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        CSV Zvika Greengold

        Canaan Orbit—High Loop Three

        3 February 2434

      

      

      

      Captain Justin Spencer’s alarm went off as usual at 0430 hours CMT, Coalition Mean Time, and like every other morning, he jumped out of bed. After he’d spent nearly six months on active duty, the routine was ingrained. Following an hour-long workout, he returned to his quarters, showered, and dressed in the uniform of the day, then he made his way to the pilots’ mess.

      As he finished his hearty breakfast of bacon, eggs, corned beef hash, and coffee, his handcomm beeped. The screen showed an order to appear in the deck one conference room at 0630—in fifteen minutes. I can make it with time to spare if I go now.

      Justin sprang from the table, dropped his tray and cup into the used-utensils receptacle, and quickly strode out of the mess.

      The Zvika Greengold was a Thane-class escort carrier. Even though it only held thirty-six combat spacecraft in three squadrons, it still had large numbers of personnel. From the soldiers who ran the ship itself to the aviation crew that was nearly a thousand strong to Marines, medical support, and engineering, the vessel carried almost three thousand souls. It was a small city in space. Meanwhile, the larger Saratoga-class fleet carriers had six or seven thousand soldiers and supported over two hundred fighters and bombers each. Maybe I’ll get to one someday. Justin had plans beyond returning alive from whatever mission he was assigned to fly, and serving on a Saratoga-class carrier was still his goal.

      He stepped off the gravlift to deck one and was greeted by a short passageway with only a few hatches off of it. One led to the bridge and had two Marines to each side, standing guard twenty-four hours a day. Justin’s destination was the conference room, situated on the corridor's right-hand side when one exited from the lift.

      He pushed open the hatch to find Colonel Tehrani, the commanding officer of the Zvika Greengold, already seated at the head of the table. Justin immediately brought himself to attention. “Captain Justin Spencer reports as ordered, ma’am.”

      “At ease, Spencer. Have a seat,” Tehrani replied, gesturing toward the many available chairs. No one else was present.

      “Thank you, ma’am.” Justin sat and maintained a ramrod-straight posture.

      “How’s your squadron holding up?”

      Justin commanded the Red Tails squadron, named in honor of the first integrated fighter command hundreds of years ago on Earth. When the Coalition Defense Force had been formed, the unit was reactivated and filled with citizens of every nation-state, religion, and creed within the Terran Coalition.

      “Good, ma’am. The loss of Higgens last week was a blow, but his replacement should be here tomorrow.”

      Nearly constant loss had become the norm. The flight element he commanded, Alpha, had suffered several close calls but had yet to lose a pilot. Justin knew in his heart it was only a matter of time. Heck, it should’ve been me after I was shot down. He still didn’t quite understand how or why he’d survived.

      Further chitchat was cut off by the arrival of Major Wright and Major Whatley—the XO and CAG of the Zvika Greengold. Both men hailed from American-controlled planets, as denoted by the American flags on their uniforms’ left shoulders. Tehrani, as far as Justin could tell, was from the Republic of Persia.

      “Colonel,” Wright said as he sat. “Our guest will be here shortly.”

      “Thank you, XO.”

      Whatley took a seat next to Justin. “What’d I tell you about showing up early to get points with the skipper?”

      While the remark seemed like a dig, Justin had long since learned to accept the CAG’s unique sense of humor—in all of its acerbic glory. “Well, I had to represent aviation, sir,” he shot back.

      “Ha.” Whatley smirked and turned toward Tehrani. “Any hints to what this is about, ma’am?”

      “Oh, I think it’s better if you hear it from our newly assigned officer.”

      Whatley looked at Wright with a raised eyebrow. “I wasn’t aware of any—”

      The hatch swung open, revealing a tall newcomer. The man wore a khaki CDF duty uniform with the flag of Scotland on his shoulder. He took two steps into the room and clicked his heels together. “First Lieu—” His face turned bloodred. “Captain Andrew MacIntosh reports as ordered.”

      Tehrani was gracious. “Still getting used to your promotion, Captain?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Apologies.”

      “Take a seat,” Tehrani replied. “Captain MacIntosh, from CDF Special Projects Division, is joining the Greengold’s engineering team. He’ll be overseeing a most unusual project with us.” She grinned. “What you’re about to be told, gentlemen”—she glanced between Wright, Whatley, and Spencer—“is code word classified as the highest level. You won’t speak of it, even in your sleep. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Justin replied quickly. Okay, this is different. Not every day Special Projects shows up.

      Excitement built up in him as the others nodded their agreement.

      “Good. Captain MacIntosh, I’ll leave it to you.”

      MacIntosh stood and touched a data storage device to the holoprojector on the conference table’s center. “Gentlemen, are you familiar with the SFS-4 Ghost?”

      Stealth recon fighters? Justin stared at the newcomer, puzzled. SFS-4s were highly specialized craft. He seemed to recall it was nearly impossible to get into a recon squadron, and not many were in service. Beautiful machines, though. He’d often wished he could take one out for a spin.

      “We’ve heard of them,” Whatley said in his familiar gruff tone. “But riffraff like us doesn’t get to fly the Coalition’s best.”

      Justin barely kept himself from laughing at the sarcastic barb. “Think we could touch one? Supposedly, being in the same hangar as one of those things helps you fly better.”

      “Leave the sarcasm to the professionals, Spencer,” Whatley retorted. “Now, why the questions?” He stared at MacIntosh intently.

      “Because you will be flying them, Major. You and your entire wing.” MacIntosh deftly worked the holoprojector controls, and a map of the galaxy appeared. He zoomed in to show a section of space between the galactic arms of Sagittarius and Orion. “President Nolan wants to show the League of Sol it can’t attack us with impunity.” A mark denoting Earth appeared. “Our orders are to stage a hit-and-run raid on League military and economic targets inside the Sol system. Preferably as close to Earth as possible.”

      Silence descended over the room. Justin stared at the map, and his jaw dropped. Attack Earth? That’s… insane.

      “Look, I’m all for killing Leaguers,” Whatley interjected. “I’ve gotten my fair share so far, and I’ll keep on getting mine, but this? From the way you’re talking, I figure the brass is sending a small, expendable fleet, and who cares if we die.”

      “Major, I understand your concern.”

      “No, you don’t, son,” Whatley rumbled. “You’re a newly minted O-3 and have probably never held someone’s life in your hands. I do that every day. My pilots would fly into the depths of hell itself for the Terran Coalition, but don’t dare ask us to perform a suicide mission for political points.”

      “Major,” Tehrani said sharply. “That’s enough.”

      “Colonel—”

      “Let the man finish, then judge.”

      Chastened, Whatley grimaced. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Please continue, Captain,” Tehrani said as she crossed her arms. “I’d like to understand how we’re supposed to avoid being destroyed within fifteen minutes of jumping into Sol by whatever defense fleet the League has stationed there.”

      “Well, Colonel,” MacIntosh began, seemingly regaining his groove, “the CAG is right. The Joint Chiefs want to avoid as much risk as possible, but President Nolan is adamant we need to strike Earth. Put some fear into the League and get morale up inside the Terran Coalition. I’m the nexus of this idea. Well, me and a stealth raider driver.”

      Wright leaned forward. “The Golden Nebulas? This gets better and better. What’s next? A troupe of dancing bears?” Stealth raider personnel wore a distinctive insignia—a group of stars set against a nebula. Since the emblem was gold, they’d become known as the Golden Nebulas.

      “Sir, we’d need a fleet of five hundred plus ships to invade Earth. You and I know that. So does the president. What was asked for was outside-the-box thinking. Enter the SFS-4 Ghost fighter. It’s the only small craft we have that can execute a Lawrence jump.”

      “Captain, I think I see the beginnings of your plan here,” Whatley said. “You’re right. Ghosts should provide the element of surprise and avoid risking the Zvika Greengold and whatever other ships are sent. At a high level, that’s good thinking. But you forget something. Ghosts are designed for recon, not fighting. They’re barely armed. Speed and stealth are their primary weapons.”

      Justin watched the interplay between the others, and his spirit stirred. For so long, they’d mostly reacted to Leaguer attacks. Aside from a couple of missions in which they’d seized the initiative, almost everything had been a defensive fight. On a good day, they’d repelled the League. On a bad one, the Leaguers took another planet, destroyed a convoy, or worse—overwhelmed a CDF battlegroup. To put the Leaguers on the defensive by attacking Earth—the thought made him downright giddy, even if the odds they’d make it back were exceptionally long.

      “Which, sir, is why we’re going to alter them. My job is to refit the SFS-4s for sustained anti-fighter and anti-ship combat.” MacIntosh made the statement sound as if it were no more complicated than taking out the trash or ordering dinner. He held up a tablet. “Some of our best engineers have put together a package that will let them carry missiles and upgrade the energy-weapon armaments. It might not be a Sabre, but these additions will allow us to jump in, cause some serious trouble, hit League targets, and jump out.” MacIntosh’s face broke into a grin, and his Scottish brogue came through a bit clearer. “And we’ll give those communists a message they won’t soon forget.”

      Polite chuckles greeted MacIntosh’s statement.

      Except for Whatley, who scowled. “I’ll bite, Captain. If these upgrades are so awesome, why haven’t we deployed Ghosts across the fleet?” Before MacIntosh could respond, Whatley pressed on. “I’ll tell you why. Multirole fighters have never worked. Never. Any mechanical object is a tool. The best tools are optimized specifically for the task at hand. That’s why Sabres excel at engaging enemy small craft, and Maulers are meant to attack ships. One is fast, agile, and lightly armored. The other is a beast, capable of shrugging off sustained point-defense attack. What you’re proposing is to take a tool—designed to gather intelligence and get out—and turn it into a combo craft that will suck at everything it tries to do.” Whatley set his jaw. “And that gets my pilots killed.”

      “Major, I was on the bridge of the Victory when General Irvine—perished.” MacIntosh locked eyes with Whatley. “I know what loss looks like. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t believe we could retrofit these fighters, and your pilots could use them effectively to defeat the League.” His voice was steel, one that spoke to dedication and determination.

      Whatley nodded once then turned to Tehrani. “I won’t order my people to fly these things unless we put them through their paces and all squadrons sign off.”

      MacIntosh held up his hands. “Special Projects wouldn’t have it any other way, sir. We’ll work with you, iron out problems, and do whatever it takes.”

      “This is a difficult situation.” Tehrani spread her hands out on the table. “Orders are orders, however.” Her gaze took on a piercing quality. “Make this work, CAG.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      Tehrani turned her attention back to MacIntosh. “Continue.”

      “The broad strokes are that we’ll have the Zvika Greengold link up with a force of stealth raiders and a resupply vessel, traverse the galactic arms, and stay out of solar systems as much as possible. From a position of safety, where we assume the League can’t track our ships, the Greengold will launch its fighters to attack Earth. The stealth raiders will nose around Sol prior to this, gathering information on possible targets. We’ll make some noise, blow up some Leaguers, and head home.”

      “It’s at least two and a half months’ travel time from our side of the arm to theirs,” Justin interjected. “We’re talking a six-month operation here.”

      “I didn’t realize you’d studied navigation,” Wright replied with a smirk. “That’s correct. What of it?”

      Justin glanced between Whatley and Tehrani. “It’s been six months since most of us saw our families in the flesh.”

      “That’s war, son,” Whatley said. His tone was stern but held an unmistakable softness. “This is one of the parts that suck.”

      “I get that, sir, but we should get an opportunity for shore leave.” Justin spoke without much thought going into the words. Mom always said to think before I used my mouth. It hadn’t stuck as a kid or as an adult.

      Tehrani spoke. “Especially when there’s a good chance we won’t be coming home.” At sharp glances from all of them, she shrugged. “Gentlemen, I’m only admitting what we’re all thinking. And yes, I’d like to be able to say goodbye.”

      Justin thought about the last time his daughter, Maggie, had ridden on his shoulders in the park or when he’d felt the loving embrace of his wife, Michelle. He closed his eyes briefly, willing away a tear. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” Tehrani replied. “Okay. We’re obviously not leaving next week. What’s next, gentlemen?”

      “Outfitting and training with the new fighters at a classified weapons-test facility.” MacIntosh touched the holoprojector, turning it off. “Once Major Whatley and you are satisfied, ma’am, we’ll be off. The battlegroup is forming up in the same system—so we can practice maneuvers as a unit.”

      Who knows how long this is going to take. Justin leaned back. The giddiness he’d felt at the prospect of attacking Earth and extracting some payback on the League had evaporated. I’d do anything to hold my little girl again. The war had helped put so many things into perspective and reordered his priorities. I should’ve been focused on them more before all this.

      “Very good.” Tehrani stood. “Let’s get to it. XO, have Captain MacIntosh assigned some quarters in officer country.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      “Dismissed, gentlemen.”

      Once Justin cleared the hatch, Whatley slid next to him. “I don’t recall giving you permission to address the colonel.”

      “We need to see our families, sir,” Justin replied. “It would do us all good.”

      “Yeah.” The door to the gravlift slid shut behind them. “Looking forward to flying a Ghost?” Whatley asked.

      “You bet. Followed closely by blowing a League freighter to bits.” Justin forced enthusiasm into his voice. Fake it till you make it. For the rest of the ride, he tried to shake the melancholy feeling he’d acquired during the briefing.
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        White House—Government Complex

        Lawrence City—Canaan

        7 February 2434

      

      

      

      The daily presidential war intelligence briefing was what President Jason Nolan seemingly built his life around. For thirty minutes, he received a condensed version of the “status of the war.” It had a dual effect: creating both dread and hope that the news would be good. For while the president set overall strategic objectives—protect a planet, liberate a colony, defend a set of border worlds, et cetera—the nuts and bolts of fighting the war against the League of Sol were left up to the Joint Chiefs of Staff and various combatant commands that made up the Coalition Defense Force.

