapon.

      “Where the hell did a band of two-bit pirates get battle droids from? They’re illegal in every major empire.”

      Long ago, the Terran Coalition had outlawed advanced artificial intelligence research. While the ban was vigorously debated and limited AI used in many applications, one area had nearly unanimous agreement: lethal weaponry should not be autonomous. The only outliers were megacorps, most of which flouted the Canaan Conventions.

      “Who cares? Get me some firepower, Master Guns. Battle rifles aren’t cutting it.” Nishimura and his fire team poured more rounds into a bot as it cleared the junction.

      The metallic monster returned their fire with its own—an integrated Gauss rifle built into its right arm. A round from it hit the overhead, sending a shower of sparks and pieces of rock down. The next shot hit a Marine private to Nishimura’s left and bowled him over like he was a piece of paper kicked by a child.

      “Back now! Take cover in the next T junction,” Nishimura yelled as he raised his battle rifle. You’ve got to have eyes. Sensors. Something. Short three-round bursts rang out as Nishimura raked the offending droid with armor-piercing ammo in the vain hope of taking out something vital.

      All Nishimura did was attract the bot’s attention. Then as the thing shifted toward him, its Gauss-rifle-equipped arm aiming at his center of mass, a new voice rang out in his ears. “Drop! All Marines drop!”

      Nishimura didn’t need to be told twice. He flattened himself to the deck along with the rest of the fire team. A split second later, the woosh of an anti-tank rocket roared over his head. The warhead slammed into the body of the nearest combat robot and exploded in a massive fireball. A second, third, and fourth rocket zoomed by, leaving a trail of destruction in their wakes.

      When the smoke cleared, the droids were gone, and Nishimura’s power armor was singed in numerous places. “Status check, Marines.” He pulled up the fire team’s life signs in his HUD and realized quickly that the private hit by the Gauss rifle had flatlined. When Nishimura got to the young man’s side, another Marine had already tried to administer first aid.

      There was no point. The round had cut through the armor plating like a hot knife through butter. The corporal kneeling next to him looked up. “I’m sorry, sir. There’s nothing we can do.”

      Nishimura closed his eyes for a moment. Lord, please take Private Grimes into Your care. Watch over his soul, and may he see heaven’s shores.

      Grieving would come later. He reloaded his battle rifle. “Move on, Marines. We’re only twenty-five meters from our objective.” In that moment, Nishimura decided he would shoot Logan on sight, orders be damned.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Richard Logan gripped the armrests of his chair tight enough to turn his knuckles white. He had a contingency plan for almost everything—including the Coalition Defense Force showing up at his front door—but hadn’t expected to need it. The CDF was reactionary in nearly everything it did. So how did those uninspired military types find me? If half his forces hadn’t been away, prowling the space lines for merchant vessels, or if he’d gotten more than sixty seconds’ warning, Logan would’ve destroyed the Zvika Greengold and been done with it.

      Unfortunately for Logan, his inexperienced spacer hires had been in the middle of reloading the missile tubes of his flagship, the Dead Reckoning. They’d barely gotten out of dock without blowing the vessel apart after a warhead dropped on the deck. Logan personally executed the four men responsible.

      “Another salvo of anti-ship missiles inbound,” the spacer manning tactical reported.

      “Let them come,” Logan said with a sneer. He was engrossed in watching the progress of the Marine contingent assaulting his stronghold. The professionalism and well-honed tactical movements were a thing of beauty. At various points, Logan had sent combat droids bought on the black market into chokepoints, and the enemy overcame every obstacle tossed into their path. Had he remained on the asteroid, Logan was sure he would feel fear.

      But he wasn’t—Logan was safely speeding away from the CDF and close to the Lawrence limit. If the freighters and cargo haulers they’d bought were equipped with military-grade Lawrence drives, he would already have jumped out. Ironically, those weren’t available at any price. Considering how easy it is to buy enhanced weapons, I would’ve thought my stacks of credits would get me whatever I want. No matter.

      “Boss,” Karlsen said, tapping his arm. “The fighters catching up to us are Sabres.”

      “And?”

      “Those are designed for space-superiority missions.”

      “They shoot down other fighters,” Logan replied. “Which means they’re of little threat.”

      “Except somebody loaded anti-ship missiles on them.” Karlsen bit his lip. “Maybe it's time for us to get out of this. The CDF is good at its job, boss. Let’s just head to the Jewel—”

      “No.” Logan’s face heated. “This is personal now. They attacked our home. I don’t care what it takes. We’ll regroup and blow this self-righteous God-bothering colonel to bits. Are we clear on that, Karlsen?”

      Karlsen apparently knew the warning signs of his boss shoving him into an airlock. “Yes.”

      “Don’t forget it. Charge the Lawrence drive.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Logan turned his attention back to the Marines about to breach the front door of his “offices” on the habitat. “Oh dear. I think our CDF friends are quite unfriendly, not even bothering to knock.” As one of the power-armored figures affixed charges to the alloy hatch built into the asteroid’s rock walls, Logan picked up his tablet and scrolled to the screen that contained the final part of his contingency plan for dealing with an assault force.

      “Lawrence drive fully charged, and we just passed the limit,” Karlsen reported.

      “Activate Lawrence drive.” With a smirk, Logan pressed the small red X on his tablet.
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      “Charges set, Major,” O’Connor reported.

      “Excellent, Master Guns. Now, let's blow this place so that we can finish up and go home,” Nishimura replied. It had cost them four more Marines to get to Logan’s headquarters, and he had no doubt there would be further casualties as they assaulted the dug-in defenders. But the TCMC had given far worse than they’d received. Dozens of bodies lined the passageways, both pirate and habitat security forces. With the end of the battle in sight, he allowed himself to relax just a hair.

      “Fire in—”

      A massive rumble signaled the detonation of the explosives placed on the hatch, or so Nishimura assumed. Somebody must be overeager. The rumbling continued along with the sound of multiple blasts. It took him a second or two to realize it wasn’t them. Oh shit—demo charges. “Master Guns, pull everybody back now!”

      Nishimura took one step to turn around, when the bowels of hell seemed to open on him. A burst of flame swept through their formation, followed by falling rocks, pieces of the overhead, alloy lighting, and parts of objects melted by the intense heat. The groaning and shifting of the habitat’s interior gave way to the unmistakable signs of escaping air. Several Marines farther up the passageway were violently sucked toward where the entrance to Logan’s headquarters had been, and the fire abated as quickly as it flashed.

      Work the problem. Work the problem. Nishimura triggered a grapple built into his power-armored gauntlet and launched into the open face of the asteroid’s corridor. “Use your grapplers!” he shouted into the open commlink channel.

      All around him, the Marines flung themselves at the stone interior, scrambling to hold on, as the area decompressed. Bodies flew by, as did the debris that moments before had blasted their armor as it blew away from the explosion. Then the overhead started raining down.

      Nishimura despaired, hanging on for dear life and wondering if it was finally his end.
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      One moment, Tehrani was watching the battle unfold, increasingly hopeful that they were about to strike a decisive, knockout victory against the pirates. The next moment, all hell broke loose. Increasingly confused comm signals from the Marine assault teams were combined with an expanding cloud of debris from the asteroid habitat. Along with the entire bridge crew, she watched in horror as twenty-five percent of the rock’s surface area blasted into space.

      “My God,” Wright said, then his mouth hung agape.

      Competing priorities clashed in Tehrani’s mind. Though Logan and his butchers were racing away, if the Greengold didn’t stay and exert every effort at rescue, it was likely everyone on the habitat would die. For a moment, the desire to chase the pirate down almost overwhelmed her duty to render aid, save her people, and rescue the innocents. Almost. “TAO, scan the outpost. How bad is it?”

      Bryan turned his head around. “Bad, ma’am. Loss of pressure throughout half the facility. Damage to power generation and life support. There’re a lot of bodies in the void, ma’am.”

      “Our people?”

      “I can’t tell, except a lot of the Marine life-signs indicators are flatlined.”

      Tehrani felt like her brain was stuck in neutral. Snap out of it, Banu. Work the problem. “There’s going to be a lot of wounded over there.” And our medical bay only supports fifty patients at a time.

      “We could turn one of our hangars into a mass treatment field hospital,” Wright said. “Get the medical staff from all our support ships to mass here and bring the patients to them.”

      “Excellent idea, XO. Communications, get me Mr. Fairchild.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am. They’re answering the hail,” Singh replied.

      “My viewer, if you please.”

      Stephen Fairchild and the drab station administrator's office appeared once more on the monitor above Tehrani’s head. It seemed different from before. A moment passed before she realized a support beam had fallen across the back of his desk. Blind fury erupted from Fairchild as he appeared on the screen. “You bastards! You blew up our home!”

      “Mr. Fairch—”

      “There might be some criminals here, but there were far more women and children,” he thundered, spit flying from the corners of his mouth. “We’ll be lucky to save what’s left before we all suffocate to death! Typical from the God-botherers of the Terran Coalition!”

      Tehrani waited for him to take a breath. “It wasn’t us.”

      “Who the hell was it then, Colonel? Did Santa Claus do this? The Easter bunny? Maybe it was a Saurian warship or the League. Your troops were the ones rampaging through our habitat. This is your fault!”

      “I am confident that once a proper investigation is carried out, our Marines will be shown to have nothing to do with this. It’s far more likely that Richard Logan or whatever his real name is, who was using your outpost as a base for his attacks, did it himself to cover his escape.”

      Silence followed for a few seconds.

      “Cold comfort, even if true, Colonel.”

      “Please allow us to assist. Our scans show you have significant internal damage to your life-support systems.”

      “We’re barely maintaining artificial gravity and oxygen generation. So frankly, Colonel, I’d like to tell you to go to hell. You’ve done enough. But we need all the help we can get.” The man’s anger oozed across the vidlink.

      Tehrani couldn’t blame him. If she were in his shoes, her reaction would be the same. “With your permission, our search and rescue craft from all available ships will congregate around docking bays and rescue as many as possible while Marine assault craft will be used to ferry the wounded to the Zvika Greengold. We will, of course, be searching for our personnel as well.”

      Fairchild nodded. “That’s acceptable. Our medical staff is overwhelmed.”

      “Have them prepare all critical cases for transport, then. I assure you we will do everything in our power to save your people.”

      For a moment, his expression softened. “Thank you, Colonel.”

      “Tehrani out.”

      Oppressive silence returned to the bridge. It seemed to smother the life out of the room.

      Wright finally spoke. “This is an unmitigated disaster.”

      A multitude of thoughts ran through Tehrani’s head—a desire for vengeance, a kernel of fear at what General Yukimura would do, and pain for those lost. Focus, Banu. “Get the S and R birds going, XO. And coordinate with our battlegroup to move all available medical personnel to the Greengold.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Already on it. What about our fast movers?”

      “Do any of them have favorable intercept vectors?”

      Wright shook his head. “Alpha—Spencer’s element—is trying to chase down the last ship out. No one else is in range.”

      “Maybe they can knock it down. Order everyone else back to provide cover around the asteroid. Just in case.”

      The silence resumed. Lost in her thoughts, Tehrani pondered what had gone wrong and how it was possible they were always one step behind the pirates. As Allah as my witness, we will see Logan and his butchers off. If it’s the last thing I do in this universe.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      While Justin and his compatriots did everything in their power to splash the modified freighter, the combination of shock from the asteroid explosion and extreme delta-V demonstrated by the pirates left them unable to catch up before the vessel jumped out. Instead, after providing combat space patrol for several hours, they eventually set down on the Zvika Greengold’s forward hangar.

      Walking through the amidships reserve hangar, Justin took in a scene he’d never seen before: hundreds, possibly thousands of stretchers were lined up in neat rows. Medical personnel moved amongst them, administering aid.

      “It must be people from the habitat,” Feldstein said as she came up behind him along with Mateus and Lowell. They all held their flight helmets. Much like Justin, they smelled after six hours in the void.

      “Yeah,” Justin replied.

      In the distance, a power-armored figure made its way toward them. As the figure got closer, Justin realized it was Nishimura. His face was void of emotion, with scrapes and cuts across it and a fine coating of dust.

      “Major,” Justin said once they were close enough to talk without screaming. “We were worried about you guys.”

      Nishimura narrowed his eyes. “Did you get the bastards?”

      “No, sir. The freighters got out before we could knock them down.” Justin cast his gaze to the ground. He was embarrassed by the failure. “Did you bring back any prisoners?”

      “A few low-level thugs.” Nishimura pursed his lips. “We had over eighty Marines KIA.”

      Justin was shocked. That was close to half the assault force. “I’m sorry, sir.”

      “Just make them pay, Captain.” Nishimura jammed a finger into Justin’s chest. “The next time you engage, kill every last one of the bastards.” The pain in the Marine’s voice was something new.

      “We’ll do our best. What can we do to help in the meanwhile?”

      “Any of you know first aid?”

      Justin and the others glanced at one another. “Basic first aid is required for any pilot along with a SEER course.” Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape training was mandatory for all CDF pilots.

      “Doc Horvitz has asked for anyone with any medical training to help. They’re still bringing over shuttle after shuttle of injured personnel from the asteroid.”

      For the first time, Justin realized that some of the people weren’t on stretchers, and there were black body bags lining one section of the deck. My God. There’s got to be a few hundred of them.

      Nishimura seemed to realize that Justin had made the connection and put his hand on his shoulder. “S and R’s still pulling people out of the void. It’s not pretty. Go assist where you can. Those”—he jerked his thumb back, indicating the body bags—“are beyond our help.”

      “We’re on it.”

      As Nishimura moved off, Lowell spoke. “Who does something like this?”

      “Not even Leaguers are quite this cold,” Mateus replied. “I agree with a Marine for once. Kill them all and let God sort it out.”

      The hardness of her voice bothered Justin. He turned and made eye contact. “Let’s focus on helping the living now. Later on, we’ll pay these guys back. That goes for all of us. If you need a bio break, now’s the time.”

      “I’m good, sir,” Feldstein said. She blinked a few times, and it seemed like she was close to being overcome by emotion.

      “Okay.” Justin gestured toward a doctor. “Get on with it, then.” Determined to avoid thinking about their failure by immersing himself in work, he strode purposefully toward the white-coated woman. It would be many hours before any of them took a break or had time to consider anything beyond triaging the wounded.
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      The moment Tehrani had dreaded for the last seven hours arrived. While her crew, the medical personnel of the entire battlegroup, and civilians who’d showed up to help worked nonstop to save the inhabitants of the asteroid, she’d put together an after-action report. A knot of dread had filled her as she waited for a vidlink from her superior. As she wrote the document, bitter recriminations built up inside her as she realized mistake after mistake—from poor planning to not utilizing stealth—had contributed to the disaster. Even though Richard Logan was the cause, she’d helped make it happen. The realization led to an even stronger desire to send Logan to hell, where he belonged.

      “Colonel, I’ve got General Yukimura waiting for you, ma’am. He insists on speaking immediately.” Singh’s voice rang out from an intercom speaker in Tehrani’s quarters, where she’d tried to sleep in her uniform for the last hour unsuccessfully.

      “Put him through to my tablet.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Computer, lights at twenty percent.” Tehrani sat up and cast off the sheet. She decided to sit on the couch and grabbed her tablet, positioning it so that the camera would catch her face.

      The device came to life with an image of Major General Shingo Yukimura in his office back on Canaan. His expression was the sternest she’d ever seen. “Colonel, can you hear me?”

      “Yes, sir.” Tehrani sat ramrod straight.

      “What the hell do you think you were doing?”

      Tehrani blinked and began to open her mouth to respond.

      Before she could, he continued, “There’s a major diplomatic incident brewing, Colonel. The Organization of Non-Aligned Worlds is calling for sanctions against the Terran Coalition—as if we’re the aggressor!”

      “Sir, it wasn’t us. As I indicated in my report, the pirates set off shaped charges within the asteroid to cause maximum damage without splitting it in two. CIS believes it was intended to slow us down and force rescue operations.”

      Yukimura seemed to count to three as his face turned an even darker shade of red. “You’re not the officer I’ve always thought you to be if there’s any doubt in your mind that you screwed up.”

      Part of her wanted to protest and say it wasn’t their fault again. Another desired to take responsibility. That impulse won. “You’re right, sir. I did.”

      “How?”

      “By not informing you before we engaged, primarily.”

      He nodded. “I would’ve insisted on sending Space Special Warfare operators to assist along with additional stealth assets. Instead, by arriving at the front door, waving a massive Terran Coalition flag, you lost tactical surprise.” He paused and leaned forward. “Tell me you have iron-clad proof we didn’t cause the explosion.”

      “That, I can do, sir. CIS—primarily Agent Grant’s team—performed an analysis of the explosive residue present throughout the damaged sections of the habitat. It doesn’t match anything in use by the CDF, and we further performed a positive verification inventory of our demolition charges by hand. They’re all present and accounted for.”

      “Thank God.” Yukimura leaned back and rubbed his temples. “What of the victims?”

      Tehrani closed her eyes. Reading the reports from Wright and Nishimura was difficult—as was touring the medical bay and seeing civilians exposed to the vacuum. “We’ve lost ninety-four Marines so far. No pilots or ship personnel. The asteroid… took severe losses. Thousands were wounded. Hundreds killed. The Greengold is serving as a triage point and leading continued rescue operations. Frankly, we don’t believe we’ll find anyone else alive, but the S and R teams haven’t given up yet.”

      “I see. President Nolan has been fully briefed on the situation. He’s directed the CDF to deploy the CSV Relief as well as transport vessels for anyone who wishes to leave the habitat. A deep-space recovery vessel is also en route with a combat engineering unit to perform repairs. As I said, this has turned into a major diplomatic incident.”

      “As soon as they arrive, I’d like to get underway again, General.” Tehrani set her jaw. “Logan and his band of murderers are still out there. They’ve already hit another independent freighter. The bastard knows we can’t abandon these civilians.”

      Yukimura furrowed his brow. “I am considering replacing you with a new battlegroup and rotating the Zvika Greengold back to active duty on the League front.”

      No! everything within Tehrani screamed. She wanted to throw the tablet across the room. Barely controlling her emotions, Tehrani stared at the tiny camera. “Sir, with respect, this is our fight. I want to see it through.”

      “Colonel, I’m concerned you are losing perspective.”

      Tehrani bristled. “My crew and I are professionals, sir. We can handle it, and more importantly, they’re motivated after twice coming up short. No one else can say that.”

      “Perhaps. It’s also possible that anger at coming up short, as you put it, will result in more significant risks than necessary being taken.”

      “Sir, we can handle it.”

      Yukimura leaned back and seemed to stare through the screen into her soul. “Then what is your next move, once the Relief arrives?”

      “I’m holding a council of war with my senior officers and Agent Grant in a few minutes to determine that, sir. But the broad strokes are to take my battlegroup to Trinidad Station and shake loose some answers.”

      “Delicately, Colonel.” Yukimura pointed at her. “Pay attention to my words. The Terran Coalition cannot cause the neutral planets and outposts of the Sagittarius arm to side with the League. Any half-cocked behavior, threats, or unwarranted violence could easily tip the scale.”

      “I reject the idea that the Terran Coalition is some sort of empire-building monster seeking to gobble up human-controlled worlds, General.”

      “It doesn’t matter what we think. All that matters is their perception. Mind your p’s and q’s at all times, and if they ask you to leave, you go without another word.”

      Anger again welled up in Tehrani. “And if Trinidad is backing the pirates? The station is well known as a hub for pirates and privateers.”

      “Then you report it to me, and the chain of command will sort out what to do,” Yukimura replied. “Officers of the Coalition Defense Force enact policy, Colonel. We do not create it.”

      Tehrani again bristled. He’s treating me like a first-year midshipman. “I’m well aware of my duties as an officer, sir. Might I remind you we must stop these pirates.”

      “Without starting another war. Watch yourself, Colonel. I expect a win-at-all-costs attitude from our brethren in CIS. It’s well known that they don’t have the same moral and ethical constraints we do. However, I won’t tolerate that attitude from anyone under my command. Are we clear?”

      “Crystal, sir,” Tehrani grated out.

      “Good. Put a plan together with your team, and I’ll review it before authorizing the visit. Yukimura out.”

      The screen blinked off, its intense light no longer casting shadows over the stateroom. Tehrani inhaled and closed her eyes. The pressure was getting to her. She could feel another headache coming on. Tehrani opened her eyes and glanced at the nearest digital clock. Only thirty-eight minutes until I was going to get up anyway. She pushed off the couch and went to start the day.
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      Halfway across the ship, Justin’s alarm went off. The ingrained morning routine played itself out as it usually did, and by six hundred hours, he was sitting down to eat a small breakfast and drink bitter CDF coffee. The pilot’s mess was unusually empty, even accounting for the time.

      Justin set his plate of boiled eggs, toast, and jam along with his coffee mug onto a table. He picked up a fork but decided to pray instead. “Uh, Lord, I thank you for this food I’m about to eat. Please give me wisdom today to lead those under my command and bring them safely home. Amen.”

      “And amen,” Whatley added in his gravelly voice as he placed a plate of bacon, hash browns, eggs, and beans across from Justin.

      “Have a seat if you’d like,” Justin said. He took a bite of toast.

      “I’ll sit anywhere I damn well please, Captain.” Whatley stared at Justin. “Eat up. You’re coming with me to the senior staff briefing.”

      Justin raised an eyebrow. “How come?”

      “Tehrani wants you there. So you’re there.”

      Whatley was even less sociable than usual. He’s probably mad as hell about the outcome of our last mission. Justin couldn’t blame him. Even though the pilots weren’t directly involved in the debacle, their inability to take out even one pirate vessel stung. “Taking another swing at these jokers?”

      Whatley narrowed his eyes and finished eating a slice of bacon. “They’re not jokers. Hell, whoever’s running things over there has out-thought us twice now. Do not fall into this trap of thinking that because they’re civilians, they aren’t dangerous opponents, Spencer.”

      With the CAG giving off so many clues that he didn’t want to be disturbed, Justin wasn’t sure why he’d even sat down at the table. Instead of pushing it, he ate in silence. They finished about the same time.

      “When’s the staff meeting, sir?”

      “Twelve minutes from now.” Whatley stood.

      It took ten minutes to cross the length of the ship and take the gravlift to deck one—which wasn’t poor exercise, though Justin did begin to work up a sweat thanks to the near jogging pace Whatley set. They cruised through the conference room hatch with two minutes to spare.

      The rest of the team was already present, with Tehrani at the head of the table, while Hodges and Wright sat to the right side. Whatley took a seat next to Nishimura, and Justin joined him.

      “Thank you, gentlemen.” Tehrani glanced at the digital clock on the far wall, which showed Coalition Mean Time along with the time on various planetary capitals throughout the Terran Coalition. “We’re waiting for one more.”

      Silence filled the conference room for what seemed like an eternity. Justin knew it wasn’t, because he kept checking the time, and it had only advanced by two minutes when the hatch swung open, revealing Agent Grant in a CDF uniform.

      “Good morning, Colonel. Folks.” The intelligence officer sat at the opposite end of Tehrani with a jaunty air about him.

      Justin half expected the man to put his feet up on the table.

      “Let’s get started,” Tehrani said the moment the hatch slid shut. “I’ve been doing a lot of soul-searching the past thirteen hours, and I take full responsibility for the disaster.” She made eye contact with Grant. “Our next stop is Trinidad Station. I want answers, and I would hope by now that whatever that outpost has for leadership realizes this Richard Logan character doesn’t care who he kills.”

      Grant cleared his throat. “How far are you willing to go, Colonel?”

      “As far as it takes.”

      “Okay. Fine. Then we need to convince Trinidad to put quantum-entanglement trackers on the ships they’re refitting for Logan. Then we can follow them, deploy overwhelming firepower, and kill this prick.”

      Usually, the use of crass language in front of Tehrani resulted in an admonishment. Justin was surprised when it didn’t come. He glanced from person to person. Each held a stern expression, and most had their arms crossed in front of them.

      “What’s your game plan for Trinidad?” Grant asked.

      “How far can I go in revealing what we know?”

      Grant shifted uncomfortably. “CIS promised our source protection. So the only option is to rely on SIGINT intercepts. I’m authorized to reveal that we decrypted a series of messages between officials at the dockworkers’ guild and Richard Logan. It’ll probably cost us down the road, but…” He shrugged. “The need to produce results now outweighs the potential loss.”

      “Get on wording I can use, Agent,” Tehrani replied. “XO, jump readiness?”

      “The latest flash traffic indicates the CSV Relief will arrive within the next six hours, and we should be able to get underway six hours after that.” Wright sucked in a breath. “I’d point out the Farnborough is not combat-capable.” He turned to Grant. “You should get that thing back to a repair yard. Continued operation puts the entire crew at risk.”

      “I’m well aware of the risks, Major,” Grant snapped. “We’re remaining on station and will continue to assist wherever possible.”

      Nishimura leaned forward. “I’m consolidating my command into one company until replacements arrive. We’ll be able to board a moderate-sized enemy warship, ma’am. But I wouldn’t risk assaulting a station.” His voice was hoarse, as if he’d been either yelling or crying.

      “We’re not thinking about invading Trinidad, are we?” Wright asked sharply, his gaze moving between Tehrani and Grant.

      “I’d have to suggest all options remain on the table,” the intelligence agent replied. “If they won’t play ball, then force is required.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. We can’t attack a neutral space station without provocation.”

      “Maybe they shouldn’t be arming and supporting pirates.” Grant stared at Tehrani. “If we’re going the whatever-it-takes route, that’s the next step, if Trinidad won’t play ball.”

      “I’ll make that decision when and if the time comes, gentlemen. But for now, I want us to focus on forcing their hand and presenting as strong a front as possible.” Tehrani shifted her gaze to Whatley. “Which means a strong combat space patrol launching the moment we jump to Trinidad. Send them a deafening message, CAG.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Am I the only one here who sees a problem with this?” Wright asked.

      Tehrani turned, her eyes blazing. “What exactly is wrong, pray tell, with demanding that those who coddle butchers come clean?”

      “Colonel, there is a belief out there that the Terran Coalition is a bunch of God-bothering busybodies who stomp all over the supposedly neutral and independent human worlds—”

      “Which is rubbish.” Her face started to turn red.

      “It doesn’t matter whether it's rubbish or not. What matters is the perception of those neutral worlds. This course of action will play into the narrative.”

      “And your suggestion?”

      Wright set his jaw. “Use kid gloves. Play nice. If they refuse to help, deploy stealth drones or stealth fighters to maintain surveillance. There’s more than one way to skin a cat.”

      “I’ll take that under advisement. Get all departments ready to jump. I want to be en route to Trinidad the moment we’ve gotten the last causalities off the ship.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Wright replied crisply.

      “You’re all dismissed except for the XO.”

      Everyone sprang from their chairs.

      It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what’s coming next, Justin pondered. Naturally, no one wanted to be around when the CO and XO butted heads. It was like watching a fight between two parents.

      After exiting the conference room, he turned right toward the gravlift, joining Whatley and Nishimura. Grant and Hodges headed to the bridge.

      The lift doors slid shut, and it began to move.

      “Tough place for the colonel to be in,” Justin said. Maybe I can break the ice in here.

      “I don’t know what’s tough about it,” Whatley rasped. “These guys deserve one outcome. Kill ’em all and let God sort it out.”

      “Amen,” Nishimura interjected.

      Justin decided to remain silent.
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      After dealing with his administrative duties of the day, Justin got an early dinner and thought about retiring to his cabin. Instead, he ended up outside the Christian chapel in the bowels of the carrier. Justin wasn’t entirely sure why he was standing outside its doors, at least until he walked in and found Father Elliott alone in one of the pews. Seeing the man seemed to lift a weight he didn’t know he was carrying off him.

      Elliott glanced up. “Ah, Justin. How are you this evening?”

      “Uh, you know. Another day, another mission.” He slid into the pew and sat a few seats down from the priest.

      “Something’s bothering you, though. Still beating yourself up about your, ah, indiscretion?”

      Justin shook his head. “No, oddly enough. I took your advice and talked to Michelle about it. She forgave me without a second word.” He forced a grin. “Better woman than I deserve.”

      “At least you realize that,” Elliott replied with a chuckle. “So, what is it, then?”

      “Something’s gone wrong here.” He frowned. I’m not sure I should share this, but since Elliott’s a priest, he can’t talk about it. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen the senior officers so divided.”

      Elliott shifted and stared at him intently. “I assume you’re referring to the different approaches on how to deal with the pirates.”

      “Yeah. I’m not the first person to talk about it?”

      “No.” The priest shook his head. “Many have darkened my door to discuss the situation. I get where both sides are coming from. The desire to extract justice, which can quickly turn to vengeance, balanced against our moral and ethical precepts.” He peered at Justin. “And how do you feel about it?”

      “Part of me wants to kill every last one of them, Father.”

      “And?”

      Justin sat back. “This is going to sound weird.”

      “Nothing you can say will surprise me,” Elliott replied, laughing once more. “Seriously, after twenty years in the CDF, I’ve heard it all.”

      “There’s like this little voice that says I have to stick to doing what’s right. Obey the rules of war, and don’t let revenge cloud my judgment.”

      Immediately, the priest’s expression went serious. “Many would call that our conscience.”

      “Yeah, I think my mother would’ve.”

      “Are you familiar with the prophet Elijah from the Old Testament?”

      Justin shook his head. “Sorry, Father, I’ve only read a few chapters. Haven’t come across him.”

      “Elijah was a decent man who stood in an evil day. Ordered by God to expose the prophets of Ba’al for what they were, he was marked for death. Fled across the wilderness to a mountain and waited for God to appear. A mighty wind came, but the Lord wasn’t in the wind. An earthquake followed, but the Lord wasn’t in it. After that, a fire swept the mountainside, yet the Lord wasn’t in the fire either.”

      “So, where was He?”

      “That’s a good question.” Elliott grinned. “After all that, there was a still, small voice. The voice of the Lord.” He reached out and touched Justin’s shoulder. “That small voice you hear inside, our conscience? I think it’s the Lord speaking to us. And if we turn our backs on Him, the voice gets smaller and smaller until one day it disappears. Listen to it, Justin. Listen with all your might and do what it says.”

      The priest’s words were oddly comforting to Justin, even though he wasn’t quite sure what he believed. “Thanks, Father. I’ll try to keep that in mind.” He frowned. “I think I might be getting desensitized to death.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there were hundreds of body bags on the hangar deck, and it barely fazed me. Or anyone else in the Red Tails, for that matter, except the nuggets.”

      “Such things are a concern because history shows that when we lose respect for the sanctity of human life, the outcome is generally dire.” Elliott touched his arm. “Emotion isn’t a weakness, you know.”

      “Tell that to the CAG.”

      Elliott snorted. “Some ways of emulating Major Whatley are positive. Others are not.”

      “I’ve realized lately I’m starting to sound more and more like him, especially with the nuggets.” Justin smirked. “There’s probably some deep meaning to that, but I’m too tired to dig it out. I also keep trying to make sense of what Logan and his crew are doing. Leaguers, I can get my mind around. They’re soldiers, just like us, representing a system I detest, and trying to inflict it on us, but at least I know what motivates them.”

      “Versus thugs who kill for fun? There’s no understanding evil, in whatever form it appears, Justin. It simply must be opposed. Never be afraid to stand up to the darkness.” He made eye contact and held it. “No matter the cost.”

      Justin nodded. “I’ll keep doing my best.”

      “Good. I’m here when you need me, in whatever capacity I can help… counselor or pastor.”

      “Thanks, Father.” Justin stood. “I guess I’d better head back to my cabin and try to vidlink Michelle. Comm credits are hard to come by right now, even more so than usual.”

      “Don’t I know it. Before you go, I have one last thing for you. Try reading Ephesians chapter six… it’s about the armor of God. Good words to know when you must stand in an evil day.”

      “In that nonexistent free time I have, Father.” Justin chuckled and turned to go. “See you around.” Walking out the door, he pondered Elliot’s words. Weighty subjects like the cost of war, honor, and duty weren’t things he wanted to spend his off hours thinking about. Perhaps that’s part of being a leader. His mother used to say, “Don’t preach me a sermon—live one.” By showing those I command the right way, maybe I can lead them away from the temptation to hate. Justin quickened his steps, not wanting to be late for the chance to speak with his wife and children. The war can wait for an hour.
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      Striding onto the bridge, Tehrani detected unease among the crew. Blindly jumping into the self-defense identification zone of a neutral space station known for harboring pirates probably explains it. Major Wright and the rest of the first-shift officers were already at their stations.

      “Colonel on the bridge,” a senior chief called out, bringing everyone not manning a station to attention.

      “As you were,” Tehrani said, crossing the distance to the CO’s chair quickly. “I have the conn.”

      “Colonel Tehrani has the conn. Aye.” Wright uncrossed his legs. “Everything’s ready for the jump, skipper. All three squadrons are standing by to launch, and the Marcus Luttrell, Frederic John Walker, and Ernest Evans report Lawrence drives fully charged.”

      Tehrani wished they had a stealth raider assigned to sniff out what was waiting for them, but the Astute had been called away. “Outstanding, XO.” She sat. It's evident from his tone that he still doesn’t think a show of force is a good idea. In this case, the ayes have it. Still, friction between the two of them wasn’t something she liked.

      “The French toast was delicious this morning,” Wright said as he adjusted his monitor.

      “Pretty sure the chef was using the last of the real eggs,” Tehrani replied.

      “Maybe we can pick up some fresh supplies at Trinidad.”

      “Perhaps.” Tehrani set her jaw. “Navigation, confirm jump coordinates.”

      “Confirmed, ma’am. Lawrence drive at maximum power.”

      “Navigation, activate Lawrence drive. Communications, signal our escorts to jump as well.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Singh replied.

      In the space of a few seconds, a brightly colored wormhole opened directly in front of the Greengold. The ship accelerated into its gaping maw and exited the other side, fifty light-years from where they’d started, a moment later.

      “Conn, TAO. Sensors online. Numerous new contacts, primarily freighters and small cargo vessels. A few ships classified as military from their weapons complements near the station.”

      “Designate all contacts as Sierra,” Tehrani stated. “Communications, transmit on all frequencies that we are not hostile and wish to speak with the commander of Trinidad Station.” She glanced at Wright. “Get all squadrons into the void. We’ll see if we can rattle their cage.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Wright replied.

      Once the various freighter captains, cargo haulers, and independent spacers figured out a Coalition Defense Force battlegroup had jumped in on top of them, they scattered like mice running from a determined cat. Dozens of ships careened away on random vectors.

      “Incoming transmission, ma’am,” Singh interjected into the lull. “Trinidad Station commander.”

      “On my viewer.”

      The screen above Tehrani’s head sprang to life with an image of a severe-looking woman who wore a decided frown. “I am Claudia Toset, leader of the Trinidad workers council. To whom am I speaking?”

      “Colonel Banu Tehrani, Coalition—”

      “This is neutral space, Colonel. What is the CDF doing here, making aggressive moves with a convoy of warships and dozens of fighters in an attack formation? We will not stand for this. Trinidad isn’t in your space, and you have no rights here,” she snarled.

      “Ms. Toset—”

      “Chairwoman Toset.”

      It was all Tehrani could do not to roll her eyes. “Chairwoman, we are not here to invade or threaten your free port. The CDF comes in peace.”