      Bright and early at 0730, Nolan strode into the White House’s situation room, the seat of executive power in the Terran Coalition. General Antonio Saurez, as always, was already in attendance along with Nolan’s chief of staff, Abdul Karimi, and a host of other civilians and military officers. They all stood as he entered.

      “As you were, folks.”

      “Good morning, Mr. President,” Saurez said.

      “Same to you, Antonio.” Nolan gestured to the chairs. “Please, be seated.” Taking his own advice, he sat at the head of the table. “Now, how are we doing?”

      “There was a major engagement during the night, sir,” Saurez began. His eyes had bags under them along with dark circles. It appeared as if he’d slept little. “It was touch and go for a bit, but the Saratoga, Abraham Lincoln, and their respective battlegroups held their own against a powerful League invasion force consisting of four battleships and a carrier plus escorts.” A fierce warrior’s grin spread across his face. “With the fast movers from our fleet carriers pinning them down, another battlegroup with the CSV Lion moved in. We bagged one of the battleships, and the rest fled. They lost several frigates and destroyers too. CDF losses were paltry, only two frigates.”

      Nolan nodded thoughtfully, and a smile spread across his face. “I’ll take that any day, General.” It registered at the back of his mind that each frigate had two hundred soldiers. I’ve officially reached the stage in which deaths are counted as statistics. “Any other major battles?”

      “A few skirmishes, sir. If we’re looking solely at tonnages destroyed, the CDF continues to perform in an exemplary manner. On any given day, we knock out four to five times what we lose.”

      What Saurez had left off was the projections showing they needed to increase that metric by at least another factor. But I get him not wanting to dampen the mood. Nolan let the point go. “And our Sol operation?”

      “Captain MacIntosh has briefed the senior officers on the Zvika Greengold, sir. They’ll begin testing modifications to the SFS-4 Ghost recon fighters soon.”

      “When can we expect them to get underway?”

      “As soon as the modifications check out.”

      “Good.” Nolan glanced around the room. He was sure most professional military officers and the cabinet secretaries read into his plan to assault Earth thought it foolhardy. This is a case in which I overrule all. Nolan was careful not to bring out that attitude often, but he was convinced to the depths of his soul they had to roll the dice. “Preparations for me to visit the Greengold, once they’re ready to go?”

      “Still in the planning stages, sir. I would again respectfully ask you to reconsider.”

      “My answer remains the same,” Nolan replied. “Other topics?”

      “The Saurians have agreed to meet with our ambassador to discuss the war,” Karimi announced. “I wouldn’t expect to see them do much, but just sitting down with us is huge.”

      Nods came from all around the table.

      Saurez leaned forward. “If it comes up, they have a bunch of surplus from the last war, just like we do. We could use some additional escorts.”

      “You want us to buy alien military hardware that’s forty-five years old?” Karimi asked with scorn.

      “The problem isn’t a lack of manpower—it’s a lack of space-worthy military vessels. It would take less time to slap some upgraded weapons and shields on alien ships, as you put it, than wait a year for the yards to start pumping out destroyers, frigates, and cruisers again,” Saurez replied.

      “Abdul, take a note for the ambassador. No reasonable offer will be refused if they’re willing to sell. And make the same inquiries through our embassies in other major powers.” Nolan sat back. I couldn’t care less who makes the equipment, as long as we’re using it on Leaguers. Though as he turned the thought over in his mind, the idea of Saurian ships with human crews was a bit laughable.

      “Yes, sir.” Karimi assumed a neutral expression. Nolan recognized it well—it was the look of a man who knew something he disagreed with was going forward.

      “What else?” Nolan asked the room at large.

      “I won’t bore you with the details, sir,” Saurez replied, “but we’re making progress on designing a series of modular warships that can be produced in bulk. The idea being different shipyards can specialize in the production of a specific section and crank through it. Our top people from the Special Projects Division are on it.”

      “How long until we see the fruits in terms of faster ship production, General?” Nolan asked.

      “Still a couple of years away, sir. I know you want results yesterday, but the life-cycle timeline of military procurement is what it is.”

      Nolan made a fist under the table and pumped it several times. “Gentlemen, perhaps I haven’t made myself clear. Remove roadblocks. Improve timetables. Whatever it takes.” He grimaced. “We’re at war.”

      “Well, sir, there’s checks and balances—”

      “General, can I waive these procurement roadblocks via executive order?”

      Saurez narrowed his eyes. “Sir, you can, but I warn you that when we cut corners on competitive bidding, the military ends up paying far more than it needs to.”

      “But it’s done faster, correct?”

      “Well, typically, but—”

      “Then do it, General. That is a direct order from your commander in chief.”

      “Yes, sir.” Saurez’s posture changed ever so slightly—he sat even more ramrod straight.

      Tension settled into the room. The daily briefings were always charged, but lately, more give and take centered around Nolan’s desire to speed things up.

      “Whatever it takes, ladies and gentlemen.”

      Some cabinet members favored trying to win the war on the cheap, but he was convinced the only way to win was total and complete refocusing of everything in the Terran Coalition toward the war effort. If he had his way, the manufacturing base would only make war matériel for the foreseeable future. “

      “That’s all we have for you today, sir,” Karimi interjected. “And your next meeting is in ten minutes—Oval Office, commerce secretary, and representatives from the trade guilds.”

      “In other words, quit pontificating and get a move on?” Nolan asked, grateful for an opening to inject some humor.

      Karimi grinned sheepishly. “Yes, sir.”

      “Then let’s go. Thank you, everyone. See you tomorrow morning, and Godspeed.”

      Nolan stood, and the rest of those assembled rose instinctively. As he walked out, two protective service agents fell in behind him. Above all, he hoped the raid on Earth would succeed. Deep within his soul, something told him it was one of the few paths they had to victory.
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        New Washington

        Spencer Residence

        8 February 2434

      

      

      

      Since the beginning of the war, life had changed markedly—and quickly—on the home front throughout the Terran Coalition. Michelle Spencer sat on the couch of their living room, flipping through a digital ration book on her tablet device. A few months ago, the idea of not buying anything she wanted on nearly a moment’s notice had been a foreign, even ludicrous concept. On the hyperindustrialized core planets of the Terran Coalition, convenience was a fact of life. With five minutes of shopping on her tablet, thirty minutes later, a drone would deliver her fresh vegetables and meat for dinner to the specially designed cooler on their porch.

      Not so much anymore. Even when she had the digital ration coupons allowing her to buy steak, it was often out of stock. Or it cost so much Michelle wouldn’t dare to spend the credits. Worse, Maggie would ask for things that a short while ago were everyday staples but couldn’t be had thanks to the rationing system. Michelle sighed and set the tablet down.

      “Mom?” Maggie called as she entered the living room. “You in here?”

      “Yeah, munchkin.”

      Maggie dropped onto the couch next to her. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” Michelle forced a smile. “Did you finish your homework?”

      “Most of it.” Maggie paused, staring at the tablet. It still showed the digital ration readout. “Why are you so sad all the time?” she blurted.

      Michelle’s heart fell. “Oh, munchkin, I’m not sad.” She gathered her daughter in her arms. “Everything’s okay. I just miss Daddy. That’s all.”

      “I miss him too.” Maggie looked at her with tears falling down her face. “When is he coming home?”

      Oh, Justin, we need you here so badly. “I don’t know yet, but he’ll be here as soon as he can.” Michelle went for a subject change before she started bawling. “Did you check on little Howard for me?” To make extra credits while she worked on her degree, Michelle ran a small daycare out of their home. Business had dried up since the beginning of the war, but she still had a couple of infants enrolled.

      “Still sleeping, Mom.” Maggie touched her mother’s face. “I miss the other kids too.”

      Michelle embraced her tightly. “They’ll come back soon. I promise.”

      “Did they stop coming because of me?”

      “No, of course not,” Michelle replied as she patted the top of Maggie’s head. “Honey, why would you say something like that?”

      “Well, why else would they?”

      Searching for the words to explain to a four-year-old how the universe had gone mad, Michelle cupped her daughter’s face. “Munchkin, things are messed up right now. The war, all of it. That’s why so many of the children are home with their parents. It costs less money. They want to be here, though.” She again forced a smile to her lips. “Promise.” She shouldn’t have to go through this.

      Maggie seemed to accept the words and nodded. “Okay, Mom.” She sniffed a few times. “Daddy is fighting the war, isn’t he?”

      Michelle smiled. “Yes, he’s a hero.” Determined to put on a brave face, she pressed on. “And we help him be one by staying strong. Okay?”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      “Now, could you finish your homework? I’ve got to try to figure out how to make some bread for dinner since the store was out.” Michelle kissed the top of her daughter’s head. “After we eat, I say we have a girls’ night and do our nails.”

      “Deal,” Maggie replied, a smile immediately springing to her face.

      After watching as Maggie skipped out of the room, Michelle went back to the digital ration application. Justin, wherever you are, I pray God is watching out for you, but I wish you knew how badly I needed you here.
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      The smell of loose-leaf black tea filled Banu Tehrani’s day cabin. The space where she spent a great deal of time on the Zvika Greengold was small and cramped. Lately, one of her few luxuries was the unique blend of tea, a staple from the Persian Republic. She blew across the top of the cup and took a sip. “Mmm.” Tehrani set the mug back on the desk with a smile and focused on a personnel-transfer request.

      While they’d remained on convoy-escort duty—what the Thane-class escort carrier was designed for—since rolling up the covert network of League stations, losses had been mercifully light. The last few runs to the border hadn’t seen a League attack, leaving Tehrani waiting for the other shoe to drop. I suppose being sent to attack Earth fits the bill. Looking over the incoming-personnel roster, she reflected on how many new soldiers the Greengold had seen over the past six months.

      She struggled not to become numb to the losses. Five hundred sixty-four people had perished on her ship. Even though it might be more comfortable in the short term to let the numbness take her, Tehrani remained convinced that holding on to her humanity required mourning every one of them. So she set aside the transfer report and brought up another application, where a half-finished condolence letter sat. Since the war began, she’d written close to five hundred of them. Something about the round number was foreboding.

      Tehrani continued to write each one, at times struggling to find something unique to say about the individual. It bothered her that something with real emotional weight—telling a grieving family about the circumstances of a loved one’s death—had become a rote exercise. It was dehumanizing. But isn’t that what war is? Dehumanizing our enemies and ourselves so we can kill without remorse?

      Tehrani’s tablet beeped, indicating an incoming vidlink. She picked it up and glanced at the sender. General Antonio Saurez—most interesting. He was the overall commanding officer for the CDF’s space fleet, formally known as COMSPACEFLT. A button press later, Saurez’s smiling face appeared on the screen.

      “Good morning, Colonel. Good night’s sleep?”

      “As best as I can muster these days, sir.” Tehrani forced a neutral expression onto her face. “What about you?”

      “Who has time to sleep anymore?” He cracked a smile. “Have you gotten acquainted with Captain MacIntosh yet?”

      “I have. And his plan.”

      Saurez’s mouth curled into a grin. “It’s something, isn’t it? Well, he and the president are right about one thing… we need a morale boost and fast. The constant defensive struggle of this war is producing a gloomy forecast for the civilians back home. We can’t let defeatism take hold.”

      “With respect, sir, I don’t care if defeat is inevitable. I’ll still fight to the bitter end. I would suggest to you that virtually everyone in the Persian Republic would agree. The citizens of the Terran Coalition must know this is a fight to the death for both sides.”

      “You’d get along well with Nolan,” Saurez replied. “Some people respond differently in situations like these. It’s all well and good to proclaim a fight without surrender, but I’d say collectively, our population lacks the stomach for dying to the last man and woman.” He shrugged. “What I’m trying to say is the general population, especially the core worlds used to a life of plenty and luxury, aren’t as mentally tough as you or I.”

      Tehrani grinned. “Tell me something I don’t know, sir.”

      “Ha.” Saurez turned serious. “Have you made any judgments on the likelihood of success?”

      “I’ll be reserving making one until my pilots put the upgrades to the Ghost platform through their paces.”

      Saurez inclined his head. “After the briefings lately, with one group of officers thinking we’re weeks from doom and others thinking we’re weeks from victory, I appreciate the pragmatism and restraint, Colonel.” He paused and pursed his lips. “I want nothing more than this somewhat-harebrained scheme to work. But I, too, must be pragmatic.”

      Tehrani’s stomach churned. He’s about to drop something. “Of course, sir.”

      “The battlegroup going with you will include four stealth raiders and one deep-space supply and support ship.” Saurez sucked in a breath. “What you won’t find in your orders is that the other vessels are the oldest ships we could find in active service. To be blunt, Colonel, I can’t risk losing vessels with long life spans ahead of them.”

      “Yes, sir.” Part of Tehrani’s mind was on fire with anger. How dare they send us out to attack Earth, of all places, with old, worn-out ships? At the same time, she got it. The war wasn’t going well, and every vessel they lost put the Terran Coalition one step closer to final defeat.

      “You’re taking this surprisingly well.”

      Tehrani shrugged. “Sir, orders are orders. I don’t get to pick and choose. What’s the old poem say? Theirs not to reason why but to do and die.”

      “Into the jaws of death, into the mouth of hell.” Saurez frowned. “I know that one, too, Colonel. For what it’s worth, if any Thane-class carrier in our fleet can pull this off, it’s the Zvika Greengold. You’ve got more battle stars than the fleet carriers do, and I think your pilots have kill counts to rival entire squadrons.”

      “We’ll do our best. That much, I can promise you, General. Perhaps with Allah’s help, victory will be granted.”