      “Then why do you have a fleet of warships?”

      “Because we’re looking for a pirate who’s killed thousands of innocent civilians and was responsible for the attack on the Armenia. We have reason to believe he is buying ships and equipment from your station… and we’d like to talk to you about it.” Tehrani forced a smile after she’d finished speaking.

      “I see.” Toset sat back. “We are very sensitive to Terran Coalition imperialism.”

      Tehrani held up her hand. “Litigating political differences is for diplomatic staff and politicians, Chairwoman. I am but a simple soldier and am carrying out my duties to find and capture—or kill, if needed—Richard Logan.”

      At the mention of the pirate leader’s name, Toset’s eyebrows shot up. “I see.”

      Not much of a poker face there. Tehrani counted off a few seconds, hoping to increase the level of unease the Trinidader was feeling.

      “Perhaps you would be interested in talking to our station council. They make all decisions, and if we were going to assist the Coalition, it would have to be voted on.”

      “That’s agreeable to me. I will, of course, require a security detachment from my vessel’s Marine company to join us.”

      “Of course. Two hours from now?”

      “Splendid,” Tehrani replied. “Could you send us instructions on where to dock?”

      “Our station traffic controller will do so shortly. I ask that your escorting warships stay outside the station’s defense perimeter.”

      Tehrani judged the request to be one mostly centered around saving face. The distance was short enough that the escorts could be there within fifteen minutes—not enough time to matter. “Very well. I look forward to our discussion.”

      “Toset out.”

      As the monitor went black, Wright chuckled. “Well, they’ve got balls. I’ll give ’em that. Sure you want to go over there? They could overwhelm even a platoon of Marines. Might be best to send me, skipper.”

      “No, they won’t attack us in that manner. To do so would invite an invasion by the CDF. Whatever they do, they won’t provoke us openly.”

      Wright nodded. “I hope you’re right.”

      So do I. Tehrani leaned back. “I suppose I’d better break out my dress uniform.” I hate that thing.
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      Tomas Alves was one of the first people on Trinidad to find out the Coalition Defense Force battlegroup had appeared a few thousand kilometers from the station. When Claudia Toset told him she had invited the carrier's commanding officer to address the ruling council, he nearly had a heart attack. Fear of being found out ran through him in waves that were debilitating and reduced him to panic. Calm down, or you’re dead, Tomas. Forcing deep breaths, he tried to work through the situation logically.

      Coalition Intelligence has to protect its sources, so it's likely the military doesn’t know who I am. Alves hoped it would be enough to save him. The entire council was called in—a somewhat unusual occurrence, since snap meetings were reserved for emergencies. It led to all-hands-on-deck situation for security. Even the militia was called up to cover entry and exit points, though Alves had no illusions that if the TCMC wanted to take the station, he could do nothing to stop it.

      After walking into the council chamber along with the rest of the station's leaders, Alves took his place a few chairs down from Toset’s. I hope she knows what she’s doing.

      Before long, a small honor guard of Coalition Marines—without their power armor, Alves was thankful to see—strode into the room, flanking a woman of moderate height. Her rank insignia was a golden bird. And that must be Colonel Tehrani. Even in neutral space, the exploits of the Zvika Greengold had become something of a legend.

      “Thank you for joining us, Colonel Tehrani,” Toset said into her microphone on the expansive table, around which the other fifteen councilors sat. Another table lay beyond, where visitors addressing the council were to sit.

      Tehrani and the Marines made their way to it, and she sat while the Marines stood at attention, looking like they were still in boot camp.

      She leaned forward. “Thank you, Chairwoman. I’m here as a representative of the Terran Coalition. There is a rather urgent matter we wish to bring to your attention.”

      “Which is?” Toset replied.

      “The use of this station by Richard Logan.”

      To Toset’s credit, she kept a straight face. “Trinidad is a free port, Colonel. Anyone can dock here to receive supplies or take shore leave.”

      “We’re quite aware of Trinidad’s status. The Terran Coalition has overlooked your criminal activities for decades.”

      One of the dockworkers’ guild leaders spat, “If you intend to insult the independent traders who call this station home, I won’t stand—”

      “Please,” Tehrani said with a snort. “We have no interest in your activities, seeing as there’s a war on for survival, as long as they don’t harm our citizens. A certain amount of piracy happens in the void. It’s been around for a century and will likely continue to be well into the future. Logan isn’t a pirate—he’s a mass murderer. I hope you can see the difference.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t see what it has to do with us, Colonel,” Toset replied.

      “We have significant intelligence intercepts that prove Logan is obtaining a lot more than port calls here, Chairwoman. More specifically, we know you’ve been outfitting his ships with weapons and armor. Ships he turns around and uses to kill innocent civilians and spacers.”

      A pall of silence descended over the chambers, and several council members exchanged glances.

      Alves gulped, knowing he was the source of the information. I’d better try to deflect this. “Excuse me, Madam Toset, but as the director of station security, I have something to offer here. We’re not aware of any work being done by an individual named Richard Logan. In fact, he was put on our do-not-support list after the liner incident the Colonel referenced.” While this account was technically accurate, Logan used a front company to get around the ban. The credits he offered were too much for the dockworkers’ guild to turn down.

      “I didn’t realize that. Thank you.” Toset turned back to Tehrani. “As you can see, we’ve already done what we can.”

      “Don’t patronize me, Chairwoman,” Tehrani replied. “I’m sure you have plausible deniability somehow, but make no mistake. We know your station is aiding and abetting these crimes. You don’t want to make an enemy of the Terran Coalition.”

      Toset snarled. “Was that a threat, Colonel?”

      “More of a valuable piece of information.”

      “Why should we do anything for you?” the dockworkers’ guild chief who had spoken before asked. “The Terran Coalition has tactically embargoed this station for decades. I’m surprised you didn’t use this as a pretext to invade us.”

      “Whatever you may think of the Coalition, we don’t start wars,” Tehrani shot back. “We do end them, however. Destroying ships carrying goods to our planets and killing our citizens on passenger liners is an act of war, in case that hasn’t computed.”

      “If you have actual proof, bring it here so that the arbiters may review it,” Alves interjected. “Otherwise, we don’t think too much of idle words.”

      “Perhaps there’s a way we can all win here, Colonel,” Toset said. “If the Terran Coalition were to, say, recognize Trinidad Station with a diplomatic presence while it worked toward normalizing state relations, perhaps we could talk to our spacer captains and get some information for you.”

      Alves was impressed by her smoothness. Nice way to work it to our advantage.

      “That’s not a call I can make, Chairwoman,” Tehrani replied. “Frankly, I doubt my government will agree to your terms, because they have a certain quid pro quo to them.” Her expression hardened. “We don’t negotiate with criminals.”

      Toset’s face turned red. “Are you suggesting this in a criminal-run station, Colonel?”

      “No, I’m saying what we all know. Logan is a criminal and a terrorist. If you aid him, so are you. Pick a side, because you do not want to be on the wrong one when we respond.”

      “We’ll take that under advisement, Colonel Tehrani.” Toset’s eyes blazed. “I’d suggest consulting your government. If they’re not willing to meet our terms, you have ten hours to move on.”

      Tehrani stood. “We’ll see what they have to say.”

      “I don’t see why it's so difficult. The Coalition Intelligence Service is known to maintain a presence here. What’re a few more people from your diplomatic corps?”

      Tehrani didn’t respond except to turn on her heel and walk out, the Marines falling in behind her.

      I’m impressed. The Colonel doesn’t scare easily. Alves hoped the CDF battlegroup would leave without a fight. And keep my secret intact.
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      A single human in a spacesuit was extremely hard to detect in the vastness of the void, especially when that human took active steps to camouflage himself in a jet-black hardsuit devoid of any surface features or lights. To avoid tripping the sensor systems aboard the Zvika Greengold, the freelancer Logan had hired coasted on a course that would take him close to the escort carrier and into an emergency airlock on the far side of the docking berth.

      Cradling a small rifle with a compact stock, the freelancer waited until he was within fifty meters of the vessel to aim. He’d intentionally flown behind the massive engine mounts of the Greengold and aimed the weapon at a point far enough above the exhaust ports to avoid incinerating the device he was about to deploy.

      A single puff of carbon dioxide propellant was the only trace of the micro-QET as it raced away from the rifle, crossed the distance, and imbedded itself in the armor of the Terran Coalition carrier. The freelancer smiled as he confirmed the tracker was in place and transmitting. It would be an excellent year for him. He thought of all the different ways to spend the credits coming his way.
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      Tehrani had elected to wait until the following morning to depart Trinidad Station, partially because she hoped the ruling council would change its mind with a CDF carrier battlegroup parked ten kilometers away. As expected, there was no political interest in recognizing Trinidad as a sovereign state. Which makes sense because other free ports will try similar tactics to get something out of us. If you give a mouse a cookie, he’s going to want a glass of milk. The other reason was the extreme fatigue she felt and assumed the rest of her crew was experiencing as well. Repeated combat and the boredom in between when a soldier knew a battle was coming was the worst type of stress.

      She splashed cold water on her face, forcing herself to be awake. We’ll rest when we’re dead. Tehrani chuckled at the memory from boot camp. She used her tablet to check her messages quickly. Nothing of importance had happened during the night, nor had the station’s ruling council changed its mind at the last second. The officer of the deck would’ve awakened me if it had.

      For the next hour, she exercised then showered and prepared for the day. A quick breakfast followed that before Tehrani wound up in her day cabin on deck one. Moments after she sat down, the intercom on her desk chimed.

      “Colonel, I have Agent Grant for you on the vidlink, ma’am,” Singh said.

      Tehrani narrowed her eyes. Okay, that’s uncanny. “Put him through, Lieutenant.”

      The black screen flickered, and Grant’s smiling face appeared. Tehrani felt as though the man had a permanent grin etched onto his features. “Ah, top of the morning to you, Colonel.”

      She stared at the camera. “Do you have a spy drone in my office, Agent?”

      “No, of course not.” He snickered. “You are simply a creature of habit. I could set my watch by when you get up, do your military grooming routine, and arrive to begin the paperwork of the day.”

      Tehrani searched for a comeback, but her mind failed her. After three seconds, I have to move on. Suppressing a smirk, she sucked in a breath. “Well. That’s military life. What can I do for you?”

      “I was hoping you could give me some good news on our target. My superiors are itching for an update.”

      “Trinidad Station’s ruling committee has no interest in assisting without us meeting demands that are not in the cards,” Tehrani replied. “My opinion is they hope the Terran Coalition gets ground down, because they view us as a threat.”

      “I see.” Grant furrowed his brow. “Do any of those Marines you carry around understand the meaning of the word covert?”

      “Why?”

      “Because we have assets in place on Trinidad. I’m relatively certain I can convince CIS to burn them for a smash-and-grab operation.”

      Tehrani’s eyes grew wide. “What?”

      “They’ve got to be collecting information on Logan. At the very least, we can get names of ships, their transponder codes, Lawrence drive signatures, and weapons and shield upgrades they have. It would give us a definitive advantage, Colonel.” Grant’s tone was light, like he’d suggested they get a bowl of ice cream.

      She stared at the screen for what seemed like an eternity. These are precisely the actions General Yukimura warned me against. Nevertheless, part of her sorely wanted to forget her orders and do whatever it took with Grant to get the information, consequences be damned. I can’t give in to the impulse, even though it might feel right. The chain of command and orders exist for a reason. “That would be an act of war on Trinidad Station.”

      “And? What Logan and his thugs are doing is an act of war. Trinidad is complicit in that act. If you’re not with us, you’re against us.” Grant set his jaw. “I’m confident we can spin this to command. All I need are eight to twelve shooters who know how to handle close-quarters combat. Our lead asset has an extraction plan ready.”

      Tehrani closed her eyes briefly. “No. I’m under direct orders not to inflame the situation. The Greengold will withdraw with our battlegroup. Logan isn’t done there. The best course of action would be to place additional CIS assets on Trinidad and tag his ships with tracking beacons.”

      “How many more innocents have to die in the meanwhile?” Grant spat.

      The argument nearly persuaded her. However, duty prevailed. “It’s my orders.”

      Grant pursed his lips. “Fine. I’ll deal with it internally.” He stared at her, his eyes seeming to bore into her skull through the vidlink. “The next freighter crew or passenger liner… is on you, Colonel. Remember that.”

      The screen went dark, and Tehrani was filled with the urge to throw the tablet across the room. Anger sprang from a well deep within her that she didn’t know existed. With a single, anguished cry, she instead slammed the device on her desk. Get control of yourself, Banu.

      Deciding it was time to get as far away from Trinidad Station as possible before Tehrani did something she’d regret, she stood and walked to the bridge. After exchanging salutes with the Marine sentries standing guard outside the CIC, she pulled on her cover as she entered.

      “Colonel on the bridge!” a senior chief called out.

      “As you were.” Tehrani crossed the deck to find Wright sitting in the CO’s chair.

      He stood quickly. “All systems normal, ma’am.”

      Tehrani nodded. “This is the commanding officer. I have the conn.”

      “Colonel Tehrani has the conn,” Wright replied. He turned and sat in the XO’s chair.

      “I think it’s high time we get out of here and back on patrol.” Tehrani dropped into her chair and stared forward. “CIS will continue the hunt for the pirates while we protect the space lanes. In due time, we’ll track them down.” Her editorializing was partly for the benefit of the bridge crew and partly for her well-being.

      “Sounds like a plan, skipper.”

      Tehrani flashed a grin. “Good. Navigation, plot a Lawrence drive jump back to our previous patrol route. Disseminate to the fleet.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Mitzner replied.

      The next thirty minutes involved a flurry of commands and replies as the battlegroup prepared to leave Trinidad Station. Following clearance from station control and moving an appropriate distance away from the station to avoid any chance of structural damage, preparations were complete.

      “Conn, Navigation. Lawrence drive fully charged, ma’am.”

      “Navigation, activate Lawrence drive. Communications, signal the battlegroup to proceed.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” both officers replied.

      Outside the windows at the front of the bridge, a swirling vortex of different hues came into being. The wormhole grew in size and intensity as the lights dimmed from the immense power draw the Lawrence drive pulled from the main reactor. When it reached critical mass, the Greengold accelerated directly into its maw.

      A few seconds later, they emerged on the other side. From there, it was two more jumps back to Battlegroup Z’s assigned patrol area. Maybe we’ll get lucky. Tehrani was about to inquire of Major Hodges the length of time they would need for FTL cooldown when Bryan interrupted her thoughts.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, inbound wormholes, ma’am.” His voice changed pitch. “Three… four… no, nine holes inbound, ma’am.”

      Three for our escorts. Six unaccounted for. No, there’s no way they could’ve tracked us. Though Tehrani’s mind told her it was impossible, she knew the new contacts were Logan and his pirates. Nothing else made sense. “TAO, raise shields now!” she bellowed.

      Turning to the comm controls integrated into her chair, she didn’t bother with the standard protocol of asking Lieutenant Singh to patch her in. Instead, she slammed her hand down on the intercom button. “Attention, all hands. This is the commanding officer. General quarters. General quarters. Man your battle stations. Set material condition one throughout the ship.”

      While Tehrani had made the right call, it took time to energize the shield grid, fully charge the deflector generators, and snap the energy barrier into existence—time they didn’t have. Six heavily modified freighters emerged from their wormholes and within seconds opened fire. Plasma charges raced away from them along with anti-ship missiles and modified neutron beams.

      The deck suddenly pitched up, and Tehrani nearly fell face-first out of her chair. She braced herself and held on for dear life. “Shields, Lieutenant!”

      “Online, ma’am! New contacts designated Master One through Six. Correlation between previous Lawrence drive signatures and previously engaged vessels near one hundred percent, ma’am.”

      The hull hits immediately ceased as the energy screens snapped into place. Tehrani let out a breath as she took a glance at the tactical plot. Logan. How did they know exactly where to hit us? She pushed the thought out of her mind, since it wasn’t productive while hostile vessels maneuvered all around them. “TAO, weapons status?”

      “Energy-weapons capacitor charging, ma’am. Thirty seconds.”

      “Communications, order the fleet to plot an emergency jump back to Trinidad Station.” Tehrani turned toward Mitzner. “Double time, Lieutenant.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      Seconds later, Singh’s voice rang out. “Conn, Communications. CSV Marcus Luttrell reports critical damage to their Lawrence drive. Minimum fifteen minutes before she’s jump capable.”

      A groan escaped Tehrani’s lips before she could control herself. “XO, scramble everything we’ve got. I want every fighter and bomber in the bay pawing the vacuum within ten minutes.”

      “Some of them aren’t fully armed, ma’am,” Wright replied quietly.

      “It doesn’t matter. They still have energy weapons. Everything launches.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      Staring at the tactical plot, Tehrani felt a wave of anger rush through her. Initially directed at Logan and his butchers, the feeling veered back on her. I should’ve done what Grant wanted. His operation would’ve flushed these bastards out. Instead, I’ve led us into a trap. She set her jaw. If there were any way possible to stop them, Tehrani would find it. They won’t leave here alive. “TAO, firing point procedures, forward neutron beams, Master Three, and set the same as the primary fleet target.”

      “Firing solutions set, ma’am.”

      “Match bearings, shoot, forward neutron beams.”

      The two direct energy spears lit up the inky blackness of the void, casting an eerie glow. Like the wrath of God reaching out and smiting an enemy, the beams slammed into the pirate vessel’s shields. Tehrani stared at the spectacle, looking forward to when the same weapons would slice the freighter in two.
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      On the bridge of the Dead Reckoning, Logan could scarcely believe his success so far. He’d had little trust in the QET trackers Mr. Rocha provided, but they’d performed flawlessly. Watching as weapons impacts lit up the shields and armor plating of the CDF vessels, Logan felt exhilaration go through him. You thought you’d raid my home. Let’s see how you like being the victim of a surprise attack, Colonel Tehrani.

      “One of their destroyers is seriously damaged, boss,” Karlsen crowed. “It can’t jump.”

      Logan grinned. “And since our CDF friends are a bunch of sentimental fools, let’s hope they’ll stick around for us to eliminate their entire force.”

      “Carrier’s launching small craft.”

      “Concentrate firepower on the carrier and the damaged destroyer. Blow up some of those damn fighters before they launch.”

      “Yes, boss!”

      Logan sat back. The bounty they would reap for eliminating an entire battlegroup was more credits than he could spend in a lifetime. All he’d have to do was pick his best and most loyal followers, kill Rocha after the exchange, and disappear. Logan had already booked a session with the best underworld surgeon on Galt. When the woman was done with him, Richard Logan would no longer exist. That suited him just fine.
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      With another Sabre maintenance report reviewed and approved, Justin took a sip of bitter CDF coffee, a morning staple. The generous amount of caffeine contained within helped him fully wake up. He had several more hours of paperwork in front of him before a stint at ready five later in the afternoon.

      Then all hell broke loose.

      Justin first felt a series of thuds and immediately classified them as either incoming weapons or asteroid strikes. He was already on his feet and running at full tilt when the scramble klaxon blared. Wondering what the hell was going on, he skidded into the locker room, khaki uniform shirt already half off. After flinging off the rest of his clothes, Justin quickly pulled on his flight suit. Other pilots raced in, stripping down to their underwear and throwing on the pressure suits required to fly.

      Feldstein skidded to a stop beside him. “There are four birds on CSP, Gamma element. Air Boss is bringing up Alpha’s Sabres next.”

      “Any idea who’s attacking us?” Justin slid his flight helmet on.

      “Whatley said something about the pirates then a string of oaths that would make anyone blush.” She locked her helmet into place. “Ready to rock, sir.”

      “Let’s go,” Justin replied and took off running.

      Other Red Tails pilots, including Feldstein, fell in behind him. It wasn’t far to the hangar bay, where their Sabres sat. Crew chiefs and space-aviation ratings loaded missiles into the internal stores and Javelins onto the wing-mounted hardpoints.

      As Justin grabbed the short ladder leading up to his cockpit, he yelled, “Chief, forget the anti-fighter missiles. Get me a load of Javelins and get us into the void! That goes for my entire squadron.”

      “Yes, sir!” the man replied.

      Further conversation was cut off by Justin climbing into the pilot’s chair of his Sabre and shutting the canopy.

      “Alpha Three ready, sir,” Mateus said, her voice slightly distorted through the commlink.

      “Acknowledged,” Justin replied as he quickly worked his way through a shortened pre-flight checklist.

      “Spencer,” Whatley’s gruff voice called in his ear, “why aren’t you in space?”

      “Crew chief’s rolling up the last Javelins now, sir.”

      “Get your ass out there and kill these damn pirates.”

      “Sure thing, sir, as soon as I’ve got something besides spitballs to shoot at them,” Justin snapped. He completed the final checklist item.

      “Watch your tone, kid. I still outrank you, and I can outfly you any day of the week.”

      Ignoring Whatley, Justin pressed on. “Alpha One ready to launch.”

      A crew chief flashed the thumbs-up sign as a group of aviation ratings pushed an antigrav cart away as fast they could move.

      “Uh, this is Alpha Four,” Lowell said. “Ready to launch.”

      Justin chuckled. “First scramble, Lieutenant?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Don’t worry. You’ll be fine. Just do what I do.”

      “Yes, sir,” he replied enthusiastically.

      Feldstein’s and Mateus’s readiness lights turned green on Justin’s HUD, and he toggled his commlink to the air boss. “Boss, Alpha element is green. Request permission to launch on scramble mission.”

      “Permission granted, Alpha element. Good hunting and Godspeed.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.” Justin powered his reactor to its maximum level. “Alpha One to Alpha element. Max thrust to the void. Time to erase some pirates.”

      He rammed the throttle forward, and his Sabre shot off the flight bay. The void flashed into view as a pitched battle raged all around. Neutron beams, plasma charges, mag-cannon rounds, xaser flashes, and missiles filled the area in a display of close-quarters combat Justin had never seen the likes of before.

      As the primary target flashed on his HUD, Justin sucked in a breath. This is just another day at the office. Work the problem and defeat the enemy, and we all go home. Something deep in his soul told him this battle would be like no other he’d ever fought.
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      Through his cockpit canopy, Justin watched as the fight between his battlegroup and the pirates raged. Brightly colored beams crisscrossed the void while globs of purple and red plasma arced toward the friendly vessels. Deftly maneuvering his Sabre to avoid particularly intense patches of enemy fire, Justin surveyed his HUD scanner and located the nearest enemy with the lowest shield-energy rating. “Alpha, break to heading two-nine-six. Target is Master Three.”

      “Wilco,” Feldstein replied.

      The formation of fighters quickly shifted to the heading Justin had prescribed. With full afterburners engaged, they moved as fast as they could toward the pirates as incoming point-defense fire began to fill their horizon.

      “If we use our Javelins at long range, they’ll just shoot them down,” Mateus said.

      “So we ram them down their throats,” Lowell replied enthusiastically.

      Justin remembered how Adeoye had led his bombers to nearly point-blank range and volley fired Javelins in a previous engagement. It worked when everything else didn’t. “The nugget’s on to something.”

      “Seriously?” Mateus asked. “What? That he needs more simulator time?”

      “No, that these guys have excellent tracking on their PD. We’re going to close in, get within twenty-five to fifty kilometers, and let ’em have it. All four Javelins each one of us is carrying. If sixteen fusion warheads can’t reduce those freighters to their constituent atoms, nothing will.”

      “Amen,” Feldstein replied.

      It didn’t take long for the flight of Sabres to close with the target. While they were racing through the void, more craft launched from the Greengold—an element each of Boars and Maulers. Justin hoped they would provide a decent punch against the enemy but recognized that all thirty-six combat spacecraft they carried were needed.

      Point-defense fire increased in volume and accuracy with every passing second. It took every ounce of concentration Justin had to time his maneuvers just right to throw off the automated targeting sensors on the pirate freighters. More than once, he got it wrong and suffered hits on his shields, dropping them into the danger zone of below twenty percent cohesion.

      “Watch out, Justin,” Feldstein said over a private channel. “Your fore shield is shot up pretty badly.”

      Justin diverted deflector power from other arcs to the forward one with the toggling of a few buttons. “Almost there.”

      “Remember what I’ve told you… don’t be a hero every time.”

      “Got it, Mom.” He could almost feel Feldstein roll her eyes at him.

      “Keep this up, and I’ll have your father… I mean the CAG… deal with you when he gets home.”

      Despite the nonstop combat around them, Justin laughed loudly. “Back at ya.”

      When he was a hundred kilometers from the enemy ship, he zoned out everything else, laser-focused on hitting the enemy freighter. Time seemed to slow. At the speed Justin’s fighter was moving, the distance closed in a matter of seconds, and once the ship filled his forward view, he squeezed the trigger four times to launch all available Javelins. “Alpha One, fox four.”

      A series of oaths from Mateus’s commlink got Justin’s attention. “Alpha Three, say again.”

      “Hull damage,” Mateus ground out. “Master alarm is lit.”

      “Pull away. We’ll continue to engage.”

      “I can still—”

      “That’s a direct order, Lieutenant. Break off now.”

      “Wilco.”

      She’s probably going to punch me in the face when we get back to the Greengold. If we get back. Justin deftly rolled his Sabre and banked away from the freighter, avoiding another blast of point-defense fire.

      “Alpha Two, fox four.”

      “Alpha Four, fox four.”

      Over a dozen Javelins separated from Alpha element and zipped toward the enemy. The pirates’ point-defense emplacements switched targets at the last moment from their Sabres to the incoming warheads.

      A couple of missiles exploded from the onslaught while the rest pressed on. Justin’s salvo hit the shields of Master Three and violently blew apart in bright flashes of light. Beams from the Marcus Luttrell, the Zvika Greengold, and the John Fredric Walker added to the maelstrom, hammering down the enemy deflectors. Two of Feldstein’s Javelins slammed into a heavily armored section of the vessel amidships and blew apart. They left molten armor in their wake.

      Lowell’s volley delivered the coup de grace. Weakened by the barrage, most of the freighter’s point-defense turrets had stopped firing, and all four warheads hit home. Explosions blossomed across the doomed vessel’s hull, which blew apart into meter-sized chucks.

      “Heehaw!” Lowell crowed.

      Justin laughed. “Nice shooting, nugget.”

      “Credit where credit’s due. You put those on point,” Mateus said.

      “Hey, did I hear you right, Lieutenant?” Justin asked. “I’m pretty sure you just complimented the kid.”

      “Even a broken watch is right once a day,” she deadpanned.

      “We’ll have to wet that down back at whatever our next port call is,” Justin replied. “Okay, people—one down, five to go. Form on my wing.” And we’re fresh out of anti-ship missiles. He hoped Tehrani had some magic left in her bag of tricks.
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      Sparks showered from a console as an electrical overload blew out the screens and their fuses. The bright light briefly blinded Tehrani as she studied the tactical plot. A moment later, the soft blue light of the bridge returned. The situation was bad but not horrific. At least for the moment, the fast movers taking out a pirate vessel had caused the enemy to be slightly more cautious in their approach to the battle.

      Not that Tehrani was under any illusions as to how close to being overwhelmed they were. The initial assault had damaged point defense on the Greengold’s port side and destroyed two shield generators. The remaining ones had to cover more ground, causing the entire system’s effectiveness to decrease.

      Wright’s voice cut into her thoughts. “The Marcus Luttrell isn’t having much success getting their Lawrence drive back online.”

      “I noticed,” Tehrani replied.

      “We could order them to abandon ship, pick up the pods, and retreat to Trinidad Station.”

      “Damn pirate lovers would probably help them blow us apart.” Tehrani set her jaw. “The situation is untenable. Obviously, they can track us somehow. Jumping to another system won’t solve that problem. I’d rather try to win the fight here.”

      Wright frowned. “Skipper, I doubt Trinidad’s involved. Think about it. If they wanted us dead, Logan and crew could’ve jumped us there and gotten help from Trinidad’s security force.”

      “Plausible deniability, Major.”

      “Perhaps.”

      The ship shook again during a series of weapons impacts. They caused the deck to pitch up and rock the crew in their harnesses.

      “Conn, TAO. Energy-weapons capacitor fully charged, ma’am.”

      “TAO, firing point procedures”—Tehrani glanced at the plot—“Master Five, forward neutron beams. Designate Master Five as the primary battlegroup target.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Bryan replied. “Firing solutions set. Master Five designated as our primary target.”

      “Navigation, intercept course, Master Five. Keep that ship within ten degrees of the forward quarter.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      Around the Greengold, the CSV Marcus Luttrell and the CSV Frederic John Walker maneuvered aggressively. Both destroyers cut back toward the pirate fleet that was making another firing pass and let loose the full might of their weapons suites. Magnetic-cannon shells and neutron beams erupted from them, showering the enemy's shields. Return fire from the pirate vessels filled the void with purple and red plasma charges.

      Tehrani stared at the tactical plot like a hawk, watching for Master Three’s shields on the arc they faced to drop below forty percent strength. “TAO, match bearings, shoot, forward neutron beams.”

      Outside the bridge windows, twin spears of blue shot out of the Zvika Greengold’s bow and slammed into the protective screens of the targeted enemy. The freighter’s shields held for a couple of seconds before collapsing, and the beams sliced neatly through a row of cargo pods. Vapor expelled from the damaged section followed by a series of explosions. However, though it was evident they’d hurt the target, the vessel continued to fire plasma charges.

      “One down, one damaged,” Wright murmured. “If we could knock it out, probably give us even odds to win.”

      “I concur,” Tehrani replied, nodding. “I’ll take even. Anytime we get those odds, we seem to win.”

      “Don’t count your chickens and all that.”

      “Conn, TAO. Sierra Three reporting weapon-systems failure. They’re attempting to pull back.”

      Tehrani slammed her hand onto the arm of her chair. Dammit. While the Ernest Evans’s weapons were of limited value in the fight, it meant one fewer target the enemy was shooting at. Which means they’ll concentrate more on us. Anger welled up yet again, and she looked forward to ending the enemy vessel. I hope it won’t have any escape pods launched. Eyes blazing, she stared at the plot. “Communications, order Sierra Three to move away at best speed. They are to jump back to Trinidad Station if engaged further.” Tehrani set her jaw. “TAO, firing point procedures, forward neutron beams, Master Five.”
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      Trinidad security received and logged the urgent request for assistance the CSV Zvika Greengold had sent out minutes earlier, and the on-duty communications officers passed it up to Tomas Alves. When he received the communique, his heart tightened as if it were in a vise. He faced an immediate decision: sit on it and hope for the best or do what he knew to be right and try to get the ruling council to approve sending assistance.

      Even with the backdrop of the meeting between Colonel Tehrani and the council, Alves couldn’t leave the CDF battlegroup to its fate. Logan was pure evil and had to be stopped. Inputting a series of override codes into his vidlink, Alves interrupted whatever meeting the chairwoman was involved in.

      Toset’s face appeared on the screen. “What is the meaning of this?” she nearly shouted. “I was in the middle of a trade discussion with Kensington Shipping!”

      “Ma’am, we have a situation. The CDF battlegroup that just visited us is under attack one jump away from Trinidad. By Richard Logan.”

      “How is this my problem?”

      Alves narrowed his eyes. “How isn’t it, ma’am? The CDF will assume we helped Logan stage this. They’ll come for us with overwhelming force.”

      “Why? They’re not here. Some pirates they’re hunting found them, or Colonel Tehrani bit off more than she could chew. So I don’t see how it’s our problem.”

      Fool. Alves could barely suppress his fury. Inept politicians will get us all killed. He forced himself to calm down and remain polite. “Ma’am, they couldn’t have tracked the ships through a wormhole without a QET tracker placed on the outer hull of one of the CDF vessels. That could only have happened here. The CDF will deduce that quickly.”

      Toset blinked a few times. “But—”

      “There are no buts, from a security perspective.”

      Silence followed as Toset seemed to work through her options. She gulped. “What do we do?”

      Finally, the right question. “Let me send military assistance. We have more than enough ships in the docks to sortie them.” Trinidad Station maintained a small fleet of gunboats with crews of ten to twenty along with larger vessels that were typically privateers. They took turns providing protection. The arrangement was profitable for all and gave the privateers a safe place for their base.

      Toset’s face blanched. “That would leave us defenseless. What if Logan defeats the CDF battlegroup before we can get there then turns on our ships?”

      “The sooner we get help on the way, the less of a likelihood that outcome is, ma’am.”

      “I’m not sending our people to fight for the Terran Coalition,” she spat. “Damn religious do-gooders have treated us like second-class humans for decades.”

      “So prove them wrong,” Alves replied. He briefly pondered how much of his attitude was because he suspected CIS would have him killed if the Greengold and her fleet were destroyed.

      He took Toset’s silence as an opening to continue. “Let’s send a force large enough to make a difference but not so much that it would preclude us from defending the station if Logan has more ships than we’re aware of.”

      Toset scrunched her nose before nodding slowly. “I’ll have to get the council to approve it.”

      “We don’t have that kind of time, ma’am. How about six gunboats? They oughta do some damage, and while they’re spinning up, you can cover our asses.”

      “A crude assessment, Tomas. But an accurate one. Okay.” Toset stretched her neck to one side. “Get them moving and start a full investigation into what happened. If they fail, it would be nice to hand the Terran Coalition the person who placed the QET on their ships and call it a day.”

      As if it would be that simple. Alves nodded. “Excellent, ma’am.”

      As the screen went blank, he considered what would happen next. Even if the CDF battlegroup survived, his involvement with CIS would likely come out. Then they’ll space me.

      Alves pulled up a commlink to the most senior gunboat commander. Worrying about saving his skin would have to come later.
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      “Port deflectors buckling, ma’am,” Bryan called out above the din. “Three formations of anti-ship missiles closing to starboard.”

      “Communications, signal the Frederic John Walker to provide point-defense support to our flank.” Tehrani was jostled in her harness. “XO, damage report from the last pass.”

      “Not good, ma’am. Structural damage throughout decks six to ten, from the secondary hangar bay all the way forward. If they key in on that area again, we’ll probably lose our neutron beams.”

      The brutal realization that they were losing the battle shook Tehrani to her core. I should probably be thinking about how to get us out of this.

      “Conn, TAO. Energy-weapons capacitor recharged, ma’am.”

      “TAO, firing point procedures, forward neutron beams. Master Five.”

      “Firing solutions set.”

      “Match bearings, shoot, forward neutron beams.”

      Severely weakened by the continued assault from all three operational Coalition warships, the pirate freighter twisted and turned, trying to avoid incoming fire. The Greengold’s blue energy beams lashed out and struck the enemy amidships. Its shields lasted but a fraction of a second before collapsing, and the spears melted through the hull then erupted out the other side. A moment later, the entire vessel exploded.

      “Conn, TAO. Master Five destroyed, ma’am. No survivors.”

      A ragged cheer went up from the enlisted ratings in the back of the bridge, which the master chief cut off immediately.

      Tehrani studied her tactical plot then quickly scanned the projected shield strength of both their remaining escorts and sorely wished they could’ve kept the CSV Astute with them. The stealth raider’s Starbolt missiles would’ve come in handy. Both the Marcus Luttrell and the Frederic John Walker were close to deflector grid failure, and they had extensive armor-plating damage. We should pull back. As she stared at the holotank, Tehrani knew the battle was unwinnable—at least not without sustaining enough casualties to render any victory pyrrhic at best.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change. Inbound wormholes.”