      “It’s funny you put it that way.” Saurez steepled his fingers. “I was never much on religion. With a name like Saurez, though, one’s mother tends to drag you to Catholic Mass, whether you want to go or not.” His face broke into a grin. “I’ve been to Mass more times in the last six months than I have in the past thirty years.”

      “Much the same with me. Both my husband and I were what you would call, ah, cultural Muslims. I don’t think I even own a headscarf. Allah was a nebulous concept to me. I assumed He created the universe and stopped bothering with the rest of us. Now, I can’t get through the day without going to prayer. If I didn’t have my faith to fall back on, I couldn’t soldier on in the face of all this death and destruction.”

      “Colonel, I wish I could walk with you in the dark places you must go during the next few months.” The earnestness of Saurez’s words lent credence to them. “I give you my word that as old as they may be, I’ll see to it the ships making the trip with you are well maintained and ready to fight.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “One last thing. President Nolan has, against the express objection of the Joint Chiefs and the Secretary of Defense, decided he wants to visit the Zvika Greengold. I believe he means to request the ship’s company volunteer for the assignment.”

      Left unspoken was the need for everyone on the vessel to roger up. The Coalition Defense Force doesn’t work on requests. Only orders. Tehrani grinned. “I don’t think we’ll have any problem with that, sir. But it would be nice to let the crew have some shore leave and see their families before we head out.”

      Saurez leaned back and laughed uproariously. “Well played, Colonel Tehrani. This discussion is going in the back of my head if I ever see your file on my desk for promotion to brigadier general.”

      “As a positive, sir?”

      “Oh, you’ll just have to wait to find out,” he replied with mirth in his tone. “I think it’s a fair request. Call it a horse trade. I’ll have my exec let you know the particulars, and we’ll see about getting as many families as possible sent to Canaan or maybe New Washington. Yes, New Washington, as it’s near your jump-off point. Godspeed, Colonel. Until next time.”

      “Godspeed, General.”

      The screen went blank, leaving Tehrani to her thoughts. As much as it bothered her that they were journeying with an understrength battlegroup and taking enormous risks, the thrill of sticking it to the League of Sol was undeniable. We’ve lost so many. To repay the enemy in kind by attacking their home and make them feel the same fear our citizens do… She could believe in that mission.
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      The next few weeks flew by for Tehrani, and she suspected the entire crew felt the same way. Around-the-clock inspections, refits, and upgrades kept them all quite busy. Once the work orders ran out and the ship was certified for active combat duty once more, she received orders to rendezvous with a vessel assigned to the Coalition Intelligence Service in deep space. The entire thing felt like a cloak-and-dagger routine out of a holodrama as she sat in the CO’s chair, waiting in the middle of nowhere.

      “TAO, anything on sensors?”

      Bryan pivoted his head. “No, ma’am. No changes in the last five minutes.”

      He’s probably getting sick of me asking him repeatedly. Tehrani furrowed her brow. “Did I mention I don’t like spies?”

      “You and everyone else in the CDF,” Wright replied. “Remember, though—we’re early.” He pointed at the clock, which showed time on various Terran Coalition worlds. “Still got a bit until they’re supposed to be here.”

      “Conn, Communications. Incoming transmission for you, ma’am. Sender unknown,” First Lieutenant Gopinath Singh, the Greengold’s communications officer, announced.

      “Put it on my viewer.”

      A moment later, an image of a nondescript human female in a CDF khaki service uniform appeared on Tehrani’s monitor. “Colonel, stand by to receive a shuttle. The individual aboard will have coordinates to your final destination.”

      “And where, may I ask, is that?”

      The woman smiled thinly. “I suggest you ask the occupant of the shuttle, Colonel. Anything beyond that cannot be discussed on an open commlink.”

      “It’s secured—”

      “Nothing electronic is secure enough for this conversation. CIS out.”

      Tehrani turned toward Wright and shook her head. “Got any ideas what the spooks are up to? Because I’m perplexed.”

      “Your guess is as good as mine, ma’am.” Wright, for once, appeared utterly flummoxed.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, new contact on sensors, designated Sierra One. Short-range Terran Coalition shuttle.”

      “Conn, Communications. Sierra One is requesting docking permission and indicating they have one passenger who needs to see you on the bridge immediately.”

      Okay, this is beyond weird. Tehrani furrowed her brow. “Put them down in the starboard bay, Lieutenant, and have a master-at-arms escort them up here.” She turned back to Wright. “I’ve seen some stuff in my day, but this takes the cake.”

      “Yeah. Same, skipper.”

      They didn’t have to wait long. Fifteen minutes later—which was relatively quick to land a shuttle and get up to deck one—two masters-at-arms and a man wearing a CDF khaki duty uniform entered the bridge. Much like the woman who’d contacted them earlier, he had no name tag, rank, or identifying insignia.

      “And you are?” Tehrani asked curtly.

      “I apologize, Colonel. I’m not at liberty to reveal my real name. You may call me Mr. Black.” He flashed a smile. “We’re going somewhere that doesn’t exist on any star chart, and the Terran Coalition has taken great pains to ensure it stays that way. I’ll need your navigator to step aside. I’ve got it from here. Also, I must inform you as well as your entire crew that if anyone speaks of this or our destination, you’ll be charged with treason and automatically placed on Lambert’s Lament. Specifically under the terms of the Terran Coalition Espionage and Galactic Security Act.”

      Tehrani’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head at the mention of the Terran Coalition’s supermax prison for the absolute worst criminals in the galaxy. Serial killers, mass murderers, repeat child molesters, criminal syndicate leaders, and traitors were the only people sent to it. “Okay, Mr. Black,” she finally ground out. “I’ll ensure cooperation. But I want to know what we’re going to be doing, wherever it is we’re going.”

      “Testing your new fighters, far away from any League prying eyes.”

      Then why didn’t you just say that? “By all means, then.” Tehrani gestured toward the navigation console. “Lieutenant, allow our new friend here to sit.”

      Mitzner sprang up to rigid attention. “Aye, aye, ma’am.” She hovered around her station like it was a life-or-death situation.

      “It’ll only take a few moments.” Black took a seat and set a small electronic device down. “This will wipe any coordinates I input,” he announced before tapping the controls. “Initiating Lawrence drive jump now.”

      The lights dimmed suddenly, and a whirling vortex of blue, purple, orange, and yellow opened in front of the Zvika Greengold’s bow. Without further orders from Tehrani, the ship slid through the wormhole and emerged a few seconds later on the other side.

      “Conn, TAO. Sensors coming online—”

      “I apologize, but scanning this system is not allowed.” He touched the device he’d erected on the navigation console. “Did you observe anything before I blanked the sensors?”

      At Tehrani’s nod, Bryan cleared his throat. “Enough to see there’s a lot of ships here.”

      “No, there aren’t, Lieutenant,” Black replied, his voice perfectly normal. “You saw nothing on that scan. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, uh, sir.”

      “Good.” Black stood. “I inputted a safe parking orbit for you, and the complement of Ghost fighters will be arriving within the hour. One other thing—I was never here.” He grinned. “I’ve always wanted to say that. Good day, Colonel.”

      Tehrani stared openmouthed as the spy left the bridge. “Did that just happen?”

      “Yup, skipper, it did,” Wright replied. “I think I need a drink.”

      Laughter broke out from those in earshot of the XO’s comment.

      Tehrani chuckled politely and shook her head. “Okay. Alert the hangar to expect company shortly. I’ll be in my day cabin. You have the conn, XO.”

      “This is Major Wright. I have the conn.”
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        * * *

      

      Being in a star system that officially didn’t exist was beyond bizarre to Justin. As odd as that was, it took a back seat to the marathon efforts underway in the hangar bay to complete the change-out packages on four of the SFS-4 Ghost fighters transferred to the Zvika Greengold. After jumping in, they’d taken forty of the oddly shaped craft on board. While Sabres and Maulers had wings and were designed for atmospheric flight as well as deep-space operation, the stealth recon fighters were clearly meant to stay in the void. They had small circular wings that turned into cylinders along with many sharp edges. Since they were black, it would be difficult for a human eye to even make them out in space.

      “Admiring our handiwork, Captain Spencer?”

      Justin turned to see MacIntosh standing there in a blue jumpsuit with grease streaked all over it. “Uh, yeah. I guess you could say that.”

      “This one is ready to test,” MacIntosh said in his thick brogue. “If you’d like, you could take her for a spin and let me know how she handles.”

      Never being one to turn down a test flight or trying something new that potentially went fast and allowed him to see more of the universe, Justin grinned. “I’d love to. Now?”

      “No time like the present.”

      “Give me fifteen minutes to get my flight suit on.”

      “Well, I don’t have any other place to be,” MacIntosh replied.

      “In that case, be right back.” Justin turned on his heel and hurried to the pilots’ locker room. Aside from a scramble situation, he’d never put on a flight suit as fast in his life. Once he’d tested the seals and ensured his helmet was properly connecting and operational, with its integrated HUD, he quickly strode back to the hangar deck. As promised, MacIntosh was still there, waiting for him. A short ladder had appeared, allowing him to climb into the cockpit of the Ghost fighter easily.

      “You weren’t kidding, Spencer. Pretty fast for a pilot.” MacIntosh gestured to the ladder. “I hope it meets your approval.”

      “The only thing I care about is accomplishing our mission objectives,” Justin said. “Well, and maybe have a little bit of fun at the same time, but as Major Whatley is apt to point out, our fighters are mechanical tools we use to achieve a goal.”

      “Delightful fellow, that CAG of yours.” MacIntosh made a face. “A real gobby.”

      Justin narrowed his eyes. “I don’t follow.”

      “He’s a loudmouth.”

      “That loudmouth has saved my life several times, Captain.” Justin crossed his arms in and frowned. “So kindly keep your remarks about Major Whatley to yourself.” What the Scottish officer had to say was no different from comments made in private by the pilots, but something about it annoyed Justin. He realized it was because whatever Whatley was, he was their commander—and no one else got to talk smack about him.

      “Aye, laddie. I get it.” MacIntosh took a step back. “Let me know how she performs.”

      “Will do, Captain.” Justin threw one leg onto the ladder and quickly climbed up. The cockpit matched the simulators to a T, down to the seat configuration. He parked himself and strapped in.

      The controls were unfamiliar. He’d spent years learning where every knob, button, dial, and lever was on the Sabre. I’ve got to master this thing in a few weeks? Justin forced himself to focus on one problem at a time. Muscle memory of the controls would come in time.

      “Alpha One, this is the air boss. Commence preflight when ready.”

      Justin toggled his commlink to the launch control channel. “Aye, aye, ma’am. Beginning preflight checklist.” He flipped his HUD to the series of tasks, mostly focused on ensuring the craft’s safety. Once they were completed, Justin said, “Preflight complete, ready to launch.”

      “Alpha One, you are cleared for launch.”

      The deck crew had cleared away. MacIntosh stood toward the back and flashed him the thumbs-up sign.

      “Acknowledge, Control. Launching fighter.” Justin pushed the throttle forward. He was used to a sustained rush from the engines followed by rocketing out of the hangar bay, but that didn’t happen in the Ghost. Instead, the craft eased ahead and gathered speed. Attempting to compensate, Justin moved the throttle up to fifty percent power. Gratified when it caused forward momentum to increase, he made a mental note to test acceleration and top speed metrics during the test flight.

      After clearing the Zvika Greengold, Justin took in the solar system they occupied. There seemed to be no habitable planets in range of his sensors, though numerous ship contacts flashed onto the fighter’s LIDAR screen. I wonder what those are. Rumors had circled that a Coalition Intelligence Service agent had threatened the bridge crew with treason charges if they talked about what was seen there. I don’t want to know.

      MacIntosh’s voice filled the commlink. “How’s it going, Captain Spencer?”

      “Well, since I just got outside and haven’t even opened up the throttle yet, I can’t tell you much.” Justin grinned. “Give me a few minutes, okay?”

      “Sorry. We’ve put a lot of work into this. The lads and I are anxious about whether they’ll meet specifications.”

      “I’ve got to fly the thing into our enemies’ home system, so that makes two of us.” Justin shifted his focus back to testing the fighter and pushed up the engine’s thrust. Although it accelerated, it was nothing like the fast response he was used to from a Sabre. “Hey, MacIntosh. Is there an overcharge mode or something? Afterburners?”

      “Uh, no. Why?”

      “Because this thing moves like a one-hundred-twenty-year-old man.” Justin chuckled. Several times, he slowed forward momentum then accelerated, confirming the results of his first test. Nothing to do except see how it performs in advanced combat maneuvering. Moving on to the second phase of the flight, he engaged in a tight series of turns, simulating a dogfight. Or better put, he tried to. The Ghost’s turn ratios resembled a bomber’s more than a space-superiority fighter’s. By the end of three interlocking scissor movements, he was sure even a novice enemy pilot would’ve killed him on the first pass.

      Unwilling to give up, Justin tried different thrust configurations, reducing shield and weapon power and feeding the reserves into the engines. While it helped some, the end result was the craft didn’t meet the specifications they would need to succeed in combat against the League. With a sigh, he cued his commlink. “Captain, I’m done. We’re going to have to meet with the rest of the team, but… it’s not there yet.”

      “I understand.” MacIntosh sounded like someone had shot his dog. The shame was palpable.

      “Hey, we all knew it wouldn’t be perfect on the first time out,” Justin added, trying to inject some hope into his voice. “I’m confident you’ll sort it out.

      “Thanks. I’ll let the major know to assemble everyone.”

      “Okay, see you in ten minutes. Spencer out.”
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      Gloomy was an apt description of the mood in the Red Tails ready room. Following test flights by Justin, First Lieutenant Francis Martin, and First Lieutenant Adrianne Green, among other pilots in their various squadrons, they’d all filed in to discuss their findings with Whatley and MacIntosh. None had fared better than Justin’s test flight, finding the same fatal flaws with lack of Delta-V acceleration and limited maneuvering capabilities.

      “Well, mates, if you’re looking for positives, at least these things handle better than the Mauler bombers my boys and girls are used to,” Martin said as the discussion got underway.

      Justin eyed him. “Have you ever seen a bomber score a fighter kill in space combat?”

      “Eh, one of my guys had a Leaguer fly into the path of a Javelin once. Looked like an accident. Bugger messed up a perfectly good attack run on one of those Cobra destroyers.”

      Laughter rippled across the room.

      “That’s lovely.” Whatley snorted. “But it doesn’t solve the problem of how poorly the updated Ghosts perform.” He pivoted to MacIntosh. “Captain, what’s your get-well plan?”

      MacIntosh’s face was bloodred, and he almost stammered as he spoke. “I don’t understand. The maximum speed is within parameters supplied by Space Fighter Combat Command.”

      “Mate, it’s not the max speed that’s the problem. It’s how fast we get there. Those things accelerate like a drunken pilot going to church.”

      Justin laughed again, along with the rest of them. There’s something to be said for Martin’s aww-shucks routine. It helps lift our spirits. “My observation was the reactor and engines aren’t powerful enough to handle the new weapons systems and the weight from a full combat loadout. Yes, it’ll eventually get to its highest-rated speed, but the weight throws everything off.”

      “We could try disabling the inertial dampers and go straight Newtonian physics,” Green interjected. “They wouldn’t see that coming.”

      “If we had a year to retrain our minds and muscle memory, sure,” Justin replied. “We don’t.”

      Feldstein stood from her perch in the front row. “Major, could we project a schematic for the modified Ghosts up on the holoprojector?”

      “Sure,” Whatley said, his voice as raspy as ever. A few moments later, a sizeable 3-D projection of the SFS-4 Ghost appeared in the center of the ready room, presented in a wireframe format, with significant systems highlighted and color coded.

      “The modified internal stores bay along with the wing-mounted pylons for missile hardpoints represent the majority of increased weight.” MacIntosh gestured to a series of purple markings on the display. “We could remove half the interior missiles and save several thousand kilograms.”

      “Yeah, mate. Bloody great idea. We’re already going to attack Sol with one arm tied behind our backs, because my bomber has three times the Javelins as this thing carries, and you want to cut it further?” Martin’s voice took on a stern tone. “Not the best idea.”

      MacIntosh held up his hands. “I’m trying to help, Lieutenant. It’s called give and take.”

      Before a verbal scrum could break out, Justin interjected, “How about installing additional engine thrust nozzles or increasing the ion expulsion rate of the ones already there?”

      “We thought about it,” MacIntosh replied, his brogue becoming thicker. “Not enough reactor power. The next reactor up is larger and won’t fit.” He looked down at his hands.

      Justin stared at the fighter’s internals for a bit and moved the projection around while others discussed the shortcomings of their test flights. After a few minutes of playing around with the controls, he realized, There’s three shield generators on this thing.

      “Can’t wait three months for another set of engines—”

      “Wait,” Justin said. “Captain MacIntosh, why does the Ghost have three redundant shield generators?”

      Conversation ground to a halt, and all eyes moved to MacIntosh.

      “One fore arc, one aft, and the third is a backup in case of failure or sustained enemy fire. Recon craft have to get home to share intelligence, so they’re overengineered.”

      Whatley, Green, Martin, and Justin locked eyes at the same time.

      “You guys thinking what I’m thinking?” Green asked with a broad grin.

      “Get rid of two of them. Run with a single generator for both arcs,” Justin replied. “By these specifications, that’s six thousand kilograms. More than enough on paper to get us back up to decent Delta-V.”

      MacIntosh’s eyes bulged. “You’re willing to fly them with minimal protection?”

      “Give me a choice between shield strength and maneuverability, and I’ll take maneuverability any day. So will everyone else here. It doesn’t matter how much protection a small craft has if the enemy can get behind it and stay behind it for a missile or guns solution. Ask the Saurians how their uber-armored bombers worked out for them in the wars.”

      “Speak for yourself, mate,” Martin interjected. “I’m happy to fly something that doesn’t handle like a space whale.”

      “Very funny, Lieutenant.” Whatley crossed his arms. “How long to make the changes, MacIntosh?”

      “Give me twenty-four hours.”

      “You’ve got eighteen. Good work, people. Take a break and get some grub, and we’ll reconvene tomorrow for additional testing. Dismissed.”

      Filing out with the rest, Justin took a few moments to consider what he’d suggested. Paper-thin shields are a recipe for getting shot up quickly. Still, they had no other alternative than a months-long reengineering process, and for some reason he couldn’t readily explain, that wasn’t an option. Something deep within his soul said they had to execute the attack on Earth, and it had to be right then.
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      Another day, another lunch in the officers’ mess.

      Tehrani had spent the morning going through readiness reports from the four stealth raiders assigned to Battlegroup Z, as the Zvika Greengold’s battlegroup was known. In service since the end of the Saurian Wars, older Templar-class boats had up-to-date stealth coatings and the latest anti-ship missiles, including the Starbolt. She was thankful for that, at least. We still have little information on how well our stealth technology matches up to League sensors. In place of solid mission planning, many question marks remained. Against the backdrop of being in a system that didn’t exist officially, with a fleet of ships beyond their visual range, paperwork was a welcome distraction.

      “Mind if I join you, skipper?”

      Tehrani looked up to see Wright standing in front of her table with a tray full of food. “Of course.” She flashed a grin. “Please, join me.”

      “Thanks.” Wright slid into the chair across from her and set his tray down gently. He bent over the food and prayed quietly. “Well, it’s nice to have fresh everything this many days in a row.”

      “Don’t get used to it.”

      Wright grimaced. “Oh, I know. We’ll probably be eating field rations by the end of the mission.”

      Tehrani sighed. She’d been picking at her food and still had most of a sandwich to eat. “You know what I miss?”

      “What?”

      “Bacon.”

      “There’s no shortage of bacon on the ship, skipper,” Wright replied, staring at her with one eyebrow raised.

      “Perhaps not, but pork is haram.”

      “Ha-what?”

      “It’s an Arabic word… forbidden.”

      “Oh, I see. Like Lieutenant Mitzner keeps kosher?” Wright grinned and took a bite out of his sandwich. “I gotta tell you, times like these, I’m happy to be a Christian. No food rules here.” He winked. “And that’s especially good for me, because I grew up on my grandmother’s barbeque.” Wright made a sucking sound on his fingers. “I can still taste her St. Louis–style ribs. Nothing else like it. Supposedly the recipe’s been passed down since the Exodus from Earth.”

      Tehrani chuckled politely. She rarely discussed matters of faith, especially with her crew. It always seemed an off-limits subject. “I decided since I was answering the Adhan as many times a day as I could, I needed to make some changes in my life.” I wonder if I sound silly.

      “I get it, skipper.” Wright took another bite of the sandwich and ate it with gusto. “My priorities have been completely reordered. I used to only focus on pinning on lieutenant colonel stripes.” He shrugged. “That’s so far down the list now. I couldn’t tell you the last time I thought about taking the written test.”

      “So you don’t think I’ve gone nuts?”

      “I’d think you were nuts if you hadn’t changed something in your life. We all have—even if it’s as simple as making sure we don’t go to bed angry with a friend or recording a final message for our families before battle.”

      They both chewed their food.

      Tehrani took a sip of water. “Have you seen the latest update from the CAG?”

      “I have. Not going as well as we’d all hoped. But there’s another round of testing this afternoon, based on the lessons learned.”

      “Recon fighters aren’t designed to dogfight. It’s that simple. Yet I can’t escape the need to make this work.”

      “War sucks.” Wright took another bite. “What’s really on your mind?”

      Tehrani furrowed her brow. She felt the weight of knowing that with imperfect tools for the job, many of her pilots wouldn’t come back. “Do we ever have the right to say no?” Uttering those words was a line she never suspected she’d cross. Shock raced through her heart. “If the cost is too great?”

      “Who decides that?” Before she could respond, he continued, “I have the luxury of quietly questioning what you’re planning, ma’am. That’s the job of the XO. Do you want my advice?”

      “I would welcome it.”

      Wright smiled. “Maybe we get to the Orion arm and find Earth is a fortress where our three squadrons would make no impact. At that point, I’d look for other targets of opportunity and, if none could be found in a reasonable period of time, head for home. Banu, you’re a good commander. I respect you, and I admire how you toe the line between bringing everyone home and doing what’s needed to win. I also don’t envy the position you’re in right now. But set everything else aside. The Terran Coalition needs a big, splashy win. Blowing up some stuff in League space and sending a message that we can hurt them… Yeah, it’s needed.”

      His words resonated with Tehrani, deep within her soul. The mission before them needed to be won, yet it did nothing to make the cost easier to bear. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime, skipper.” Wright munched on his potato crisps. “I realize I’ve been the voice of caution more than a few times the past six months. Remember, that’s my job. Yours is to take risks. That’s why full birds get the big bucks.”

      Tehrani laughed, nearly snorting out her tea. “Please. None of us do this for the credits.”

      “No.” Wright chuckled. “I did it because I love the Terran Coalition. When I was a young man, our founders’ words were something of a mystery to me. I couldn’t fathom the idea of not having freedom. Having to flee across thousands of light-years to retain the right to worship and speak our minds. It didn’t compute.”

      “And now?”

      “I’ve seen enough of the galaxy to realize we’ve got something special here. That observation furthers my resolve to fight for it, because our way of life is worth fighting for.”

      “It’s nice to hear that.” Tehrani felt buoyed by his words. They matched what she believed, but before a few months ago, she would never have considered the possibility that the Terran Coalition could fall. And that’s the only reason I can ask young men and women to die for it.

      “Okay, enough of that.” Wright grinned. “On a positive note, I’ve been working the goat locker.” The term “goat locker” was an old expression for the chief’s mess and hangouts. “They’ll be bringing extra food, entertainment materials, and craft supplies aboard. In the hopes we won’t go collectively stir crazy on the way there and back. I asked for additional religious meals too.”

      “Good idea. Don’t mix them in with your barbecue.”

      “Touché, skipper.” Wright laughed.

      Tehrani loved hearing his laugh. It reminded her of Ibrahim’s and brightened an otherwise dreary day.

      Her handcomm beeped. She glanced at it. “I need to go. Ten minutes to midday prayers.”

      “Say one for me too.”

      She stood and picked up her tray. “I’ll say one for all of us.”

      “We need it.” Wright kept munching. “See you on the bridge, ma’am.”
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      It took MacIntosh, the crew chiefs, and engineering teams two days to hammer out the various issues they encountered from removing the two shield generators from the Ghosts. As explained to Justin, since the overlapping coverage arcs were part of the base design, computer systems had to be recalibrated and control software rewritten. Most of it went over his head. In the end, Justin only cared that the fighter performed as it was supposed to. And gets my pilots and me home.

      The launch from the Greengold was uneventful, though compared to the previous time, the Ghost handled like a sports car instead of a whale. Feldstein, Mateus, and Adeoye were close behind him while Whatley and MacIntosh monitored their progress from the flight control center. Justin rocked the craft from side to side, testing the inertial damping systems. Better. Much better. “Alpha One to Alpha element. Commence maneuvering test.”

      “Wilco,” Feldstein replied.

      Adeoye’s fighter zoomed ahead as he jammed the throttle to maximum. It left the rest of them in the dust. The planned test took them through a series of checkpoints with an eye to speed, though deft maneuvering would be required.

      Justin accelerated to maximum speed rapidly and cleared several waypoints. “MacIntosh, so far, so good. I think I could dogfight in this.”

      “Good to hear it, Captain,” MacIntosh replied. His smile radiated through his words.

      Fifteen minutes later, all four Ghosts reached the end of the test range. Adeoye won the race, as it were, with Justin, Mateus, and Feldstein in order after him. Justin double-checked his readouts, specifically for engine performance. With the higher levels of power directed through the thruster system, overheating was a distinct fear. It appeared the engineers who originally designed the craft did an excellent job—everything on it was overengineered.

      “Alpha One to Command. We’re green over here. Recommend proceeding to dogfight test, beta program.”

      “Approved, Alpha One.” Whatley’s gravelly voice carried over the commlink. “Don’t hold back. Your lives are on the line if these improvements don’t pan out.”

      Don’t remind me. The stark reality of the situation was never far from Justin’s thoughts. It would be a miracle if anyone got home, much less most of them. “Understood, sir. You heard the major, ladies and gents. Feldstein, you and Mateus pair off against Adeoye and me.”

      “Boys against girls, eh?” Mateus replied. “Come on, Dvora. Let’s wipe the floor with our male pilots.”

      Justin chuckled. “Aren’t we kinda past the whole battle-of-the-sexes thing?”

      “Oh, some healthy competition never hurt anyone,” Feldstein replied in a goofy voice. “So, are we flying out to twenty paces before turning about?”

      The comment went over Justin’s head. “Eh?”

      “We’re dueling, right? Old-school duels were marked off twenty paces before the combatants fired on each other,” Feldstein said. “Wait, I know something about history the great Captain Spencer doesn’t?”

      “She’s got you there, sir,” Adeoye said between laughs.

      “How about twenty kilometers, then? This isn’t about missile volleys. What we need to measure is a close-in knife fight and how these things perform.” Justin set his weapons to simulation mode. Doing so meant the computer network between the four craft and the Zvika Greengold would decide hits and damage then calculate kills.

      “Works for me,” Mateus replied. “No matter the range, I will splash you hard.”