      Even though Bryan had delivered the report in a measured, professional manner, Tehrani heard the fear in his voice. It emanated from every pore in her tactical officer’s body and spread like a virus across the bridge, even infecting her. She steeled herself. “Whose are they, Lieutenant?”

      “Unknown ma’am. Still trying to get a read.”

      By Allah, if it’s more pirates, we’re all dead. At least we’d die well. Forcing herself to show calm, Tehrani sat almost perfectly still, waiting.

      “Six inbound holes confirmed. Neutral drive configuration, designated Sierra Four through Nine.” Bryan turned his head around. “My readings show weapons and shields energized.”

      “My God,” Wright said as he released a breath.

      Singh interrupted. “Conn, Communications. Inbound transmission. Audio only from Sierra Six.”

      “Let’s hear it, Lieutenant.” Tehrani absentmindedly tucked her uniform sweater in. Probably a surrender demand. Her lips curled into a smile involuntarily. That’ll be the day.

      The speakers in Tehrani’s chair crackled. “Coalition vessels, do you read me?” came a distorted male voice.

      “This is Colonel Banu Tehrani, Coalition Defense Force. We read you. Please identify yourself.”

      “Colonel, this is Jack Delaney, Trinidad Station security. Your distress call was received, and we’re here to help.”

      Tehrani’s heart skipped a few beats. “Gladly accepted. We can’t link you into our tactical network, so I ask you to follow our lead. My communications officer will transmit messages with our primary fleet targets.”

      “Acknowledged, Colonel.”

      “First drink’s on me when we get back to Trinidad,” Wright said, leaning over Tehrani’s shoulder. “The good stuff.”

      “Sounds good to me. Delaney out.”

      “What was that?” Tehrani asked.

      “Come on. They’re neutral spacers. That crowd loves a good drink and especially one paid for by the CDF.” He smirked. “Call it some extra motivation.”

      The overwhelming feeling of fear left the bridge, almost as if it had been cut out by a knife. In its a place, defiant hope grew.

      Tehrani gripped the armrests of her chair. “It’s high time for us to get back to work.” The enemy ships had pulled back, probably watching to see what the newcomers did. “TAO, firing point procedures, Master Six, forward neutron beams. Designate Master Six as the primary fleet target.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”
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      Like the bridge crew on the Zvika Greengold, Justin had quaked in his boots when the group of wormholes opened. That fear gave way to relief as he and the rest of the Red Tails pilots realized the newcomers were friendly. While it wasn’t an overwhelming force, scans of the gunboats suggested they were hardy combatants with plasma cannons, missile tubes, and chin-mounted rail guns that Justin thought were a souped-up version of the Boars.

      The icon representing Master Six lit up with a bright-orange reticle around it, indicating that Colonel Tehrani had designated it the primary fleet target.

      Justin rotated his fighter to line up with the hostile vessel. “Alpha element, form on my wing. Our target is the amidships point-defense turret.” From their angle, the group of Sabres would stage an attack run almost directly in the middle of the freighter. It was less than ideal.

      “You realize we’re out of anti-ship missiles, right, sir?” Mateus asked.

      “No, Lieutenant, I can’t read my stores-indicator display. Of course I do.”

      “What good—”

      “Just do it, Lieutenant.” Justin forced himself to focus on the task at hand. He didn’t need to be reminded of how poor their situation was.

      “Wilco.”

      The four Sabres pawed the vacuum, quickly closing the distance to the pirate freighter, as point-defense fire streaked by their formation. It grew more accurate the closer they got to the vessel. Behind them, a few Boars and Maulers tried to keep up.

      Justin’s HUD lit up, indicating his neutron cannons were in range. Reflexively, he squeezed the trigger integrated in his flight stick, sending a stream of blue bolts into the enemy’s shields. The rest of Alpha followed suit, and the craft behind them added to the maelstrom. The light show, while impressive to look at, inflicted relatively minor damage. Small-craft weapons simply didn’t pack the same punch as similar technology mounted on warships with the power output offered by the best fusion reactors the Terran Coalition had to offer.

      A hundred kilometers from Master Six, Justin juked up hard as a string of point-defense shots found his forward deflector and hammered it down to under twenty percent. The rest of Alpha followed suit, while the bombers stayed on course long enough to fire a few Javelins. Stores were low across the entire wing.

      “Attention, Coalition pilots. Can you hear me?” someone asked on the guard frequency.

      Justin toggled his commlink’s transmission channel to Guard and replied, “This is Captain Justin Spencer, Coalition Defense Force Red Tails squadron. Who is this?”

      “Jack Delaney, Trinidad security. Request secure frequency.”

      “Wait one.” Justin sent the gunboat commander and the rest of Alpha a point-to-point message then toggled his commlink to the new channel. “Do you read me?”

      “I read you, Spencer. Saw your fighters aren’t having too much success against those shields. Mind if I join your flight?”

      “That bucket of bolts you’re flying couldn’t keep up with a Mauler, much less us,” Mateus interjected.

      Delaney chuckled. “I’ll outfly any of you any day, and this rust bucket can do circles around all of your fancy Coalition tech, thanks to its vector-controlled thrust module.”

      “Okay, smartass, we’ll see. Case of whatever the best drink on your space station is, if you can,” Mateus shot back.

      “Done.”

      Justin narrowed his eyes, staring at the scanner report on his HUD. “Okay, if we’re finished making bets, how about blasting some pirates?”

      “Thought you’d never ask,” Delaney replied.

      The man's easygoing and cheerful manner unnerved Justin. But when he stopped to think about it, he realized the station’s security team didn’t get into dogfights every day. More like never, unless they’re out looking for a merchant vessel to privateer. “Alpha, come about to heading two-eight-nine, max speed. Delaney, ease into formation behind us. You’ll have a clear firing lane.”

      “Understood, Spencer.”

      They turned toward the enemy and rushed forward with full afterburners. All around them, purple, red, and orange plasma charges along with neutron beams and mag-cannon rounds raced through the vacuum. Large anti-ship missiles fired by both sides used their onboard sensor suites to avoid point defense in the hopes of completing their missions by exploding against an enemy.

      “Anyone got any missiles left?” Justin asked.

      “Only a few Vultures,” Lowell replied.

      “Same for me, sir.” Feldstein cleared her throat. “Thinking about using them?”

      “Well, if the big guys can bust the shields down, our stuff could work against the turret. We’ve done that before.” Which will help large missiles hit. Justin couldn’t think of any other options.

      Mateus snickered. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

      “We all die,” Feldstein replied.

      “Positive thoughts, people.”

      A few chuckles came across the commlink.

      The range closed quickly as the small craft accelerated into the barrage of enemy fire. Sustained bombardment by Coalition warships working in conjunction with the gunboats hammered down the shields of the targeted pirate freighter, leaving it vulnerable to further attacks. All the while, the hostile ships raked the two Gladius-class destroyers with sustained plasma fire. The Marcus Luttrell took particularly heavy damage, and zero-G fires swelled on its hull before the void snuffed them.

      Justin sent a torrent of neutron-cannon bolts into the same point-defense turret they’d engaged before but with the benefit of only dealing with armor plating, not the overcharged deflectors the pirates had installed. With added fire from the rest of Alpha element, Delaney’s gunboat, the Boars, and the Maulers, the turret began to melt after six seconds of sustained hits. After that, it exploded.

      Justin yanked his flight stick. “Alpha One to all craft. Break hard and gain distance for another pass.”

      While the CDF fighters followed Justin’s order, Delaney’s gunboat did not. Instead, it pressed on, flashing its weapons in defiance. Its plasma cannons slammed shot after shot into the already molten area where the turret had once sat. At the last moment, a brace of missiles erupted from the small vessel along with a slug from its chin-mounted mag-cannon. They struck the same weakened portion of the hull and punched through. The gunboat pitched upward as explosions blossomed from the impact point, rapidly blowing the freighter apart.

      For a moment, Justin thought the Trinidad commander had perished—until the gunboat emerged unscathed from the fireball. Wow. Okay, that guy can fly.

      “Spencer to Delaney… nice shooting.”

      Another gunboat pilot chimed in on the guard frequency. “Damn, Delaney. You’re as mad as a hatter! What’s next? Gonna fly through a ship and out the other side?”

      “Don’t tempt me,” Delaney replied with a chuckle.

      Raucous laughter broke out among the other pilots while Mateus added, “Ah, the Mad Hatter. That one will stick.”

      Justin snickered. “Let’s see about sticking it to these pirates. All craft, come to heading zero-seven-eight. Target is Master Two.” We might just survive this.
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      What a difference ten minutes and six heavily armed gunboats flown by daredevil pilots with no care whether they die can make. Tehrani tilted her head to one side, blue light bathing her tactical display. She could scarcely believe how they’d turned the tide from what had seemed like certain death only minutes before. Three out of six enemy vessels had been destroyed, and two more had varying degrees of damage.

      “Conn, TAO. Master Two port and aft deflectors have failed,” Bryan announced.

      Tehrani glanced at her screen, confirming they were in arc of the pirate freighter, and gave a small smile. “TAO, firing point procedures, forward neutron beams, Master Two.”

      “Firing solutions set, ma’am.”

      “Match bearings, shoot, forward neutron beams.”

      The bright-blue spears of light once again shot into the darkness. Moving at the speed of light, they sliced through the armor of the targeted pirate vessel, burning molten chunks of alloy off. In the great cold of the vacuum, those pieces cooled within a second or two, the bright-red dots disappearing as quickly as they’d formed. It took the upgraded energy weapon four seconds to punch through the other side of the ship right as the charge from the capacitor gave out.

      A few moments passed before Bryan turned. “Escape pods launching from Master Two, ma’am. She’s disabled and drifting in space.”

      As Bryan spoke, Tehrani’s attention was drawn to her tactical plot. The Greengold’s escorts along with the gunboats were hammering one of the remaining pirates. Numerous blue icons swarmed the enemy as missile after missile hit home. She realized the last freighter was outside of weapons range. They must’ve turned tail when the Trinidad Station force arrived.

      Another gaggle of escape pods blasted away from the pirate freighter closest to the Greengold. Those pods… they’re all heading for the last ship. She had a sudden inspiration. “Communications, perform a quick analysis of transmissions between the enemy contacts. Specifically, which vessel generated the most comms traffic?”

      “Master One, ma’am,” Singh replied after a few moments.

      Wright leaned closer. “What are you thinking, skipper?”

      “That the ship we need to destroy is out of weapons range.”

      “I’d wager they’re going to scoop up the pods and jump out. There’s nothing to prevent a Lawrence drive jump at this range of the gravity well,” Wright replied. “And I don’t think we can catch up before those pods reach Master One.”

      Some quick mental arithmetic suggested Wright was correct, much to Tehrani’s immense distaste. God only knows how many soldiers we’ve lost fighting here, and if Logan gets away, he’ll regroup and rearm. “Communications, order the pods to cease forward thrust or be fired on.”

      “Skipper—”

      “Now, Lieutenant.”

      A few seconds passed.

      “No response, ma’am,” Singh replied.

      Tehrani glanced at her plot, which showed the escape pods continuing on course. Anger again welled up within her as she pondered what to do next. She bit her lip and let out a sigh. “Dammit.”

      “It was worth a shot, ma’am.”

      The anger refused to go back down as Tehrani stared out the windows. They’re using our morality against us to murder thousands of innocents. She thought back to the Quran. Life for life, eye for eye, nose for nose, ear for ear, tooth for tooth, and wounds equal for equal. “TAO, are the escape pods still within our point-defense range?”

      “Uh, um… yes, ma’am. It’d be tough to put a warning shot across their bow, ma’am. At these speeds, we’re liable to hit them instead.”

      “TAO, firing point procedures, point defense cannons. Target the escape pods.”

      Bryan whirled around, his mouth hanging open. “Say again, ma’am.”

      “Blow up the damn pods,” Tehrani replied.

      Wright cleared his throat. “Belay that order, Lieutenant.”

      “How dare you countermand my orders?” Somewhere deep inside, a part of her was in shock at what she was doing. Another wanted revenge on the enemy, no matter what it took.

      “Colonel, I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but we can’t fire on escape pods. That’s against the UCMJ and will result in the court-martial of anyone who complies with a known illegal order.”

      “If we don’t kill them before they escape, Logan will recruit more mercs. This way, the entire galaxy will know what happens if you work for him—the Terran Coalition will kill you.”

      “It’ll also broadcast to the galaxy that we’re a bunch of hypocrites who say one thing and do another,” Wright replied. “Ma’am, if you persist in these orders, I will relieve you of command.”

      Tehrani turned back to Bryan. “Lieutenant, destroy the pods before they get out of range.”

      Bryan glanced between Tehrani and Wright and shook his head. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I’d follow you through the gates of hell, but I won’t obey that order.”

      “If you won’t, the pilots will.” Tehrani pulled up the communications system on her screen and engaged a link to Alpha One. “Captain Spencer, retask your wing to engage the escape pods vectoring toward Master One. Destroy them with extreme prejudice.”
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      Hurtling through the void, Justin did a double take at Tehrani’s words. I couldn’t have heard that right. “Colonel, this is Alpha One. Repeat last.”

      “I said destroy the pods, Captain. That’s a direct order.”

      There was no mistaking what Tehrani had said or the harshness in her voice. Justin’s jaw dropped. What the hell? We don’t fire on escape pods. It’s against the law, and more than that, it’s wrong. He tried to rationalize her order. Perhaps the enemy had weaponized the pods, but that didn’t make sense, because they were flying away, toward the last remaining contact.

      “What are your orders, sir?” Feldstein asked, on Alpha’s private channel.

      A conversation Justin had had with Father Elliott suddenly roared into his mind. While he couldn’t fathom why the colonel wanted to fire on the pods, he knew it wasn’t right. Moreover, Justin felt that it was evil, with every fiber of his being, as if an inner voice told him not to do it. I’m not doing this, nor are my people. “Alpha One to all fighters. Negative on escape pod attack order. Do not engage. Our target remains Master One.”

      “We won’t catch up before they get those pods in and jump out,” Mateus fumed. “There’s butchers on those things, Spencer. Why not blow them out of the void?”

      “Because we’re not murderers,” Justin replied. He was stunned anyone in his squadron would even entertain the thought.

      “They killed thousands of innocents. Who cares? Why should they get three meals and a warm bed while we risk our asses every day?” Mateus thundered, her accent becoming more pronounced. “The Colonel gave us an order.”

      Justin bit his lip. Put on the whole armor of God, that you may stand in the evil day, indeed. I’m not quite sure Father Elliott meant this. “We care because we’re better than shooting down pods. Don’t you remember League pilots wouldn’t even do that? Are you telling me we’re worse than them when it suits us?”

      “Whatever you decide, sir,” Lowell interjected. “I’m with you.”

      “We’re not firing on the pods. Period.”

      “Yes, sir,” Feldstein replied.

      “Acknowledged,” Mateus said.

      Justin clicked his commlink to the all-fighters net. “Attention, all Zvika Greengold pilots. Disregard order from Greengold actual to fire on pirate escape pods.”

      A pilot Justin didn’t recognize asked, “What? We don’t get to pick and—”

      “If anybody fires on a pod, I’ll shoot you down myself,” Justin snarled. “Do I make myself clear?”

      “Crystal, sir,” the pilot replied.

      No one else spoke, leaving an uncomfortable silence over the channel.

      “This is Colonel Tehrani to all fighters. Engage the escape pods now.”

      “Colonel, that order is illegal under the Universal Code of Military Justice and the terms of the Canaan Convention on Human and Alien rights. We will not comply,” Justin replied. Well, there goes my career.

      “I’m giving you a direct order, Captain.”

      “We won’t obey unlawful orders, ma’am.” Justin’s head swam. He was in uncharted territory and flying more on instinct than anything else.

      “Attention, all pilots,” Major Whatley broke in. “Captain Spencer’s orders are confirmed. Do not fire on the pods. If he doesn’t get you, I will. Acknowledge this order immediately.”

      Green lights lit up across the squadron’s readiness display. Justin felt as if he were one hundred feet tall. Having his commanding officer endorse his call made him feel all the more sure he’d done the right thing morally. He toggled his commlink to a private channel reserved for the CAG. “Thank you, Major.”

      “Don’t thank me yet, son. We could still get court-martialed.” Whatley chuckled. “I don’t give a damn. I got no problem blowing ships apart or killing the enemy in large amounts. Pods… nah. I’ve got an appointment with my Maker before too long. I don’t want that on my conscience.”

      “What are my orders, sir?”

      “Can you reach Master One?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Do your best. Erase that piece of shit out of my sky.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      Justin switched his commlink back to all fighters. “Attention, all friendlies. Continue on course to engage Master One. Push afterburners to max thrust.”

      As his Sabre streaked through the void, he was distinctly aware their efforts would be in vain. Damn these pirates. They’re going to get away and keep killing people. Justin hoped the losses inflicted would be enough to slow them down, at least for a few months.
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      On the bridge of the Greengold, Tehrani stood bathed in blue light, staring daggers. She started to shove Bryan off his station, but Wright grabbed her. The instant he did, she threw his hand off and turned toward him. As Tehrani balled her fists, her mind overrode the emotional impulse to bash the XO’s face in for questioning her orders. What the hell is wrong with me?

      “Colonel, stand down. I will call the master-at-arms up here and have you removed if you continue.” Wright’s voice sounded even-keeled to the point that it was absurd.

      How can he stand there after all this? “Those bastards are going to keep killing our people until they’re stopped,” she hissed. “The only way to do that is to kill them first.”

      “Not like this, ma’am.”

      Tehrani gradually became aware that anyone not inputting commands into their console was staring at her and Wright. As her brain worked through what to do next, the scene was interrupted by Bryan.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, inbound wormhole.”