      “Less talk, more shoot,” Justin said as he kicked up the throttle and angled his craft away from Feldstein’s and Mateus’s fighters. “On my wing, Lieutenant.”

      “Roger, sir,” Adeoye replied as his fighter slid into the wingman position directly to the port and behind Justin’s Ghost.

      All four quickly traversed space before slowing thrust and lining up more or less on a direct heading toward one another.

      Justin did one final sweep of the squadron-readiness report on his HUD, ensuring everyone had simulated weapons mode engaged. “Okay, people, let’s have some fun. May the best man win.”

      “Oh, cute,” Feldstein said. “I’m rolling my eyes, in case you can’t hear it in my voice.”

      Justin snorted. “It came through loud and clear.”

      “Would you two go ahead and get a room?” Mateus said as she laughed. “Bring it. Both of you.”

      “All pilots, break and engage.” Justin jammed his throttle to maximum thrust, and the Ghost shot forward like it had been launched from a cannon. Adeoye pawed the vacuum, maintaining position as they closed on Feldstein and Mateus, who’d also powered up their engines and surged forward.

      Simulated missiles raced from all four craft, crisscrossed space, and proved largely ineffective, thanks to CDF electronic countermeasures. The fight quickly morphed into a fast-turning tail chase in which both sides were almost equally matched. To an observer, the dogfight would’ve been boring, as all four pilots knew each other well and flew together regularly. They countered one another move for move.

      After a few minutes of chasing Feldstein’s six o’clock and only scoring a couple of miniature-neutron-cannon hits, Justin decided to change tactics. He noticed Adeoye falling behind Mateus in a series of scissor maneuvers and thought he could use it to his advantage. He pulled his flight stick back hard. The Ghost rapidly turned one hundred eighty degrees, while the g-forces pressed Justin into the pilot’s chair.

      The action caught Feldstein entirely by surprise, and Justin was able to gain enough distance from her to shift his focus to Mateus. She’d taken up position behind Adeoye and was attempting to gain a guns solution on him while a scattering of neutron-cannon bolts hit and weakened his shields.

      Justin toggled the Ghost’s missile-launch system to double-fire and selected his active LIDAR-tracking warheads. The lock-on tone sounded, and he squeezed the trigger. “Alpha One, fox three.”

      Tunnel vision was a bad thing in any endeavor, and it was deadly for a fighter pilot. So focused on splashing Adeoye’s Ghost, Mateus didn’t realize the simulated Vultures were incoming until it was too late. A last-second jink and dive coupled with a burst of chaff didn’t throw them off her tail. Both impacted on the craft’s shields and battered them down.

      Justin was in position to capitalize and filled the void with dozens of neutron-cannon bolts. The tactical computer on Mateus’s fighter decided enough had hit to knock it out, and the craft shut down.

      “That’s a kill,” he said. “You’re next, Lieutenant.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Feldstein replied.

      With a glance at his HUD, Justin confirmed Feldstein’s position—she was headed directly for Adeoye and had two heat-seeking missiles tracking him relentlessly. One hit, and she, too, sprayed a barrage of neutron-cannon bolts. A moment later, Adeoye’s Ghost powered down, another simulated kill.

      “Just you and me, Captain.”

      “I see that.” Justin grinned. “May the best pilot win.”

      “You’re going to owe me a drink tonight.” Feldstein looped around in a way that took her away from Justin’s front arc while positioning for an intercept.

      She’s too good to head directly at. Especially with all the training we’ve been doing on neutron-cannon aiming. Instead, Justin allowed her to settle behind him. He disengaged the inertial damping system on his Ghost with a nasty grin and executed a spin move, lining his fighter up to fire on her as it raced forward.

      Feldstein, however, was ready. Before he got the kill shot off, she rolled away to the port side, presenting a rapidly moving target that was difficult to hit. While Justin was still realigning his systems, she flashed around and toggled her missile system to the heat seekers. “Alpha Two, Fox two.” The simulated Eagles raced toward his fighter along with a brace of neutron-cannon bolts.

      Justin had expected his implementation of Major Whatley’s signature combat move to win the day in one fell swoop. To his surprise, he was on the receiving end of a knockout blow. Justin rolled away while triggering the flares dispenser, sending numerous high-temperature decoys into the void in the hopes that they would throw off the heat-seeking missiles. One took the bait and exploded violently, while the other tracked him move for move.

      “Ready to give up, sir?”

      “Not a chance in hell.” Justin pulled back hard and executed another one-hundred-eighty-degree turn then headed straight for Feldstein. He didn’t bother to wait for the missile tone, instead firing two Vultures before the LIDAR system had fully locked up her fighter. Perhaps thanks to the short range of his attack, both hit before she could react. Her craft slowed considerably, which made lining it up for a neutron-cannon volley far more straightforward than it should’ve been. A dozen bolts later, the flight computer marked Feldstein as destroyed. “Alpha One, splash two.”

      “Oh, you got lucky, flyboy,” Feldstein immediately replied. “Stupid computer said my engine lost sixty percent thrust.” She sounded miserable. “Next time, I’ll take you.”

      “I look forward to it,” Justin said as he evened out his fighter and slowed from combat speed.

      “Sometimes, it’s better to be lucky than good,” Feldstein groused as her craft came back to life. “Be careful your luck doesn’t run out.”

      “I’ll see what I can do there.” Justin grinned and toggled the comm channel over to Command. “Major, can you hear me?”

      “Loud and clear, Spencer. Quite a show you guys put on.”

      “Thank you, sir. I still need to review the simulator holovids, but I feel pretty confident moving forward. The improved Ghosts function quite well.”

      “Agreed. Bring them back to the barn.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Justin replied. Finally, we’re ready to hit the League.
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        * * *

      

      After they’d completed the Ghost tests and a final set of recommendations to MacIntosh and the engineering teams from the CDF Special Projects division, the mood on the Zvika Greengold shifted from desperation to hope—especially among the pilots and the Red Tails. To celebrate, Whatley gave them the night off, which resulted in a card game hosted by Mateus after dinner.

      Justin, Adeoye, Feldstein, and Mateus sat around the usual table in her quarters. Over the past few months, it had become routine, almost a habit, for Alpha element to gather there. Bantering the evening away, they consumed a few beers, kicked back, and relaxed to the point that Justin almost felt like a normal human being—not a warrior on a hair trigger, waiting for the next battle.

      A dozen disastrous hands of poker and two pints of beer later, he tossed his cards onto the table. “You win again, Lieutenant.”

      Mateus made a grand show of collecting the chips on the table and adding them to her massive pile. “I believe you’re all tapped out now.” She winked. “When are you boys going to learn not to mess with the Portuguese raider?”

      “Sure you haven’t marked those cards?” Justin asked good-naturedly but with a stern expression. “Seriously, eleven out of twelve hands?”

      She shrugged. “You all have tells. I’ve learned them after all this time. Three months is an eternity to play the same people in cards.”

      “Hmmm.” Justin’s lips curled into a grin. “Put your money where your mouth is, and let’s play some blackjack.”

      “You’re on, flyboy.”

      As Mateus shuffled the cards and removed both the jokers, Feldstein spoke. “So, who’s looking forward to hitting the Leaguers at Earth?”

      “Better question—what yellow-bellied coward isn’t, so we can throw them off the ship?” Mateus replied as she cut the deck. “I can’t wait to get there.” Her face contorted in anger. “And pay them back for what they’ve done to all our friends.”

      Justin tilted his head. “No one’s worried it’s a jump too far?”

      “You, of all people, ask us that?” Feldstein smirked. “The holovid hero himself, Justin Spencer, getting cold feet? Perish the thought.”

      “Downtime gives way to introspection,” Justin replied with a frown. “Especially when I look at all the symbols on the side of my fighter.” What had begun as a way to honor the pilots lost on the Zvika Greengold had morphed into something of a shipwide memorial. Several other Red Tails had copied him, having religious symbols painted on the side of their craft instead of kill markings.

      Mateus tossed a couple of cards faceup to each of them before putting a single card facedown in front of her and a second faceup. “It’s war.” Her tone was nonchalant but held an edge. “We all knew what we signed up for.”

      “I’ll hit,” Justin said after examining his cards—a ten of spades and a three of diamonds.

      The next card to land in front of him was a nine of clubs.

      “Ha. It looks like your luck is holding, Spencer,” Mateus said.

      The others played their hands before she continued, “Dealer has fourteen and will hit. Ah, look at that, a queen. Dealer busts.” Her eyes locked with his. “I think you’ll do just fine.”

      “Everyone’s got an expiration date,” Justin replied.

      “Wow, I thought we were supposed to be cheering ourselves up,” Feldstein interjected. “Keep this up, and I’ll want to visit an airlock.”

      Chuckles swept through the room, but they seemed forced.

      Adeoye leaned forward. “Friends, it would be wrong not to acknowledge the loss of so many of our number. But at least the four of us have survived. We are like brothers and sisters, except in arms rather than blood.” The deep timbre of his voice made the words sound even better. “And I believe we will avenge our fallen. I know it.”

      “Thanks, Jackson.” Mateus swept a stray hair out of her right eye. “Okay, let’s dispense with the sappy and get back to playing cards.” She took a swig of beer. “Or do I need to order you all to take some shots?”

      “You can’t order me,” Justin observed. “Seeing as I outrank you.”

      Mateus grinned evilly. “But I am a woman, so I can bend any man to my will.”

      “Keep dreaming.” Justin chuckled. “And please say that in front of my wife.”

      They all laughed again before beginning another round of blackjack. Two hours later, nearly 0100 CMT, the game finally broke up, and they helped Mateus clean her quarters. Adeoye’s cabin was farther down the same deck, so he bid them all good night, leaving Justin and Feldstein to walk to the gravlift together.

      “I think I had too much to drink,” she said, letting out a sigh. “Probably going to pay for it tomorrow.”

      “We’re not twenty anymore,” Justin replied. He snorted. “I was never into drinking, anyway.”

      “Yeah, I noticed you never have more than two beers.”

      Justin shrugged and pressed the button to call the gravlift. “My father had a problem with the stuff. I know alcoholism can be genetic, so I’ve never actually been drunk.”

      Feldstein stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Not even at your wetting down for getting flight wings?”

      “Nope.” Justin shook his head and smiled. “I faked it.”

      “Ha.”

      The gravlift doors swooshed open, and both of them walked inside. Justin hit the button for the deck where the rest of the pilots’ quarters were housed. A moment later, it took off.

      “You’re not the only one who thinks about the fallen,” Feldstein said, breaking the somewhat awkward silence. “I do too.”

      “I didn’t mean to—”

      Feldstein held up her hand. “Not meant as a rebuke, only a reminder you’re not alone. I’m here any time you want to talk or try to deal with what’s happened.” She smiled ruefully. “After all, we’re some of the only people who know what this”—she waved her arms in the air—“feels like.”

      “True.” Justin closed his eyes briefly. “At least we get to see our families soon, right?”

      “Yeah.” Her tone changed suddenly to one of mild annoyance. “Well, some of us, anyway.” The doors to the lift opened. “I’m going to get some rest.” She turned and walked down the passageway.

      “Good night,” Justin called after her. His cabin was in the opposite direction, and while he thought about chasing her down and figuring out what was wrong, a strong desire to sleep before he collapsed onto the deck plating overtook him. Once he’d made it to his stateroom, Justin fell onto the bed, uniform still on, and was asleep before his head hit the pillow.
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      The space-elevator complex in geosynchronous orbit around New Washington was a marvel of human engineering. It rivaled a similar installation at Canaan for complexity and size, though Canaan had separate civilian and military traffic centers. While shared, New Washington’s had primarily been used by the CDF since the outbreak of hostilities.

      Justin settled along with a couple hundred other members of the Zvika Greengold’s crew into a large “car” that conveyed personnel and cargo from the surface to space and back. He purposely avoided traveling with the rest of the pilots, hoping instead to clear his head during the thirty-minute trip down. More than anything, Justin craved some separation between his duties and seeing his family again.

      As the elevator car landed on the surface, large crowds of family members were visible beyond the unloading area. I wonder how many there are. Justin did some quick mental math and realized that given the number of officers and enlisted personnel on the carrier, easily ten thousand family members could be waiting for them.

      The external doors opened, and it seemed as if everyone charged the opening at once. It took a few minutes to get outside. Once Justin did, he took in the scene. A sea of humanity had been organized into rows based on last name. Large overhead signs indicated where they should queue, and he got in line under a giant S.

      After another wait that seemed to take forever but was only ten minutes, Justin’s line started to move. He cleared the unloading area and walked out into a large, grassy park where throngs of civilians waited. Scanning the crowd, Justin saw Michelle standing toward the front with a large sign that proclaimed Welcome Home, Justin! Next to her was his daughter, Maggie, her face half-hidden by a rope strung between poles for maintaining order. Nearly overcome by emotion, he rushed forward.

      When he was halfway there, Michelle saw him and started waving wildly, as did Maggie.

      “Justin!” Michelle screamed at the top of her lungs and vaulted over the rope.

      They met, and Justin wrapped his arms around her as tightly as he could. “Oh, baby. I’m so glad to see you.” Throwing all decorum to the wind, he kissed her passionately. “I’ve missed you so much.” Emotion overtook him as her lips met his.

      “Daddy! Daddy!” Maggie screamed and jumped on him, holding on for dear life.

      Justin turned, added her to his embrace, and held them tightly. Nothing he’d ever done in life was equal to how he felt at that moment. Elation, joy, and love washed through him like a roaring flood, leaving him at a loss for words.

      All around them, throngs of family members reunited with their loved ones—mothers, fathers, sons, daughters, husbands, and wives. Emotion hummed in the air. The crowd embraced, cried, laughed, and engaged in enough public displays of affection to make anyone blush.

      Taking a step back and finally breaking the family hug, Justin stared at his wife and daughter. They were wearing similar purple-and-white polka dot dresses.

      “Uh, you two look, uh, coordinated.”

      Michelle grinned, and her eyes twinkled. “They’re called mother-and-daughter dresses, silly.”

      “We saved up our ration cards so we could surprise you,” Maggie confided in a stage whisper, like it was a state secret.

      “You guys didn’t have to do that,” Justin replied, tears finally coming to his eyes. “Seeing you again was all I needed.” He bit his lip. “I don’t have to be back on the ship until oh-eight hundred tomorrow morning.

      “Good, because I got us an apartment for the night. One of my uncle’s friends hooked me up with it.” Michelle took his hand. “We’ve already stocked up on some food, and I’m going to fix a family dinner.”

      The thought of a meal with his wife and daughter and acting like normal was overwhelming. It was such a jarring disconnect from the life of constant combat, scramble drills, and engagements in which Justin fought for his life. Part of him felt oddly distant, as if he were dreaming, while the rest of him never wanted to let go of Michelle and Maggie. He forced the competing emotions beneath the surface and smiled at her. “That’s the best idea I’ve heard in six months.” He turned to Maggie. “And I want to see your report card.”

      “Oh, come on, Dad. You’ve got to tell me about flying through space and fighting the Leaguers!” she replied with enthusiasm.

      “One combat story for each A you’ve got in that report card, young lady.” Justin reached over and picked Maggie up, lifting her over his shoulders. “Now, how about we get out of here?”

      “I got us a helicar to use too,” Michelle said with a smile.

      “In that case, lead the way.”

      As Michelle walked into the crowd, Justin followed closely behind her. For at least a few minutes, everything was right in his world, and he felt as if he could float away.
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        * * *

      

      As the commanding officer of the Zvika Greengold, Tehrani hadn’t wanted to run down the gangway from her command shuttle—rank did have its privileges—and jump into her husband’s arms. Her job was to remain resolute and even stoic.

      But that had gone out the window the moment she saw Ibrahim standing there waiting for her, a bouquet of orange and white roses in his arms. They were her favorite colors. He wore a tweed suit, looking very much the part of the rumpled and nerdy economics professor. She’d almost knocked down the Marine sentries with her in a rush to embrace him.

      They sat side by side, like two teenagers madly in love for the first time, in a Persian restaurant named Taste of Barbari. Apparently, it was the only Persian restaurant in the city. That Ibrahim had taken the time to find it, get reservations, and book a helicar to get them there made her feel like a spoiled princess. He’d even brought appropriate clothes with him. Tehrani wasn’t used to the feeling, but it was nice, especially after six months of combat.

      She rested her hand on his. “I didn’t realize how much I missed us.”

      Ibrahim turned his head slightly and grinned. “At first, it was kind of nice to have the house to myself. Well, for a day or two.” He paused, and his expression turned somber. “Then I had to start thinking about what life would be like if you didn’t come home.”

      She squeezed his hand tightly. “Don’t dwell on that. The League’s done its worst for six months. We’re still here.” Tehrani rested her head on his shoulder. “How has the university been going?”

      “Oh, you know. Endless streams of bright young minds, with little in the way of common sense, needing a firm hand to guide them toward wisdom.” Ibrahim kissed the top of her head. “Thank Allah you are here.”

      As they were talking, a waiter approached with a basket of fresh herbs, radishes, and scallions. He placed it on the table. “Good evening. Have you had a chance to look at the menu?”

      Tehrani shook her head. “I’m afraid we haven’t yet. What would you recommend?” On a whim, she cut in before the man could reply. “Do you have khoresh-e bademjoon?” An eggplant-and-tomato stew, it had been a staple of her childhood and one of her favorite meals.

      “We do, ma’am.”

      “How is it?”

      “As good as my mother used to make,” the waiter replied with a grin. “Our chefs are all Persian. Very authentic.”

      “That’s what I’m having, then, with a side of polo ba tahdig.” No Persian meal was complete without rice.

      “Make it two,” Ibrahim interjected. “Of each.”

      “Thank you,” the waiter replied, scooping up their menus, then hurried away.

      Tehrani kissed Ibrahim on the cheek and almost chuckled at how careful she was to be modest. “I can’t believe you did all this. It’s extraordinary.”

      “Oh, is that a roundabout way of saying I’m not the romantic type?”

      “Husband, neither one of us is the romantic type.”

      Ibrahim laughed, the deep timbre of the sound making everything seem better for a few moments. “Back when I courted you, we were.” He shook his head. “Everything was so much simpler then.”

      “Much like it was only a few months ago.” Tehrani closed her eyes. “I was ready to be done with my service, bring our children into the world, and seize the second part of my life.” She opened them again and smiled sadly. “Now, I hope to come home alive and see you again.”

      “I wish… I wish I could protect you somehow, instead of sitting around all day grading papers and teaching classes on the finer points of Austrian versus Keynesian economics.”

      “As long as you teach your students that communism leads to the League of Sol, you’ll be protecting all of us,” Tehrani replied. She was shocked to see a different side of him. But why should it surprise me? My husband is a protector in his own way, like most men. The sentiment was endearing and brought a smile to her face. “Or you could record a lecture for me to play on the commlink for our Leaguer friends.”

      “To bore them to death?”

      Both of them laughed, and Tehrani grinned. “Exactly, my dear.”

      The arrival of their food cut off further discussion. Tehrani stared at the dishes, in awe of how pretty they looked, heaped with things she remembered from childhood. Her mother had been a marvelous cook and ensured her family had a homecooked meal to come home to every night. Since she’d been raised in a traditional home, Tehrani’s path through life was something of an anomaly.

      Little was said as both Tehrani and Ibrahim ate quickly—almost too quickly.

      Polishing off the last of her plate of eggplant, she grinned. “You’d think we haven’t had a decent meal in months.”

      “I’ve been surviving off frozen meal kits,” Ibrahim replied. “So this is the first decent meal I’ve had in a while.”

      Tehrani playfully rolled her eyes. “Can’t take care of yourself without a woman around, eh?”

      Ibrahim brought his cloth napkin from his lap up to his mouth and wiped it clean. “Perhaps not.” He chuckled then turned serious. “So, my dear, what’s really going on?” His gaze was piercing and his tone matter-of-fact.

      Tehrani’s heart sank. Of course he’s smart enough to figure out something beyond a random health-and-wellness visit is going on. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      He quirked his nose at her and stared over the rim of his glasses. “Don’t make me spell it out for you.”

      “Husband, if you’ve figured out there’s… something more at work, then you must know I can’t speak of it.” Tehrani put her hand on his and squeezed it. “Please. Let’s enjoy our time together.” Left off was the thought that it might be the last night they spent with each other.

      Ibrahim leaned over and kissed the top of her head again. “Fine.” He paused then said, “I’ve been considering leaving the university.”

      “Don’t tell me you want to enlist,” she deadpanned.

      “Not exactly. The government is looking for economists to help with ensuring the war effort buildup doesn’t destroy the free-market system.” He gazed into her eyes. “I could do my part. Not quite as sexy as flying through space, blasting Leaguers.”

      Tehrani nearly spat out her drink laughing. “Combat is many things.” She rolled her eyes. “Sexy isn’t one of them.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do. And if it’s what you want, helping the Terran Coalition avoid messing up anything else would be a great way to support the war.”

      “Well, we will see where it leads.” Ibrahim eased out of the booth and stood. “Now, we have a date with the hotel suite I reserved.”

      “Oh?”

      “It has a jacuzzi in it.”

      Tehrani grinned as she got up. “Lead the way.”
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        LX Vasily Kanin

        Deep Space—Unity Station

        20 March 2434

      

      

      

      Fleet Admiral Chang Yuen took a sip of his morning green tea, possibly the only luxury he allowed himself. A career League Space Navy officer, he’d seen the corrosive effects of senior officers and political commissars who seemed to think the rules didn’t apply to them—the ones who allowed individualist thinking to corrupt their brains. Far too many. Yuen had personally sent dozens of officers under his command who showed the beginnings of such behavior to the reeducation camps. He considered it his social duty and strove to lead by example to those who served under him.

      The tablet on Yuen’s desk contained after-action reports, which he reviewed with almost religious fervor—if he’d had a religion. Continually looking for ship commanders who excelled, and likewise, those who didn’t, Yuen sought to build the strongest possible fleet. In his mind, superior tactics and training were the only ways to counter the Terran Coalition and the infernal Coalition Defense Force's technical advantages.

      The voice of his flag lieutenant issued from the intercom system. “Admiral, I apologize for disturbing you, but Admiral Voronin has arrived for your meeting.”

      Yuen pressed a button on the device. “Send him in along with coffee and refreshments.”

      A few moments later, the hatch to Yuen’s private office swung open, and Yegor Voronin strode in. Also an admiral in the League Navy, he commanded Unity Station and was responsible for supplying the fleet. “Good day,” Voronin said. “I trust this is still a good time for our discussion?”

      While Yuen had initially thought little of the man—after observing many individualist actions among the station’s crew—he’d grown to understand Voronin was extremely capable in his field and had been saddled with the worst of the worst from the military as crew on the installation. Some bureaucrat in the Orion arm probably decided the best way to get efficiency numbers up was to send the antisocial enlisted personnel to literally the middle of nowhere. He smiled. “Of course, Admiral. Please, join me. I have coffee and pastries on the way.” He gestured to the empty chair in front of the desk.

      Voronin nodded politely and sat. “I always marvel when I visit your ship, comrade. For one, I’ve never seen a better-drilled or more diligent crew. And second, you have the sparest office I’ve seen from someone who reached flag rank.”

      “It would be individualist to boast of my achievements, would it not?”

      “Admiral Lambert might disagree with you,” Voronin replied with a snort. “I have seen his office in Geneva.”

      Yuen shifted. “I do not suffer hypocrisy in my command, and therefore I must lead by example. How can the men and women respect me if I act like an individualist, even as I counsel them not to?”

      “I respect your mindset.” Voronin twisted his neck, stretching. “A shame more of us didn’t see it the same way.” His eyes flicked back to the desk. “And your commissar? Is he still compliant?”

      “He’ll always be, as you say, compliant.” Yuen smiled thinly. “That’s the other thing about hypocrites in power. They’re easy to blackmail.” He leaned back. “But you didn’t come here to discuss the finer points of our political situation.”

      They had settled into a rhythm of weekly consultations on the war effort and, with them, mutual respect.

      Before more could be said, the hatch swung open, and a young sailor stepped through, carrying a tray. “The refreshments you asked for, Admiral, sir.” He set them down on the desk and came to attention.

      “Thank you. Dismissed,” Yuen replied. He reached for a scone as the hatch closed. “Coffee for you, Admiral.”

      “Too kind.” Voronin poured the hot black liquid into a mug and cradled it in his hands. “My one vice. I must have a couple of cups in the morning. Otherwise, my brain doesn’t function as well as it should.”

      Yuen chuckled. “Have you reviewed my strategic plans?”

      “I have.” Voronin took a sip. “An interesting change in both strategy and tactics. I am curious as to why you’d abandon the slow taking of each border planet the Terrans have in favor of your new plan.”

      “The recent reinforcements we received, coupled with your prodigious ability to repair damaged vessels, has allowed new avenues of advance.” As a student of military history, Yuen had spent years internalizing the lessons from wars on Earth as well as spaceborne conflicts the League of Sol had engaged in over the centuries. Rather than thinking of war fought in space as having a front line, he preferred to look at the benefits of striking the enemy in depth wherever possible. But only recently had he been able to convince the Social and Public Safety Committee to allow it.

      “Operation Bagration. It sounds vaguely Russian.” Voronin’s lips curled into a grin. “Should I read anything into that?”

      “Only that I took some of my cues from the concept of deep battle, which Russia invented.” Yuen spread his hands out in front of him on the desk. “I believe that we now have the forces to strike throughout the Terran Coalition. As we gain strength, the CDF loses it. Even though the rate of exchange is four League vessels for every enemy ship we destroy, the League has the numbers.”

      “The Terrans don’t,” Voronin replied matter-of-factly. “They also lack the stomach for sustained warfare. My intelligence analysts routinely intercept communications in which the so-called free press continually ask if the war is winnable.”

      Yuen nodded. “As do mine. Which leads to Operation Bagration—a sustained strike on worlds, including heavily defended core planets, throughout the Terran Coalition.”

      “I suppose that explains the troop transports we’ve been receiving the last couple of weeks.” Voronin quirked his nose. “Trying to keep restless soldiers from getting into drunken fights with the spacers is… challenging.”

      They both laughed.

      “Yes, Army and Navy never mix well,” Yuen replied. Even though it annoyed him to the core, he’d accepted long ago that different service branches had a robust rivalry.

      “What can Unity Station do to ensure your success, Admiral?” Voronin asked.

      After another sip of green tea, Yuen reflected on the attitude shown by Voronin. If only more men like him were present in the ranks, it would make the ultimate job of ensuring the galaxy fell under the communist revolution so much simpler. “Make every ship in the repair docks ready and keep pushing your crews to complete tasks ahead of schedule. Even the smallest frigate may be decisive in the battles to come.”

      “It shall be done.”
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        CSV Zvika Greengold

        High Parking Orbit—New Washington

        21 March 2434

      

      

      

      The day after Tehrani spent what could easily be the last night with her husband felt bittersweet. She’d woken up at 0430 and stared at him while he slept for what seemed like an eternity but was about fifteen minutes. After a quick shower, they had tea together, and she set off for the orbital shuttle station, pondering the next few months. Even with the hustle and bustle of people going about their daily lives, she felt alone. A couple with a newborn baby caught Tehrani’s eye. They pushed the anti-grav stroller before them and sat down in the waiting area for the shuttle. Both of them clearly had nothing but pure love for their child. Will I ever realize what it means to be a mother? Will I experience that joy for myself?