      “Classification?” Wright snapped.

      “Neutral signature.” Bryan turned around. “It’s the Farnborough, sir. Contact designated as Sierra Five.”

      Confused, Tehrani walked back to her chair and stared at the tactical display. The Q-ship had jumped in only a few hundred kilometers from the enemy. “Communications, get me the Farnborough’s commander.”

      Singh subtly looked at Wright and didn’t move until he received a nod.

      “Agent Grant responding, ma’am.”

      Grant’s smiling face appeared on the monitor above Tehrani’s chair. “We meet again, Colonel.”

      It only took a momentary glance at the sensor readout, with tacnet data linked in from the Farnborough, to see the vessel was in no shape to fight. “Agent, what are you doing here?”

      “I’ve been monitoring the battle via the tactical net. We tried to help, but you finished most of these bastards off before we got here.” Grant set his jaw. “You’re not wrong about it being a bad idea to let the roaches get away, though. We’re going to handle that for you.”

      “How?”

      “By using our superior speed to ram the enemy. That will see Mr. Logan off.”

      Tehrani gasped. “There are dozens of crewmen on your ship. A better course of action is to take out the pirate escape pods as they come in to dock with Master One. Deny Logan his crew and make it too risky to sign up with him.”

      “I’m impressed, Colonel,” Grant replied as his eyebrows shot up. “That sounds like something I’d come up with.”

      “Nobody is shooting down those pods,” Wright barked. “For the last time.”

      “Regrettably, Colonel Tehrani, I must agree with your XO. I ordered my crew, excepting the tactical officer, to abandon ship before we jumped, thanks to the deplorable state of this vessel. You see, it’ll only be the sacrifice of two. That is acceptable, in the order of things. And it’s a far better outcome than seeing someone I respect because of her convictions throw them all away. We’re the ones who stick to the gray. The Coalition Defense Force… you need to remain our white knights standing for justice and right.”

      It took a few seconds for Grant’s words to filter through her mind and replay and comprehension to complete. The moment they did, shame like she’d never known washed over her. Tehrani’s tongue seemed caught in her throat. “I… see.”

      “You’re not cut out to do whatever it takes, Colonel. That’s my job. I want you to know that it was an honor to serve with you and the rest of the Zvika Greengold’s crew. If there is such a thing as an afterlife or a deity overseeing our reality, I’ve no doubt He is pleased with your efforts.” Grant snapped off a jaunty salute. “Godspeed to you all.”

      The screen went dark, leaving the bridge team more stunned than they’d been a few minutes before. Breathing could be heard above the soft hum of electronics.

      “Conn, TAO. Sierra Five has increased speed to flank. Master One is attempting to evade.”

      Tehrani’s eyes locked on to her tactical plot. The damaged pirate freighter was in no shape to outrun the Q-ship. It turned away from the pods and sluggishly accelerated.

      “He’ll probably try to jump out. That’s what cowards do.”

      Bryan looked back at Tehrani. “Master One’s powering up her Lawrence drive, sir.”

      The icon representing the Q-ship sped up on Tehrani’s plot. Passive scans showed the reactor overloading. Grant doesn’t care as long as he gets there. She admired his dedication. Perhaps I misjudged him in the end. The two dots merged, and a large orange-and-blue explosion filled the bridge windows. She closed her eyes. O God, if he was a doer of good, then increase his good deeds, and if he was an evildoer, then overlook his bad deeds. O God, admit Thomas Grant to Paradise and protect him from the torment of the grave and Hellfire.

      “Master One destroyed, ma’am.”

      Tehrani opened her eyes. “Communications, signal the escape pods to heave to and approach the Zvika Greengold.” She turned to Wright. “Get search and rescue into the void with armed Marine contingents. I want them all in the brig within the hour.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Wright replied.

      While the rest of the crew seemed determined to act as if the last fifteen minutes hadn’t occurred, Tehrani felt overcome by shame. How will they ever see me as their commanding officer again? My God, what have I done? She wanted nothing more than to get up and go to her day cabin, but duty demanded she continue to oversee the ship until the danger had passed—and Colonel Banu Tehrani would do her duty.
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      Once mop-up operations were completed and most of the other small craft landed back on the Greengold, Justin brought Alpha element back to the barn. He left a flight of Sabres on combat-space-patrol duty and intended to have his craft rearmed and refueled in case additional hostiles jumped in. After performing a picture-perfect three-point landing on flight deck B, Justin popped his canopy open and waited for his crew chief to roll a ladder up to the side of the cockpit.

      “Great flying out there, sir!” the man called from below.

      Justin swung out and slid down the device, not even bothering with the steps. “Thanks, Chief.” He flashed a grin as he scanned the bay for the rest of his flight element. Feldstein, Mateus, and Lowell were clustered together halfway across the flight line. “Get a rush on refuel and rearm, Chief. Full war load.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      It didn’t take him too long to jog across the deck and join the animated conversation. As Justin walked up, Mateus chortled and slapped Lowell on his right shoulder. “I wish my first kill had been an enemy ship. I got stuck with a League fighter.”

      “Hoping to try my hand at those before too long,” Lowell replied.

      “Oh, I’m quite sure that’s in our future,” Justin said as he came to a halt.

      “Sir.” Lowell snapped to attention.

      “At ease, Lieutenant. That was damn fine flying out there.”

      “You guys softened them up, sir. I got lucky.”

      Feldstein eyed the rookie. “Luck had nothing to do with it. You executed a textbook-perfect approach and missile strike. Enjoy the praise, nugget, because it was hard-earned.”

      “I’d take her advice if I were you,” Justin replied with a grin.

      A few crew chiefs approached with a stencil of one of the pirate freighters. “We’ve got your kill mark ready, Lieutenant.”

      Lowell stepped out of the way, and as the enlisted ratings went to work spray-painting the small marker on the rookie’s Sabre, Justin watched with pride. He’s going to make a good pilot, if I can keep him alive long enough. Deciding to offer one last gesture of praise, Justin brought his hands together and clapped.

      Immediately the others joined in, and Lowell’s face turned bloodred.

      Justin slapped his shoulder. “Good job, Lieutenant.”

      “If you’re all done congratulating yourselves, I need some time with my XO,” Whatley’s gravelly voice rang out as he approached them.

      “You guys carry on. I expect the good stuff in Mateus’s quarters later to help us celebrate.” Justin turned to face the CAG. “What can I do for you, sir?”

      “Walk with me.”

      Without another word, Justin joined Whatley as he strolled across the hangar, out of earshot of the group of pilots, which was getting larger by the moment as other members of the Red Tails and the rest of the Greengold’s squadrons gathered around Lowell. “Yes, sir?”

      “How do you plan to write this up, Captain?” Whatley stopped and stared at him.

      “Uh. Hm.” Justin blinked a few times. “Honestly, sir, hadn’t thought about it yet. I was glad to get back to the carrier in one piece, with no losses for my squadron.”

      “Start thinking.” Whatley crossed his arms. “Because if you put the whole story down, your next objective is to write a formal complaint and send it off to the JAGs.”

      The Judge Advocate General corps provided legal guidance to the CDF. They functioned as both prosecutors and defense attorneys within the service. Few officers wanted to get caught up in the CDF’s military justice system. “What would you do, sir?”

      “Wait. I need to get this on a holorecording. The great ace of aces wants my advice?”

      Justin rolled his eyes. “I value your input in most things, sir. You know that.”

      “I’ll also never quit busting your chops, kid.” Whatley snickered. “Well, first and foremost, I might’ve blasted those pods. Couldn’t be sure unless I was there, but… if I were you, I’d stay as far away from this as I could.”

      “Why, sir?”

      “Think about it. The colonel wouldn’t have ordered you to engage unless the XO or someone else on the bridge overruled her.”

      “Oh, I didn’t think of that.”

      Whatley snorted. “When you’ve been around as long as I have, you think about these things. Let the line officers deal with their mess, and aviation will stick to its swim lane.”

      Kicking the suggestion around in his mind, Justin pondered whether it was taking the easy way out. Before he could reply, Whatley interjected.

      “And before you get up on that moral high horse of yours, try to remember the colonel’s a good commander. I know what bad ones look like, son. She ain’t it. You put anyone in a similar situation, and one of these days, we’ll crack. War is hell. Don’t forget it.”

      Justin frowned. “I know, sir. I’m out there flying in it almost every day.”

      “You’re responsible for thirty-six lives. She’s got the weight of a few thousand.”

      “So that makes it okay?”

      “Let me explain something to you that you’ll probably understand ten years from now. Tehrani’s probably in her stateroom, contemplating turning in her resignation, as we speak. Why? Because she’s an inherently good person. Most of us are. War has a way of amplifying our problems, Spencer. If you’re screwed up coming into it, it twists you into something horrible. If you’re generally decent, it’ll suck, but you’ll probably be okay on the other side… if you get some help afterward. Okay? There’s nothing you can do that will cause her more pain than the guilt she feels. Let the senior officers deal with it, and why don’t you focus on getting our pilots home alive?”

      Chastised, Justin nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “One other thing. Never forget that shit rolls downhill in the CDF.”

      “Valid point,” Justin replied with a forced laugh. “And more paperwork.”

      “How’s the nugget doing?”

      “Good. He’s a natural, at least against larger ships. I think he’ll acquit himself well against League fighters too.”

      “Glad to hear it. Now, if that applied to every newbie we’ve gotten lately—”

      “Gentlemen.”

      The voice of Nishimura startled both of them, and Justin whirled around to face the Marine. “Stealth mode there, Major.”

      “Sorry.” Nishimura had black circles under his eyes, and his nose was red and puffy.

      He’s been crying. A lot. The realization surprised Justin, who thought Marines never showed any emotion, and especially not the major. “What’s going on, sir?”

      “We just finished putting the last of the prisoners in the brig. I would’ve preferred spacing the lot of them, myself, but they’ll get a fair trial instead.”

      While Justin had expected such a sentiment out of the Marine—something about it bothered him. Deep within his soul, a small voice said, “Never give in to hate.” He licked his lips. “With respect, sir, they’ll end up at Lambert’s Lament.”

      Nishimura eyed him. “Your point?”

      “Asteroid base. Grav generators only extend to the prison facility itself. You have a choice to sit in an eight-by-eight cell for the rest of your life or go mine lithium.” Justin grimaced. “Frankly, death is probably preferable to that.” Throughout the Terran Coalition, the prison facility was well known as where the worst of the worst were sent—murderers, rapists, child molesters, and traitors. Escape was impossible and had never been accomplished.

      “So by condemning them to that existence, we’re enacting a worse penalty than erasing them all from the void?” Nishimura asked.

      “Yeah. Not to mention capital punishment isn’t off the table here.”

      Nishimura let out a sigh. “I know you’re right. Still, this Marine would’ve loved to put them all down.” He shook his head. “I guess I’m going to head below, get cleaned up, and try to get my mind in a better place. Too many condolence messages to write tonight.”

      “Godspeed, Major,” Justin replied.

      “Yeah. Whatever,” Nishimura said after a long pause. He turned and walked away, leaving them behind.

      A wave of tiredness swept over Justin. “Time for some coffee and a snack.”

      Whatley nodded. “I suspect we’ve seen the last of our pirate friends for the time being.”

      As Justin left, he tried to clear his mind. At the moment, the only thing that mattered was surviving. The next day, he would try to move on. The idea of rotating to a training command had never seemed more appealing.
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        Canaan—The White House

        Terran Coalition

        21 December 2434

      

      

      

      Even though it was the second holiday season since the beginning of the war, there was no shortage of cheer in Lawrence City during Christmastime. The White House had been decorated, though perhaps not as ornately as usual. Still, the specially grown seventy-five-foot pine was erected and festooned with ornaments from throughout the Terran Coalition.

      The Oval Office was no different. Jason Nolan gazed out the window behind his desk, staring at skyscrapers that reached a kilometer into the night sky and the space elevator beyond. It’s a testament to the League’s inability to hamper our spirit and way of life.

      “Mr. President?”

      Nolan turned to face his chief of staff, Abdul Karimi. “Yes?”

      “I’ve got General Saurez, sir.”

      “Come in,” Nolan replied as he motioned to the twin couches.

      Both men walked through the door, and it closed behind them.

      “Can I offer either of you some refreshment?”

      “No, sir.” Karimi took a seat as indicated, and Saurez sat next to him. “We have the final battle plan for the Eire operation, sir.”

      “Before we get to that…”Nolan slid onto the couch opposite them and stared at Saurez. “I’d like the truth about the Trinidad Station operation.”

      “Sir?” Saurez asked without a trace of emotion on his face.

      Nolan shook his head. “Look, I realize I didn’t serve, but I can smell something off from a mile away. That’s the benefit of being a politician. Seriously, you haven’t trotted out Colonel Tehrani and the Zvika Greengold as heroes. Everyone seems to want to act like it's another day at the office.”

      Saurez and Karimi exchanged glances, then Karimi leaned forward. “There was an incident, sir. It would be better for the Terran Coalition if it never got out.”

      “What was it?” Nolan ground out.

      “Colonel Tehrani ordered her tactical officer to fire on escape pods from the pirate vessels when it appeared they would make a getaway. When the order was countermanded by her XO, she ordered her pilots to do the same. They refused as well.”

      Nolan’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “What?”

      “It was an unfortunate situation, sir.” Karimi swallowed. “Given Colonel Tehrani’s status as the woman who led the attack on Sol, I’m sure you can see the problem.”

      Nolan could barely control his emotion enough not to pick up the table in front of him and toss it across the Oval Office. He mentally counted to three. “How many people know?”

      “The bridge crew and the pilots of Alpha element of the Red Tails squadron. Agent Grant did, too, but he’s no longer with us. It’s been made clear to all involved how sensitive the topic is. I don’t think there’s any reason to worry, with there being a war on and all. Keeping secrets has become easier.”

      “So that’s it? We use the War Powers acts to justify covering up a crime?” Nolan stood as his voice rose. “If we can’t even adhere to our morals, what business do we have going around telling other people we’re the better choice?”

      Saurez pursed his lips. “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      Nolan blinked. The general had never uttered those words to him before. “I was under the impression you always did.”

      “No, sir.”

      “In that case, by all means.”

      “Mr. President, you have no concept of what it means to be a soldier. I don’t hold that against you, but in a situation such as this, it shows. Colonel Tehrani is one of the best damn ship drivers I’ve ever seen. She shouldn’t be alive. Her crew shouldn’t be alive. Her pilots especially shouldn’t be alive. Yet they keep coming back. You try watching over a thousand civilians die in front of your eyes, including dozens of children. If you think you wouldn’t be the least bit tempted to use extrajudicial means to end the treat, you’re lying to yourself.”

      Anger rose in Nolan for a moment as he played the general’s words over. He bit his lip. Dammit. He’s right. I probably would. “That doesn’t mean I’d act on it.”

      Saurez shrugged. “The system worked, Mr. President. There’s a reason we have humans crewing our ships and not AI. The human element keeps us honest. This would be a different conversation if it hadn’t.”

      “If it hadn’t, we’d have CDF officers guilty of war crimes,” Nolan replied icily. “And that, I wouldn’t allow you to cover up.”

      “Sir, again, it would be detrimental to morale for the entire country for this to get out,” Karimi said as he leaned back. “Our enemy is the League. They’ll apparently stop at nothing to destroy us, I might remind you.”

      “Will we stop at nothing?” Nolan let his words hang in the air for a moment. “There’s a moral hazard here, gentlemen. It’s allowing our sins to go unchecked while proclaiming our righteousness. You know what that’s called?”

      “Hypocrisy.” Saurez held eye contact with him. “If all it takes for us to win this war is for a few of us to be hypocrites… well, I’ll gladly pay the price, sir.”

      Silence again descended. Nolan thought of pressing the matter further but sensed both his advisors disagreed with his idealism. The more he questioned himself, the more he wondered about his convictions. Do I have the right to demand a soldier like Colonel Tehrani be perfect all the time? Nolan let out a sigh. The Terran Coalition will be lucky to survive this war with its soul intact. “There has to be some consequence for this action on the colonel’s part, General.”

      Saurez nodded. “Of course. We were pretty close to giving her a star and putting her in command of a larger carrier in a few months. That is now out of the question. Once her tour of duty on the Zvika Greengold comes to an end, she’ll be directly encouraged to retire.”

      “Encouraged?”

      “Mr. President, when a flag officer tells you that your career is over and you should put in papers… you do as you’re instructed.”

      “I see.”

      “Perhaps we should move on,” Karimi interjected. “There’s a decision point needed for the Eire operation.”

      “Go ahead.” Nolan returned to his seat and stared at Saurez, wondering what new delay the general would come up with.

      “We’d like to use Eire as a test bed for using massed carrier attacks versus heavy warships,” Saurez said. He crossed his legs. “Our best minds say carriers are the best way to go. It's far less expensive to replace a lost fighter than a battleship.”

      “Those fighters have considerably less survivability than a battleship,” Nolan replied.

      Saurez's mouth curled into a grin. “That’s true, sir. I wasn’t aware you were briefed on the matter.”

      Nolan shrugged. “I like to read in my spare time, and there’s plenty of material to go around, General. I get the argument. Carriers cost less to maintain, and we could field more of them without bankrupting the Coalition.”

      “You pretty well summed it up, sir.”

      “The counterargument is that without large, purpose-built warships capable of pounding planetary defenses, we won’t be able to invade the League.”

      “Again, spot-on, sir. That’s why I want to test the theory. If we can carry Eire without resorting the battlewagons, then I think we listen to the bean counters and go with a carrier-heavy space fleet.”

      Nolan glanced out at the lights. “It seems wrong to be discussing this on Christmas Eve. Two months from now, there’re going to be a lot of dead soldiers in orbit of that planet.”