      A year ago, children hadn’t been on her radar. Though they had on the roadmap post-retirement, Tehrani didn’t have a deep-seated desire to be a mother—at the time. But recently, she’d thought about it often, especially when confronted by parents with young children. Is it just because I know I might not survive the war and want to somehow pass something on to the next generation?

      The military transport arrived at the station, announcing service to the orbital fleet landing facility, and Tehrani got on board. Being back around other soldiers in uniform helped her focus on the war and move away from thoughts of what could be later on.

      It took another hour to get from the shuttle station to the airlock hatch of the Greengold. As Tehrani walked into her ship, an automated computer chime sounded, announcing her presence. “CSV Zvika Greengold, arriving.”

      It brought a smile to her lips as she strode through the vessel, headed to the bridge. Fifteen minutes after coming aboard, Tehrani exited the gravlift onto deck one and exchanged salutes with the Marines guarding the bridge. They opened the bulkhead, and she entered the command center.

      “Colonel on the bridge!” an eagle-eyed chief called.

      “As you were,” Tehrani said quickly as those standing came to attention and saluted her.

      She returned the salute and went over to the CO’s chair. Wright occupied it.

      “XO, I have the conn.”

      Wright sprang up with a grin. “Colonel Tehrani has the conn, aye.” He gave her a once-over. “Good night?”

      Tehrani narrowed her eyes and stared at him. “Why?”

      “Oh, you’ve got the ‘I didn’t think about the war for a few hours’ glow to you.”

      Tehrani’s face grew warm. Probably redder than a beet too. “My husband surprised me with a lovely evening.” She cleared her throat. “Was your wife able to make it?”

      Wright shook his head. “Unfortunately not. The cost of passage was too high to make sense on my salary.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Tehrani replied. “Absence truly does make the heart grow fonder, I think.”

      “Oh, it does,” Wright said. “All systems ready, ma’am. We’re ready to depart on your order.”

      “In that case”—Tehrani adjusted in the CO’s chair—“Navigation, best course, and speed to the Lawrence limit.”

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

      The outbound trip took a couple of hours, which Tehrani used to review their final supply manifests and repair notices from the Greengold’s chief engineer, Major Carlyle Hodges. The Thane-class escort carrier was showing her age, but she was also built to last. Based on Hodges’s evaluation, she had quite a few years of active service left. The assessment put Tehrani’s mind somewhat at ease as they embarked on a journey that would put more than twelve thousand light-years on the ship.

      “Conn, Navigation. Lawrence limit reached, ma’am.”

      “Navigation, plot a jump to the coordinates I’m sending you now.” She sent a set of encrypted instructions to Mitzner’s console. CIS had insisted on keeping the rendezvous point for Battlegroup Z secret until the last possible moment.

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.” It didn’t take long for Mitzner to input them. “We’re ready to engage on your command, Colonel.”

      With a “here goes nothing” glance at Wright, Tehrani set her jaw. “Navigation, execute Lawrence drive.”

      The bridge lights immediately dimmed as an artificial wormhole opened directly in front of the Zvika Greengold. It grew and formed a vortex with a dizzying array of colors ranging from blue to orange to purple. The ship accelerated, flew through in an instant, then popped out on the other side a few seconds later.

      “Conn, TAO. Sensors online. Aspect change, five contacts detected,” Bryan announced. It typically took anywhere from four to nine seconds for sensors and shields to stabilize post-jump, and they were the most stressful moments of a soldier’s life. “IFF confirmed as CDF. Four Templar-class stealth raiders, CSV Astute, CSV Damyat, CSV Leviathan, and CSV Alvaro Alberto. Designated as Sierra One through Four. One Achomawi-class fleet support ship, CSV Salinan, designated as Sierra Five.”

      Tightly clustered together, the five ships were roughly five thousand kilometers away, as far as Tehrani could tell from her tactical plot. She’d never seen a fleet support ship before, as they typically operated with larger carriers or battleship groups. “Communications, send my compliments to all five vessels.”

      Before Lieutenant Gopinath Singh, the Greengold’s communications officer, could reply, Bryan cut in. “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, incoming wormhole.”

      Alarm bells rang in Tehrani’s mind. What? We’re not expecting anyone else. “Classification, TAO?”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. It’s faint. Stealth signature.” Bryan paused. “IFF confirmed, friendly.” He turned his head around. “It’s showing as a Coalition Intelligence Service vessel, name, and class classified at Gold level.”

      “Okay, this is getting weird,” Wright interjected.

      “You’re telling me,” Tehrani muttered. “Communications, ping our newly arrived friends, and let’s see what CIS wants today.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Singh replied. “Actually, ma’am, they’re requesting a vidlink with you.”

      “Put it through to my viewer.”

      An unsmiling man in a business suit appeared on the monitor above Tehrani’s head. “Colonel, I’ll make this brief. President Nolan will be docking in your shuttle bay with his security team in twenty minutes. Please make ready to receive him and have as many crewmembers in your hangar as possible. The president wants to address your crew before the battlegroup departs.”

      “Um…” Tehrani’s mind swam. “We aren’t prepared for a presidential visit—”

      “He’s not concerned with pomp and circumstance, Colonel. Do the best you can. Terran Coalition One out.”

      The screen went blank, leaving Tehrani with more questions than answers. Before she could form an order with her lips, Singh spoke.

      “Conn, Communications. I received an authenticated set of orders as the transmission ended, with General Saurez’s biometric signature.”

      Wright leaned in and whispered into Tehrani’s ear, “We’d better get moving.”

      “Concur,” Tehrani replied and stood. “XO, get an honor guard assembled and have the department heads and the master chief round up as many soldiers in khaki duty uniforms as possible. Lieutenant Bryan, you have the conn.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.” Bryan stood at the same time as Wright did.

      “I’m going to my day cabin to change. See you in the hangar in ten minutes, XO,” Tehrani said as she set off toward the hatch leading to the rest of deck one. Nolan sure knows how to make an entrance. She’d expected notice of the president arriving from General Saurez or someone in the chain of command. We’d best make the most of it.
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        * * *

      

      Justin threw open the hatch to his quarters, barely breaking his stride. It crashed shut behind him, and he immediately stripped down to his boxers and a T-shirt. A last-minute VIP visit with the dog-and-pony show accompanying it was beyond out of the ordinary, and Justin was annoyed he had to play dress-up instead of focus on his squadron and the mission at hand. Secrecy was so tight that they hadn’t yet informed the crew at large or any officers below the senior staff. Of the pilots, only a few knew—Whatley and the three squadron commanders. Justin had told Alpha element of the plan, as they were conducting most of the SFS-4 Ghost tests.

      I wonder who’s coming. Some four-star general up the chain of command? Staring at his closet, Justin was immensely grateful that the CAG’s message had specified wearing the khaki duty uniform and not dress black or white. It didn’t take long to finish putting everything on and check his various pins and insignia along with the ribbon block. After a final look in the mirror to make sure he would pass basic inspection, Justin raced back into the passageway and tore through the ship as if his life depended on it.

      The hangar deck had triple its usual crew complement, as hundreds of personnel milled about. The senior staff was gathered together, while the enlisted ratings congregated behind what looked to be a hastily erected crowd-control line. Justin scanned the area for other pilots, and after a couple of minutes of searching, he saw Feldstein standing by herself. He set off toward her.

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” Mateus said as Justin trotted up, breathing hard from running the length of the Zvika Greengold.

      He rolled his eyes at her and grinned. “So, any idea what the heck is going on?”

      “We got a message from the CAG to be in the hangar, in our khakis,” Feldstein replied. “Beyond that, no clue. No G2 on your end?”

      Justin shook his head. “None. Maybe someone from the Joint Chiefs is coming to tour the ship.”

      “Attention on deck!” came a deep, raspy voice through the PA system. “VIP is three minutes out. Assume honor guard positions.”

      “I’m glad I’m not an enlisted lifer,” Feldstein said. “Or I’d end up sounding like the master chief too.”

      Her comment brought chuckles from the pilots around them as they lined up into neat rows. An honor guard of Marines formed two lines around a red carpet. At the end of it, Tehrani and the rest of the senior officers formed a row. Justin could barely make it out from his vantage point, but it appeared as if a lectern and a portable PA had been set up.

      A shuttle flew through the force field protecting the hangar from the vacuum and expertly put down on the deck. The ramp immediately opened, lined up perfectly with the red carpet. Six men and women in sharp business suits came down and took up defensive positions around the craft.

      “Hey,” Mateus whispered, “that thing’s got the presidential seal on it.”

      Her words were like a key clicking into a lock inside Justin’s mind. Whoa. Nolan, here?

      Moments later, Jason Nolan emerged from the shuttle and walked down the ramp. The honor guard came to attention along with everyone else. He quickly crossed the carpet and strode up to Tehrani. Though Justin was too far to hear the words spoken, he observed the two of them shaking hands warmly before Tehrani stepped behind the lectern. Justin wasn’t sure what he thought of the commander in chief lately. He’d voted against him in the last election, but the war had changed everything. Perhaps it had changed Nolan for the better.

      “Mr. President, please allow me to apologize for not having a larger reception prepared for you,” Tehrani said into the mic. “It is an honor to host the president of the Terran Coalition on our humble vessel. Welcome, and thank you for coming.”

      Nolan again shook her hand and took his place behind the stand. “At ease.” He waited for a moment as everyone relaxed into a parade rest posture. “Did I get that right?”

      A wave of laughter swept through the bay.

      “Most of you are wondering what I’m doing here, especially on such short notice. First, I want to thank all of you from the bottom of my heart. The fighting spirit of this ship is worth ten more Thane-class carriers. Know that our nation values your service and the sacrifices collectively made. Second, I’ve come in person today because there is a special, dangerous mission on which I’m going to send the Zvika Greengold.” He paused as if gathering his thoughts. “The Terran Coalition cannot stay on the defensive.”

      “Oh boy,” Feldstein whispered.

      “Shhh!” someone hissed.

      “Along those lines, I’ve decided to order an attack on the Sol System. This mission is dangerous. It’s risky, and you may not return. But I believe we must show the League it cannot strike us with impunity and that we can hit them anytime, anywhere, any place, including Earth itself. I would prefer not to order you to take this assignment.”

      Shocked silence greeted him for several seconds. Then someone shouted at the top of their lungs, “Fight the good fight!” The sound carried across the hangar, echoing off the walls.

      A moment later, the entire assembled company responded, “No matter the odds!” The tumult from their voices shook the deck plating.

      While the wild cheering continued, Feldstein leaned in and whispered into Justin’s ear, “I’m surprised none of the pilots talked. Most of the ship is acting like this is news.”

      Justin nodded and whispered into her ear, “Maybe they’re good at faking it.”

      She shook her head and flashed a smile as everyone continued to chant, “No matter the odds!”

      Nolan held up his hands in an attempt to quiet the crowd. “I guess that answers that.” He grinned as another wave of applause swept the hangar. “Then all I have to say, warriors of the Coalition Defense Force, is this: show the League they’re at our mercy. Good hunting, good luck, and Godspeed!”

      Cheers, hollering, and clapping continued to echo off the deck. Justin felt the energy of released emotion all around him, and a part of him looked forward to the payback for the assault on Canaan. Now everyone knows why they got to say goodbye to their families. He suspected when the glow of knowing they were going to hit the League home world faded, many would ponder whether they were coming home. I certainly am.

      Rustling came from behind him, and a hand clamped down on his shoulder. “Spencer, get over here,” Whatley said. “President Nolan wants to meet the squadron commanders.”

      “Yes, sir.” Justin cast a glance toward Feldstein. “Go find Adeoye and Mateus. They need to meet the president too.” He grinned.

      “Now, Captain,” Whatley grumbled and tugged at Justin’s shoulder.

      It took a few minutes to get through the throng of enlisted personnel and junior officers. Nolan, surrounded by his security detail, was engaged in an animated conversation with Tehrani and Wright, the tail end of which Justin caught as he walked up with Whatley.

      “I had no idea your husband was an economics professor, Colonel,” Nolan said. “Too bad we can’t drop him behind enemy lines to deliver some lectures on the evils of communism.”

      Wright, Tehrani, and a few others laughed politely at the joke.

      “I’d rather him keep teaching his students,” Tehrani replied. “Knowing my family is safe allows me to keep my head completely focused on combat.”

      “I can understand your feelings there.” Nolan paused and pursed his lips. “Though I will confess my lack of military service keeps me from knowing precisely how it feels to have a loved one in harm’s way. If there’s one major regret in my life now, it’s that I didn’t serve.”

      Justin felt surprised. The comment was oddly candid and even vulnerable from a politician. Maybe he’s not as bad as the rest of the political class. He stood politely behind Whatley, waiting quietly for the CAG’s introduction.

      “Mr. President, I’ve got the pilots you asked for here. Captain Spencer, Red Tails, and Lieutenant Green, Black Hogs. We’ll get Lieutenant Martin over in a few,” Whatley interjected.

      “Thank you, Major.” Nolan took a step forward and extended his hand toward Justin. “A pleasure to meet you, son.”

      “Likewise, sir.” Justin shook the outstretched hand warmly.

      “Quite a reputation you’ve built in the last few months,” Nolan replied. “I had a look at the service jackets of each member of the Zvika Greengold’s senior staff before authorizing this mission. General Saurez tells me you’ll all need every ounce of skill and luck possible to pull this off. So we’re counting on you.”