      “There will be, sir. And if we do our jobs right, most of them will be Leaguers.” A bit of swagger crept into Saurez’s tone. “I wanted to add that CDF Special Projects division has recently finished its analysis of the Leaguers’ sensor drones and those listening-post stations we destroyed last year. We’ll be presenting you with a plan shortly to provide constant surveillance of our border, allowing us to detect incursions in uninhabited systems. The codename is PASCORE.”

      “PASCORE?” Nolan asked. Military acronyms escaped him most of the time.

      “Passive Scan Observation and Reporting Network.” Saurez cracked a smile. “It’ll give us a decisive advantage over League battlegroups trying to operate covertly in Coalition space.”

      “Any advantage is positive, General,” Nolan replied. He closed his eyes for a moment. “I’ll consent to this carrier test, as you put it.” Much like everyone else, he’d read the classified projections of how trying to build fleets of battleships and dreadnoughts would almost bankrupt the Terran Coalition, leading to exorbitant tax rates. Perhaps the tradeoff will be worth it, but I find anything that sounds too good to be true probably is.

      Karimi and Saurez appeared relieved.

      “I hope it pans out,” Karimi said quietly. “The general has convinced me that sustaining a large fleet of capital ships isn’t one of our available options.”

      “Anything else?” Nolan asked.

      “No, sir.” Saurez shifted. “Nothing that can’t wait until our briefing tomorrow morning.”

      “Then if you’ll excuse me.” Nolan stood. “I’d like some time alone.”

      “Of course, Mr. President.” Karimi sprang to his feet. “I’ll see you later.”

      After they left, Nolan spent another hour in the Oval Office, mostly staring out the window into the night sky of Lawrence City. He felt as if something ominous was about to happen to the Terran Coalition. Worse, Nolan suspected his decisions would play a part. All this feels wrong. Part of him thought he should refute Saurez’s advice but lacked the hard logic required to dispute the general’s opinion. In the end, he decided to go up to the family quarters. The night passed without restful sleep, as he was caught up in the nightmares of what could go wrong.
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        CSV Zvika Greengold

        Trinidad Station Parking Orbit

        26 December 2434

      

      

      

      It had been a week since the near disaster, and the Greengold’s battle damage was finally reaching fully repaired status. While additional CDF assets were in the area, not the least of which being the CSV Gambier Bay and her battlegroup, the atmosphere on the ship remained uptight and even worried. Crewmen worked feverishly, as if an enemy would arrive at any moment.

      Tehrani was amazed she hadn’t been removed from command. But as General Yukimura had put it, the stain of her court-martial would affect the entire Coalition Defense Force. Better to deal with it quietly. She’d just settled into her chair to review engineering readiness reports when the hatch chime buzzed. “Come in.” She lifted her eyes to see Wright stride into her day cabin.

      “Do you have a moment, skipper?”

      “Of course. Please, sit down.”

      As Wright slid into one of the open seats in front of the desk, Tehrani girded herself. She’d been dreading his visit for a week. “Before you begin, I want you to know I will give you the highest marks in your performance evaluation. And wherever you want to transfer, a letter to the commanding officer highlighting your contributions.”

      Wright chuckled. “Skipper, you’re not getting rid of me that easily. Unless you no longer have confidence in me. I won’t stay where I’m not wanted.”

      An uncomfortable silence followed for several seconds. Tehrani stared at him, speechless for once. She hadn’t considered the possibility that after the words between them, he would want to stay. He was seconds away from having me arrested and rightfully so. Tehrani licked her lips. “I have every confidence in you and would consider it an honor if you would stay on… until your tour is done.”

      “Then I’m happy to remain, and I view every day on this ship, serving under your command, as an honor.” Wright set his jaw. “I will continue to offer the best advice I can and ensure the crew is taken care of.”

      “Would you have really had me arrested?”

      “Yes.” Wright frowned. “It would’ve been the most difficult decision of my life, but I wouldn’t have allowed you to make a critical error that would bring great shame not only on yourself but also the entire Terran Coalition.”

      Tehrani let her head lean back on the chair. “I thought I was above base impulses like revenge.”

      “None of us are.”

      She sat up straighter. “Not even you?”

      “Least of all me. I only hope someday there’s someone there to keep me from making a similar error, ma’am. But trust me. I would’ve loved to be judge, jury, and executioner for those bastards, and I was glad we struck the final blow and sent them on to hell.” Wright held up his hand. “Yes, I know I’m talking out of both sides of my mouth a bit there. I look at it like this… We, collectively, in the Terran Coalition go around talking about how God’s on our side, and we’re fighting the League for justice and right.”

      “And if we don’t lead by example, we’re a bunch of hypocrites.”

      “That about sums it up, skipper.” Wright laughed. “You know how much I detest hypocrites.” He paused, and his expression turned serious. “Father Elliott preached a sermon a couple of weeks ago that got to me. He asked everyone to consider what would happen if the League of Sol put us on trial for being Christians.”

      His words sent a shiver down Tehrani’s spine. Would there be enough evidence to convict me for being a follower of Allah? She bit her lip. “After last week, I might have some trouble getting convicted.”

      “Which was his point. You know what scares me, skipper? When I sat down and really thought about it, I wasn’t sure there’d be enough to convict me.” Wright’s eyes watered. “Like most things, I made a list. I didn’t even have a copy of the Bible installed on my tablet, and I’m straight-up happy most of the time we blow a ship full of Leaguers apart. At least you go to prayers five times a day.”

      “Sometimes,” Tehrani murmured. “Sometimes I find an excuse not to. Or try to destroy escape pods.” Guilt and shame for her actions washed over her. “Not the highlight of my life, Benjamin… and something I wish I could take back. That God saw in my heart the awful things I wanted to do—”

      “He sees the same things in my heart. It’s why we have to strive so hard to avoid becoming like those we fight.” Wright narrowed his eyes. “We can do that together if we stand strong. I’m sure of it.”

      “Then I look forward to continuing the fight together,” Tehrani replied. She forced a smile to her lips. “And perhaps we will find ourselves on God’s side as we fight the enemy.”

      “Amen to that, ma’am.” Wright shook his head. “I wanted to clear the air. Thanks for letting me do that.”

      “Any time.” Tehrani stood. “I grow tired of this office, XO. Care to join me on a tour of the hangar? I’d like to see how repairs are going.”

      Wright sprang up. “Of course, ma’am.”

      “Then after you.” Tehrani gestured toward the hatch.

      As he turned and strode out, she sucked in a breath, pondering the future. This pirate threat is defeated, at least until the next one. While there was no smoking-gun evidence of League involvement, Tehrani was convinced they were behind everything. It was too neat and tidy to be anything else. Still, she marveled at Grant’s death. I suppose there was honor in him at the end. She hoped they were going back to fighting the League. That fight, with its black-and-white rules, was far easier to deal with. Grant’s final comments to her stood out in the forefront of her mind. She suspected they would haunt her until her death.
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      The message Justin had been dreading for a week arrived on his personal communicator. It ordered him to report to Colonel Tehrani’s office for a meeting at 1300 hours. Each tick of the second hand brought him closer to the appointed time, and as it did, the uneasiness in his stomach grew. There’d been no formal communication about the battle, aside from his after-action report. At Major Whatley’s insistence, Justin had removed all references to Tehrani’s illegal order, though he kept a separate version for himself, just in case it was needed. I’m not going down for somebody else was something he kept repeating to himself.

      At the appointed hour, Justin was outside the hatch to Tehrani’s office. He let out a breath after pressing the chime key.

      “Come in!”

      Pushing the hatch open, he strode in. “Captain Justin Spencer reports as ordered, ma’am.”

      Tehrani raised an eyebrow. “Please have a seat, Captain.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Justin quickly planted himself in the closest chair and put his hands in his lap. A bead of sweat was about to drip down his forehead.

      After what seemed like an eternity, Tehrani spoke. “I’d like to discuss what transpired last week.”

      Justin sat as ramrod straight as humanly possible. “I stand by my decision not to fire on the pods, ma’am.” He blurted out the words without thinking and immediately wondered if he’d offended her.

      “I’m glad to hear that, because I’d be highly disappointed if you didn’t.”

      Perhaps not. “Ma’am?” Justin narrowed his eyes. Of what he’d expected to hear, that wasn’t one of the options.

      “You were right. I was wrong. I seem to recall warning you not to stray from the straight and narrow.” Tehrani flashed something approaching a grin. “Thank God you followed my previous instruction.”

      “I assumed you would put me in for an immediate transfer,” Justin replied.

      “Not unless you want one, Captain Spencer.”

      “No, ma’am. I like it here, and more importantly, I want to fly with my friends and squadron mates. But I’ll never fire on a pod.”

      Tehrani closed her eyes and leaned back. “I wish I could tell you that sort of order will never come out of my mouth again. But the truth is once a human crosses a line… the next time, it's easier.” She opened her eyes again. “Perhaps it's time for me to hang up my uniform and go home.”

      “All of us make mistakes, ma’am… and cross lines that shouldn’t be crossed.” The shame from the incident still seemed to radiate from her, and he felt he should share something personal with her. “I almost cheated on my wife with a fellow soldier.” The words tumbled out of his mouth. “While I was able to avoid crossing that line, I came close to doing something that would’ve haunted me for the rest of my life.”

      “I see.” Tehrani pursed her lips. “How did you get past it?”

      Justin sighed. “I put new rules around how I interact with others, and I told my wife what happened.”

      Tehrani’s eyes widened. “The truth will set you free?”

      “Exactly, ma’am.” He nodded. “It was tough to get my arms around the concept, but once I did, the guilt fell away. I’m glad it went down that way, and I think I’m a better man for it.”

      “I called you down here to see if you wanted to keep serving on the Zvika Greengold. Didn’t realize I’d end up getting a pep talk.”

      Justin grinned. “All part of the service, ma’am.”

      “Have you given any thought to your next posting?”

      “Honestly, no. Getting through each week alive is enough.” Justin shifted in his chair. “Frankly, I’ve given some thought to transferring to a training command.”

      Tehrani tilted her head. “May I ask why?”

      “Seeing my son’s birth. By the way, I haven’t had a chance to thank you in person for allowing that.” Justin saw Owen’s face in his mind. “I’ve tried to rationalize that it wouldn’t be running away from the fight.”

      “But?”

      “But… I can’t seem to. Yeah, I could help shape our newest pilots. But I think I’ll do better out here, at least for now. Maybe that’ll change.”

      “Major Whatley has strongly suggested I try to get you promoted ahead of schedule and put you in command of the Greengold’s embarked air wing when he is transferred out.”

      Justin already knew of the CAG’s plan. Whatley had told him months prior, and Justin still wasn’t sure whether he was ready for the responsibility. Holding the fate of eleven others in his hands was hard enough. “Whatever the CDF decides, I consider it an honor to serve.”

      “Watch out, Captain. That sounded suspiciously like a politician’s words.”

      Justin grimaced. “Perish the thought.”

      Tehrani harrumphed. “There’s a certain amount of politics involved in moving up the ranks, as much as I hate to admit it.”

      Even though Justin was a lowly O-3, throughout his career, he’d seen how CDF officers jockeyed for position. “Oddly enough, ma’am, I enjoy flying Sabres. I’m not sure how much I want to pin on new ranks to do more paperwork.”

      “You’re in the wrong businesses then, Spencer,” Tehrani replied, chuckling for the first time in the conversation. “If we’re not fighting Leaguers or pirates, seventy percent of my job is paperwork.”

      “At least you get help on it, ma’am.” Justin scrunched his nose. “The CAG dumps most of his on me.”

      She laughed again. “The benefits of rank and command.” Her expression sobered. “Be careful out there, Captain.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Justin stood, sensing their discussion was at an end. “I’d like to add that it's an honor to serve with you, ma’am. The incident in no way reduced my respect for how you command this vessel and look after the crew. We’d all follow you through hell and back.”

      For a moment, Tehrani appeared as if she might tear up, but she seemed to fight the emotion down. “Thank you, Captain. Godspeed.”

      “Godspeed to you, too, ma’am.”
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      The various worship centers on the Zvika Greengold and any other CDF vessel Tehrani had ever served on were all clustered together, typically toward the aft of the ship. She wasn’t sure why, only that their proximity to one another came across as a statement on the unity of the Terran Coalition—one that became a tradition over the decades and centuries since the original Exodus from Earth.

      Before her, the hatch to the mosque beckoned. Tehrani didn’t spend much time in it, outside of prayers and a sermon now and then. Despite the war and a deepening of her faith, it was still something she kept in a different mental box. Pushing the alloy door open, she stepped inside.

      Tehrani removed her shoes and set them in a small cubby, as foot coverings were not allowed inside the mosque prayer hall or musalla. The imam’s office was on the other side of the hall, and she made her way to it quickly, unsure whether he would still be there at the late hour.

      “Who’s there?” Captain Abdul Zaman called out.

      “Tehrani,” she replied, not wishing to use her rank.

      “Ah, Colonel. Come in. Come in. I was just about to get some sleep, but I’m glad you came down.”

      “I can come back tomorrow—”

      Zaman stuck his head out the door. “No. Come. Sit.”

      With no other polite choice, Tehrani stepped into the small office and sat in the single chair in front of his desk. “Good evening.”

      An older man with white hair, Zaman was the ship’s imam, a captain in the CDF chaplain’s corps, and a naturally upbeat man. His lips curled into a smile. “For me, perhaps. Not for you.”

      Tehrani frowned. “I don’t follow.”

      “You wouldn’t be here if you were having a good evening, Colonel. Why don’t you tell me about it?”

      She knew part of a chaplain’s job was to act as a counselor, but Tehrani chafed at the idea that she needed third-party “help” to deal with her problems. After a week of self-doubt and moping, something had to give, however. “I’m sure you’ve already heard.”

      Zaman raised an eyebrow. “About?”

      “Imam—”

      He held up a hand. “I hear many things, but they do not concern me. If you seek guidance, I must hear what is on your mind.”

      Several seconds of silence followed as Tehrani kicked around what to say. “I feel immense shame.” She raised her eyes and met his piercing stare. “I acted against the Quran, allowed rage to take over me, and dishonored everything I believe in. It took my XO, a brave pilot, and the actions of a man I would’ve told you last week was without morals to keep me from crossing a line that cannot be uncrossed.”

      Zaman sat back and nodded. “I’ve heard the story from several bridge crewmen. You’re trying to make sense of it, yes?”

      “I can’t.” A tear slid down Tehrani’s face. “I want to crawl into a hole and have the dirt cover me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I should be punished.” Tehrani slammed her hand on the desk. “They should remove me from command, charge me with conduct unbecoming an officer, and make an example out of this behavior.”

      Silence against descended over the room. Zaman pursed his lips. “Do you want Allah to punish you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hm. So, mercy was shown to you by Allah and your superiors, yet it’s not good enough for you?”

      Tehrani blinked a few times. I didn’t think of it that way. “Sometimes a price needs to be paid.”

      “I believe the mental punishment you’re inflicting on yourself is far more than anything the CDF could do. Perhaps that is the point.”

      She sat back, running his words over and over in her mind. “Then what should I do?”

      “Your job,” Zaman replied with a tight smile. “Tell me… were there no repercussions?”

      “Oh, there were. I won’t be pinning on a star.” Tehrani shook her head. “I’d never really considered being promoted to general. I didn’t attend a service academy, and frankly, my family has no record of service beyond me. But being told I wouldn’t receive that honor and that after my tour on the Greengold is done…”

      “You should retire?” Zaman offered.

      “Yes.”

      Zaman sighed. “I can understand the mass of emotions here, but may I make an observation?”

      “Of course, Imam.”

      “And I say this as someone who hasn’t walked in your shoes, nor will I ever. However, I do know what it’s like to commit a grievous moral sin and deal with the consequences. Remember that your crew didn’t allow what you wanted to do. Your offense is far lighter because of it. I suspect your example was one of the things that led them not to do it. This ship may seem large, Colonel, but it’s actually quite small. Almost everyone knows how you stand up for the rule of law and do things the right way. They respect you for it. And even if you don’t see it now, they still do. If you started trying to destroy escape pods every week, well, I doubt that would hold. But all of us commit sins before God. If you learn from it and don’t commit that sin again, Allah will forgive you, and those around you will forgive you, but most importantly—you must forgive yourself.”

      “How?” Tehrani asked. She’d come back to the question again and again—how to deal with having done something horrible.

      “Well, pray, of course. But you will also have to decide to move on.”

      “It can’t be that easy.”

      “It’s not. You will have to reinforce that decision over and over again. But if you keep at it, with Allah’s help, someday it will fade, and one day you’ll realize it's not there anymore.”

      “You make it sound so easy,” Tehrani replied.

      “Not easy, but it is simple to begin.”

      She pursed her lips. “I will do my best.”

      “That is all you can do. Go with God.”

      Tehrani stood. “Thank you, Imam Zaman. I am in your debt.”

      “It is my duty to help all the faithful. See you for prayers in the morning?”

      She inclined her head. “Of course. Good night.”

      “Good night,” Zaman called as Tehrani stepped through the door and back into the prayer hall.

      If nothing else, in twelve months, I can go home and be with my husband and think about a family. Before then, I will do my utmost to defeat the League. Sucking in a breath, Tehrani resolved to never again let her emotions betray her ideals. Tomorrow will be another day and, through God’s grace, another chance.
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      Staring into the void, Justin sipped tea from a mug. It was nearly 0200 hours, and he’d been unable to sleep for the last thirty minutes. After tossing and turning with his mind racing, he’d decided to get something warm to drink and try to calm his brain. Even though he wasn’t much of an explorer, the stars in the distance and the brightly lit nebula were amazing.

      Then the memory of surviving his last trip to a nebula surfaced, and he turned away to find Feldstein standing next to his table.

      She smiled. “Hey. Sorry, was debating whether I should bother you. I guess neither one of us could sleep.”

      “A few hours, then, well.” Justin didn’t have to finish the sentence. Everyone in the squadron had nightmares.

      “May I sit down?” Feldstein gestured to the chair across from him.

      Justin nodded. “Of course.”

      “I never got to ask how the birth of your son went.”

      At the mention of Owen, Justin smiled brightly. “The most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. A new life just… emerging like that.”

      “Don’t put it to your wife quite like that, because I’m sure the emerging part was the most painful thing she’s experienced,” Feldstein replied and pressed her lips together. “But I know what you mean.”

      As he took a sip of tea, Justin closed his eyes. “It’s been a rough couple of weeks.”

      “Yeah. But at least we’re off pirate duty.”

      Justin nodded. “Back to the real war we go.” He opened his eyes and stared through the window into the void once more.

      “What’s bugging you, anyway? You’ve been more distant than usual the last week. If it’s something about—”

      “It’s nothing to do with us,” Justin interjected. “I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”

      “Such as?”

      “Trying to decide whether I want to stay on the Greengold or request a training-command assignment. I’ve flown twice the number of combat sorties required, you know.”

      Feldstein blinked, and her eyes bored into him. “You’re thinking about leaving?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.” Justin looked away. And now I feel like a coward for even having the thought.

      “Not to feed the beast, but we need you.”

      Justin turned his head. “How do you figure?”

      “You’re the glue that holds Alpha together. Without you, I don’t think we’ve got the same thing going.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You’d do great as my replacement.”

      “Who knows. But why mess with a good thing?”

      “Because I’m afraid if I don’t, my children will grow up without a father.” Justin sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s heavy stuff. I shouldn’t be laying it on you.”

      “I deal with it, too, Justin. I wonder if I’ll survive to become a mother or see my husband again. I’ll concede that if I had a couple of kids at home, I’d probably take the training spot. So if you do, no hard feelings or recriminations, okay?”

      “Thanks.” He took another sip of tea. “This stuff is supposed to make you go to sleep.”

      “Probably helps if you're not talking about big-deal life stuff while drinking it.”

      “So how are things with you?”

      Feldstein sat back. “Working on stuff with the hubs. We will take liberty together under that new program for couples with a spouse also in the CDF, hopefully in a couple of months. CDFPER is being super cagey on leave, though.”

      “I’ve heard others complaining about it too. I’m glad to hear that, though. I hope things work out.”

      She shrugged. “This war kinda put some things into perspective for me. Our little dust-up too.”

      “Same.” Justin had no intention of opening that can of worms again.

      “Yeah, don’t want to talk about it.” Feldstein grinned. “I know guy body language pretty well.”

      Busted. Justin had the good sense to at least appear sheepish. “Guilty as charged.”

      “It’s okay. Lowell’s doing pretty good—call me surprised.”

      “Yeah. A little too eager, and he could tone down the hero worship, but yeah. Natural pilot.”

      “They seem so—”

      “Young.” Justin cracked a grin. “Crazy, isn’t it?”

      “Mm-hm.”

      Justin set the mug down on the table. “Well, I’d better try to get some shut-eye. Another day in paradise awaits.”

      “Ah, but you forget it’s a glorious day in paradise.” Feldstein chuckled. “At least that’s what they tell me.”

      “I suppose it’s what we make out of it.” He stood. “Good night, Dvora.”

      “Good night.”

      Walking away, Justin pondered the last year. It seemed to have stretched for an eternity and, at the same time, gone by in the blink of an eye. Time plays such tricks on us mentally. There was talk throughout the fleet of a big operation against the League coming up soon, but that had been going on for months. Maybe we’ll finally get to run those communists off Eire and drive them out of our space. Regardless of what happened next, he felt sustained by a desire to strike back. Perhaps if we succeed, they’ll give up and go back to Earth. Entering the gravlift to go back to his quarters, Justin realized that was probably a pipe dream.
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        Unity Station

        Between the Orion and the Sagittarius Arms

        7 January 2434

      

      

      

      A small transport marked as a courier vessel was the only vessel in that particular docking bay on Unity Station. While that was usual by itself, the lack of personnel present only added to the peculiarity. Admiral Chang Yuen had insisted on the odd conditions to Admiral Voronin, the man who commanded Unity. Because I want to see the look of defeat in the eyes of that sniveling spy.

      Dmitry Borisov didn’t disappoint. He looked like a caged animal, his face a barely suppressed snarl, as he stood next to the transport. “What is the meaning of this?”

      The External Security Service operative’s words rang out across the hangar as Yuen approached. “I have new orders for you, Commissar.” Yuen held out a small tablet. “You will see these are properly signed and countersigned by Geneva.”

      “Let me see that.” Borisov snatched the device and pored over it for a good thirty seconds. When he lifted his eyes, they blazed. “I don’t know how you managed—”

      Yuen grabbed the tablet and nearly hit Borisov in the face with it. “While you were out, about to bring every neutral human world into the war on the side of the Coalition, I took steps to get rid of your meddling, Commissar.” He made a point of never losing his cool, but he was treading a mental line, as he wanted to beat the Russian’s face to a pulp.

      “You fool. Starving the Terrans of their precious rare earth materials is the fastest way to win the war.”

      “I’m the fool? You used individualists beholden only to themselves and this... money they’re so in love with,” Yuen spat. “Coalition Intelligence has probably put it all together.”

      Borisov’s mouth curled up. “There is no way to trace it back to us. I made sure of that, Comrade Yuen.”

      “And after one failed attempt, you decided to what? Press your luck and see if another roll of the dice would work? Idiot! You stripped weapons and equipment my sailors need to fight for nothing!”

      “Gentlemen, please,” Voronin said as he stepped forward. “Might I suggest we will not agree on this matter and should lay it to rest.”

      “Listen to your lapdog, Yuen. You might have succeeded in getting me sent back to the Orion arm. But this isn’t the last you or the Terran Coalition has seen of me.”

      For a moment, Yuen was silent. Then he smiled thinly. “May you live in interesting times, Commissar.”

      Borisov turned on his heel and marched up the ramp into the transport. When he reached the top, he looked back at them. “Be careful not to make enemies in ESS, Admiral. You never know when such a thing might catch up with you.”

      That little bastard. Yuen stared the operative down. “And likewise, you should avoid making enemies with the navy. Especially when you use our ships and crew to transport yourself between the stars. Who knows what could go wrong in the void?”

      “Until we meet again, Admiral.” Borisov tossed a final sneer at them before disappearing into the small vessel. The ramp closed, and the bay was silent.

      “We should move back,” Voronin said, gesturing to a control room at the back of the hangar.

      Yuen nodded and followed him. After a brisk walk, they entered the chamber, which was run on automatic by the station’s computer core.

      “I worry you antagonized him too much.” Voronin frowned. “ESS is a powerful adversary in our government. They could have you… or me, for that matter, disappeared at a moment’s notice.”

      “No, not us.” Yuen narrowed his eyes. “We have too much clout for now. When we must worry is when we’re sent home. Especially after a defeat.” He shook his head. “I worry about the Eire operation. The Terrans will be coming. They’ve methodically built up for the attack, and they maintain a technological advantage.”

      “Are more reinforcements coming?”

      “Not enough,” Yuen replied darkly. “I am under orders to hold the planet at all costs, regardless of casualties, no matter how hard the Terrans strive to take it.” The new directives from the Social and Public Safety Committee effectively hamstrung his tactical authority and made it impossible to retreat, even on a short-term horizon. Fighting a war from six thousand light-years away… because that’s ever worked.

      “Then all we can do is our duty.”

      Yuen apprised his counterpart. “You seem somewhat defeated.”

      “Perhaps.” Voronin shrugged. “Every day is the same. Damaged ships come in. We remove our dead, process them through the crematorium, and release their ashes into the void. Then we get the vessels ready to fight once more. Repeat the process a week later. Don’t you get tired of it?”

      “I do.” Yuen closed his eyes. “I’m beginning to believe our leadership doesn’t want to win. This way, our entire civilization is forced to focus on a people’s war. Instead of the problems at home.”

      “What can we do?”

      Yuen opened his eyes. “Win the war somehow. Perhaps then, our leaders will be able to take enough resources from these decadent individualists to fulfill its promises to all League citizens.” He shook his head. “I’ve said these things before. It becomes harder to believe them.” After over a year at the front, Yuen realized how many observations he could make clearly about life back in the League of Sol, which brought fear to the forefront. The League tolerated no dissent. To speak out against the state in any fashion brought reeducation or death. He shoved the thoughts down. “We must continue.”

      “Yes. Until we receive our plot of land and can retire.” Voronin’s tone spoke volumes about his goals in life.

      Yuen watched the transport accelerate out of the hangar bay and decided he would settle for a small victory. “One fewer problem to deal with.”
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        Arab Quarter

        Trinidad Station

        8 January 2434

      

      

      

      The two weeks following the battle between Richard Logan’s pirates and Battlegroup Z had shaken things up at Trinidad Station. Tomas Alves was at the center of a maelstrom of bitter recriminations between different guilds and the station’s leadership council. All the while, he’d nursed an overwhelming sense of dread that his secret would come to light. Sometimes a man has to come clean and let the chips fall where they may.

      Such was the attitude Alves had had many years before, as a younger man. At the moment, at least, it had returned. Striding through the Arab Quarter, he sought out the small tea shop his contact in the Coalition Intelligence Service frequented. As usual, the Jewish agent was at a table for two in the back of the shop. Alves remained convinced the entire place was a front for the CIS.

      “Come in. Come in,” Gershon called out across the empty restaurant. He flashed a grin. “I wasn’t expecting to see you again.”

      Yeah, about that. Alves sighed as he sat down. “Well, the best-laid plans, you know?”

      “Ah, quite. Hashem tends to rip them asunder with regularity.” Gershon took a sip of his tea. “Mr. Logan and his friends will trouble the galaxy no more, at least.”

      “I heard about the cargo freighter that flew into the side of Logan’s ship.” Alves crossed his arms. “It surprised me that a CIS agent would be willing to go that far.”

      Gershon stared at him. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I checked out the ship. Spotless slate. Too clean. No actual spacer captain could keep a large freighter like that running without taking a shady job or two.” Alves shrugged. “Consider it a free tip. Don’t worry. I won’t be telling anyone.”

      “Well, beyond wild speculation, I doubt you have anything to tell, Mr. Alves. And if there was something beyond that, well, I trust you’re smart enough to make the right call.”

      The way the older man spoke made Alves’s blood run cold. Just beneath the surface of the charming commodities trader was a core of steel. He was unafraid to do what needed to be done.

      “I understand completely.”

      “Good.” Gershon peered at him as he took another sip of tea. “So, what can I do for you? Come to collect a reward?”

      Alves shook his head. “No. I’ll be leaving Trinidad soon and wanted you to know… so CIS didn’t think it could come collect additional information whenever it wants.”

      “And why is that?”

      “I had no interest in living the rest of my life with a sword of Damocles hanging over my head. I came clean to the council.”

      Gershon's eyes bulged. “Color me surprised that you weren’t immediately thrown out of an airlock.”

      “Pretty sure some of them wanted to.” Alves smiled. “But almost being blamed for a sneak attack on the Terran Coalition changed their perspectives.” And that I probably helped them avoid TCMC shock troops landing throughout the station.

      “So, you revealed you passed us information.”

      Alves nodded. “Yes. Though your name wasn’t mentioned, nor was this shop or any other suspected CIS assets on Trinidad. Your secret is safe with me.”

      A pause that seemed to last an eternity followed. Gershon stared intently at Alves, his gaze so piercing that it seemed to go straight through him. “I knew this, of course.” A thin smile spread across Gershon’s lips. “You will find, Mr. Alves, very few things miss the attention of CIS. In God we trust. All others, we monitor.”

      “I’ve heard the motto.”

      “Now what? Sure you don’t want a nice pile of credits to get your new life started?”

      The suggestion made Alves's blood boil. He pursed his lips and made a fist under the table. “I am many things. A liar isn’t one of them. I didn’t do this for credits. I did it because it was the right thing to do.” And being the good guy for once felt good.

      Gershon leaned back. “I keep testing you, Mr. Alves. To my complete surprise, you appear to be exactly what you present as.”

      “Which is?”

      “A decent man who made some poor choices a decade ago and unfortunately continues to pay the price for them because no one gave you a second chance.”

      “My lot in life, I suppose.” Alves shrugged. “I’m going to hire on as a security officer on a larger freighter headed to the Jewel Box. Lots of pirates out that way still, and my skills are worth something to the shipping companies.”

      “I have a counterproposal.”

      Alves’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”

      “Come work for us.”

      Maybe I didn’t hear him right. Alves played back what Gershon had said a few times before laughing loudly. “That’s a joke, right? I’m not a spy.”

      “No, you’re a capable spacer and security officer. I obtained your performance evaluations from Trinidad’s central administration center. High marks, and above that, you earned the loyalty of your troops. No easy feat in a place like this.” Gershon put his hands on the table. “We’ll set you up with a freighter, a well-funded account and help you hand-pick a crew. You’ll run cargo and passengers, while any credits you make are yours to keep.”

      Alves opened his mouth, closed it, then stared as his jaw dropped once again. “That’s insane. Why would you do that? Amazing offers have strings attached no one in their right mind would take. What’s the catch?”

      “You have to keep your cover up at all times, and your crew must do the same. Furthermore, CIS can and will call you to handle dangerous situations at a moment’s notice.”

      While an alarm bell sounded in Alves’s head, warning him he would be heavily out of his element as a spy, the offer appealed to him. That feeling of being the good guy. I could have it all the time and fight the good fight. He remembered his CDF days. “Being part of something bigger than me gave purpose to my life.” It felt good then. Perhaps it would now too.

      “I could tell that from your actions. It was why I decided to recruit you… if you passed my tests.”

      “Okay. Let’s say I’m in. What next?”

      Gershon shrugged. “Someone will contact you with passage aboard a freighter tomorrow morning. Do as they instruct. You’ll be taken back to Terran Coalition space to get your ship and, as I said, be involved in picking the crew.”

      Alves nodded and closed his eyes for a minute. “I can’t think of a reason to say no.”

      “Not exactly a hearty endorsement there.”

      “I’m haunted by what happened.” Alves peered at the intelligence agent. “A lot of people died on my watch. Maybe if I’d argued more strongly against supporting Logan or reached out to you sooner, I could’ve prevented it.”

      “There is a Jewish maxim. Whoever saves one life saves the entire world. You saved a lot of lives. That’s worth something, and I honor you for it.”

      Emotion swept over Alves, and tears came to his eyes. “Thank you.”

      “Now, I suggest you disappear before some of your overeager former colleagues decide to keep tabs on your movements, Mr. Alves. Perhaps we will meet again someday.”

      “Perhaps.” Alves stood. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Shalom and Godspeed.”

      Alves nodded in reply and walked out of the café. He felt like a man given an entirely new lease on life. Head spinning, he walked through the narrow street back toward a tram station. Did that just happen? After confirming he wasn’t insane, Alves allowed himself to imagine a possible future in which he had purpose. And how about that. After all these years, a ship to call my own. A grin broke out on his face. Life is looking up.

      
        
        Battlegroup Z: Book 6 – Final Flight: The time has come for the CDF to take back the core world of Eire. But the League isn’t out of tricks yet as Justin faces his toughest fight yet. Get Book 6 today!

        Only $2.99 - Tap HERE to read NOW!

      

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Get Two free & Exclusive Daniel Gibbs Books

      

      

      

      
        
        FREE BOOK: Read the story of Levi Cohen and his heroic fight at the first battle of Canaan in Echoes of War: Stand Firm.

      

      

      

      
        
        FREE BOOK: Join Captain James Henry as he tries to survive in the independent worlds after being cashiered out of the Coalition Defense Force. Can a broken man rebuild his life? Find out in A Simple Mission.

      

      

      

      
        
        Both available FREE, only at

        www.danielgibbsauthor.com/standfirm.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also Available from Daniel Gibbs

          

        

      

    

    
      Battlegroup Z

      Book 1 - Weapons Free

      Book 2 - Hostile Spike

      Book 3 - Sol Strike

      Book 4 - Bandits Engaged

      Book 5 - Iron Hand

      Book 6 - Final Flight

      Echoes of War

      Book 1 - Fight the Good Fight

      Book 2 - Strong and Courageous

      Book 3 - So Fight I

      Book 4 - Gates of Hell

      Book 5 - Keep the Faith

      Book 6 - Run the Gauntlet

      Book 7 - Finish the Fight

      Breach of Faith

      (With Gary T. Stevens)

      Book 1 - Breach of Peace

      Book 2 - Breach of Faith

      Book 3 - Breach of Duty

      Book 4 - Breach of Trust

      Deception Fleet

      (With Steve Rzasa)

      Book 1 - Victory’s Wake

      Book 2 - Cold Conflict

      Book 3 - Hazards Near

    

  

cover.jpeg
BOOK FIVE





images/00002.jpeg
0 2x NEUTRON CANNORS
25 0N ENGINES

% COTKPIT CANOPY
 MISSILE KARDPOINTS.
§ WTERNA STORES

| | SF-86 SABRE
. COALITION DEFENSE FORCE
A [ ROLE et siaron e
e
ey RANGE  sloiiir autr

) ENGINE  on e wrisr -
SPEED 08 ucirseo






images/00001.jpeg
) HANGAR 587 &
@ HAncARBAY B
8 NEUTRON BEAS

CSU ZVIKA GREENGOLD
COALITION DEFENSE FORCE
ship” cvera
AOLE ESCORT CARRIER
CCLASS THANE
WEIGHT 60,000 i kit
RANGE | 70 ercc Liacsie vy
ERGINE o s v
SPEED .05 L i






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