      “No one on this ship will let you down, sir,” Justin said with a glance at Green. “All our squadrons are ready to fight.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Nolan extended his arm to Green. “Lieutenant, a pleasure to meet you as well. From after-action reports, I understand your refitted Boar fighters have performed superbly.” He flashed a one-hundred-watt smile.

      Green relaxed from attention to shake hands. “Thank you, sir. I, too, look forward to blowing apart as much League hardware at Earth as possible.”

      One of the protective-detail agents leaned in and whispered into Nolan’s ear while gesturing toward the shuttle.

      “I’m sorry, folks. They need to get me back to Terran Coalition One.” Nolan brought his hand up in salute. “We’ll be throwing you a parade on Canaan when the Zvika Greengold returns. Again, good luck and Godspeed.” He turned and walked away, flanked on all sides by agents in business suits.

      With mixed feelings, Justin watched the entourage walk down the red carpet as the senior officers cleared out of the way. The president seemed honest enough, but Justin had trouble believing anyone who hadn’t served knew what it was like on the sharp tip of the spear. I have to give him credit for seemingly trying to understand us, though.

      Feldstein’s voice snapped him out of his thoughts. “What was he like?” she asked excitedly, bordering on giddy.

      “Uh—” Justin turned to see her, Mateus, and Adeoye standing behind him.

      “That’s it?” Feldstein stared. “You shook the hand of the most powerful human being in the galaxy, our commander in chief, and ‘Uh’ is the best you can do?”

      “Well, he puts his pants on the same way I do. One leg at a time.” Justin quirked his nose. “I thought you said you didn’t even vote for him, so why the fuss?”

      Feldstein tried to keep an expression of annoyance on her face, but it dissolved into a grin followed by laughter. “Okay. We’re having a card game tonight to discuss this planned attack. Mateus, get the good stuff too.”

      “Done,” Justin replied.

      “Now that’s done,” Whatley interjected, appearing at their sides again. “You can get back to simulator training. I want four hours a day.” He crossed his arms. “And one of these days, you’d better invite me to this mythical card game down in Lieutenant Mateus’s quarters I keep hearing about.”

      “Yes, sir,” Mateus said. “I’ll be happy to clean you out any day, sir.”

      Whatley rolled his eyes good-naturedly and stalked off while the rest of them shared a laugh.

      As they walked together, Justin felt like Alpha element could conquer the universe. If we can successfully strike Earth, anything’s possible.
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        CSV Zvika Greengold

        Deep Space

        24 April 2434

      

      

      

      Days turned into weeks, and weeks became a month on the Zvika Greengold. Boredom set in amongst the crew, especially with the Marines. While the pilots had their simulators, and the soldiers manning the ship were kept busy with watch standing and their various onboard jobs, the Marines found other ways to deal with their newfound time.

      On three separate occasions, Major Kosuke Nishimura was called to a private meeting with Colonel Tehrani. The prank wars instigated by the Marines—despite direct orders to the contrary—had grown to the point that the senior officers couldn’t ignore them. It might’ve had something to do with the chief’s mess ketchup bottles being replaced with ghost pepper sauce. Suppressing a laugh from the memory, Nishimura stared at the cargo bay, which had been set up with an extensive “kill house” among other tactical training tools. It was his solution to the problem after the colonel had threatened to start confining anyone who got out of line to quarters.

      “Team one is about to enter, sir,” Master Gunnery Sergeant Malcolm O’Conner said from Nishimura’s side. A twenty-five-year veteran of the Terran Coalition Marine Corps, O’Conner hailed from Eire, as denoted by the Irish flag on his shoulder. A unique religious patch with a pair of dice sat under it. “How did you get this signed off on, by the way, sir?”

      Nishimura grinned and stared at the bank of monitors. Holocameras captured practically every angle within the training structure , while integrated helmet optics showed them what the assault force saw in real-time. “Because the brig isn’t big enough for five hundred Marines.”

      “Touché, sir.” O’Conner snickered. “Between us, I was quite amused that the engineering crew had to build this for us.”

      “It was Colonel Tehrani’s way of forcing everyone to make up.” Nishimura crossed his arms. “You know, I’d much prefer we had a tier-one team attached to us.” The Terran Coalition’s Space Special Warfare unit was regarded as the best special operators of any alien or human government. Known as the Space Walkers, they could accomplish seemingly impossible tasks and were the greatest warriors humanity had to offer.

      “Lots of things we ought to have, sir. The way this entire mission is going down makes me think we’re expendable.”

      “Ultimately, everyone is expendable,” Nishimura replied. It wasn’t meant as a philosophical observation, only a statement of fact. Almost every individual in the CDF or TCMC was replaceable, and on the battlefield, people died.

      “I suppose.” O’Conner sighed. “Though I will admit I am not interested in being expendable.”

      “None of us are.” Nishimura glanced at the monitors showing the inside of the kill house, which was designed to mimic a starship’s interior. Perfect training for a Visit, Board, Search, and Seizure team. “You changed up the OPFOR locations for this pass, right?”

      O’Conner narrowed his eyes. “Of course, sir. Wouldn’t want to make it easy on them.”

      Nishimura grinned. “Good.” His expression sobered. “God forbid we have reason to storm an enemy ship or prevent the League from taking ours.”

      “Team leader signals ready.”

      “Do it.” Nishimura shifted his gaze to the monitors showing the Marines’ first-person viewpoints.

      “Beta Team, begin exercise in five… four… three… two… one… go!” O’Connor thundered.

      Through the screens, Nishimura watched as the group split into two elements of three. Each stacked up to the left and right side of a simulated airlock. With neatly timed precision, they tossed pulse grenades in both directions away from the entry point. Then, amid a flurry of stun rounds fired from their battle rifles, both elements charged, pushing out from the airlock.

      “Better technique this time,” O’Conner remarked.

      “Send the first wave of OPFOR security response then the second wave forty-five seconds behind,” Nishimura replied. He had a stopwatch going on his tablet and marked down each waypoint the team met in real time. “Last time, it was a full three minutes.” He grinned. “Keep ’em guessing.”

      On the monitors showing the holocameras built into the kill house structure itself, the OPFOR security teams—mostly masters-at-arms from the Zvika Greengold—sprang preplanned traps and pinned down both elements simultaneously. Internal security soldiers on a vessel would be unlikely to respond so effectively in a real battle. Still, Nishimura believed in preparing for the absolute worst—over and over until the lessons sank in.

      “Point man for element two is down,” O’Conner said as he pointed at the screen assigned to that Marine. “First OPFOR units are down. Second team entering the engagement in ten seconds.”

      In combat, the enemy you didn’t see was who got you. The exercise was no different. Two Marines from the first element collapsed from barrages of stun rounds. Three friendlies remained when the firing ceased, and again the OPFOR team was left writhing on the deck.

      “Too few left to finish the mission.”

      “Nah, Master Guns. My money says they pull it off.”

      “We shall see.”

      The objective of the exercise was the engineering area of the spaceship. The Marines were to overload the reactor and escape as part of a battery of tests Nishimura and O’Conner had developed, including prisoner rescue, sabotage, infiltration, and intelligence gathering. The first element entered the engine room on the monitors and quickly set about interacting with a crate marked Control Console. The training sim was decidedly low-tech compared with the advanced ones back at home.

      O’Conner wasn’t out of tricks. A third security detail entered the area, engaged the two Marines, and successfully stunned one. The remaining member of the second friendly element's arrival helped tip the tide, and several OPFOR defenders fell.

      “Major, reactor set to overload. Beta attempting to egress.”

      Nishimura and O’Conner exchanged glances.

      “Not bad, Master Guns. They still completed the task under fire. High casualty rate, though...”

      “They haven’t gotten out yet.”

      O’Connor’s words might have been prophetic. The seconds ticked down toward a detonation of the reactor. With thirty seconds remaining, the two Marines abandoned the measured approach they’d taken to the firefight and instead broke cover and charged, battle rifles spraying stun rounds on full auto.

      More OPFOR members dropped from the fusillade, but those who weren’t stunned maintained fire discipline. One of the Marines dropped, and finally, the second ran out of ammunition on his battle rifle. Hand-to-hand combat erupted between the last two combatants, then the OPFOR soldier finally put down the Marine with a flurry of stun bolts.

      “Hmmm. You were right,” Nishimura said. “They’d gotten used to the opposition’s placement.”

      O’Connor cued his commlink. “Reset! Reset! Good job, everyone. Marines, unfreeze your armor and return to the briefing room for discussion.” After he’d turned the device off, he turned to Nishimura. “It’s how the iron dice roll at times.”

      The comment caused a lingering question to pop up again in Nishimura’s mind. “Say, Master Guns, that’s a phrase I’ve heard you use several times.” He quirked his nose. “Got anything to do with the design on your religion flag?”

      “Is that your polite way of asking what my beliefs are, sir?” O’Connor replied.

      “Well, uh…” Nishimura wasn’t sure whether he’d offended him or not.

      O’Connor held up his hand. “I’m kidding. It’s a question I get a lot when I first arrive at a duty station. Honestly, I’m surprised you didn’t ask sooner.”

      Nishimura allowed a grin to crease his face. “Well, it's unique.”

      “Yeah, I know most of the Coalition’s citizens are some form of Christian, Jew, or Muslim, but lots of other religions are out there too.” O’Connor paused. “You’ve heard of the Jalm’tar, right?”

      “Aliens beyond our frontier, down by the Jewel Box nebula, and they don’t care for outsiders,” Nishimura replied. “Right?”

      “More or less.” O’Conner touched the patch with the stylized dice. “They have a belief system that’s based on the randomness of the universe. They see chance as having a guiding force of its own in the cosmos.”

      The idea hit Nishimura as kind of odd but also interesting. “So, they worship chance?” It dawned on him that the Master Guns was saying he’d converted to an alien faith. First time for everything.

      “Not quite.” O’Conner shook his head. “I suppose I should backtrack and explain I was an agnostic before I adopted the Jalm’tar beliefs.”

      Ah, so he did convert to an alien faith. Nishimura stared with rapt attention.

      “I know what you’re thinking—who converts to some hokey religion from an alien species that wants nothing to do with us?” O’Conner grinned and shrugged. “All I can say is it fit for me. I don’t quite buy everything being pure randomness, but at the same time, there’s so much pain and heartache in this universe. I don’t think someone created it and sits around overseeing it.”

      “What’s with the dice, then?” Nishimura asked. His curiosity was genuinely piqued.

      “If one accepts the idea of the universe being an inherently chaotic place, it brings about a question. The lucky breaks—you know, a guy walks into a casino and hits the jackpot five times in a row, or a Marine ducks a split second before a bullet that would end his life is fired. To explain that, the Jalm’tar see a force behind the chaos.”

      “That sounds a whole lot like God,” Nishimura interjected.

      O’Conner shrugged again. “They and I don’t put a name to it. It just is what it is. The best translation I can give you is fortune. Their culture has a lot of pageantry around it too.”

      “How do you know so much about these aliens?”

      “A few nights of drinking with an old spacer friend.” O’Conner grinned. “His hauler had a run out to one of their colonies. They’ll let outsiders in for the right price. Anyway, they think that some people are touched by fortune, and it would be wise for everyone else to avoid angering them or trying to harm them, lest they be affected by bad luck.”

      “Well, Master Guns, that’s gotta be one of the more interesting things I’ve heard in a while.”

      “What about you, sir?”

      “Oh, I’m a Christian, but I never saw the need to advertise it with a patch. Honestly, I haven’t lived up to my faith most of my life. I thought I’d get things straightened out one of these days, but you know how the Corps is. We do a lot of—”

      “Sinning?”

      “Got it in one, Master Guns,” Nishimura replied with a belly laugh. “But the war has sobered all of us up.” His smile faded, and he pursed his lips. “Now we don’t know if we’re waking up tomorrow. And it made me think about where I would end up if I died.”

      Awkward silence broke out for a few moments.

      “I hear you, sir,” O’Conner said finally. “There’s not much reference to an afterlife in the Jalm’tar faith.” He narrowed his eyes. “As I said, I realize it’s odd, but it works for me.”

      Nishimura felt like he was standing in the middle of a minefield. Part of him wanted to point out to a fellow Marine he respected that maybe there was more to faith than the alien religion O’Conner had related. Nah. That won’t get me anywhere and will just offend a friend. Better to live the sermon than try to preach it. I’d probably blow the delivery, anyway. “Hey, I can respect that. Back to my original question, though—what’re the iron dice?”

      “The crucible of war,” O’Conner replied. “That’s what the Jalm’tar word for war translates into roughly. It stuck with me over the years.”

      “Well, Master Guns, you are the first person I’ve ever spoken to who converted to an alien religion. That’s worth a round of shots on me down in the mess.” Nishimura smiled. “Now, whaddaya say we go yell at our VBSS wannabes and rerun this scenario?”

      “Oh, I’m looking forward to it, sir.” O’Conner grinned in a way that would’ve made Nishimura’s blood run cold if he were a junior enlisted.

      “Hoorah.”

      Nishimura stood, and they exited the control area. With another month or more to the Sol system, the Marines would have plenty of time to become experts, but Nishimura hoped they wouldn’t be needed.
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        * * *

      

      Much like everyone else on the Zvika Greengold and throughout the fleet, Justin had long since run out of things to do. Utter boredom was life—day in and day out. He spent a good four hours a day in the hyperrealistic flight simulators, practicing his skills with the SFS-4 Ghost, as prescribed by Major Whatley. Between squaring off against AI-generated opponents and his fellow pilots, Justin felt he had a decent proficiency level with the fighter though nowhere near as good as his familiarity with the Sabre. He still had to think about movements with the Ghost, while in a Sabre, Justin didn’t—he was one with the craft.

      The day began like every other in recent memory. A jog around the hangar several times with a ten-kilogram pack, equaling a five-kilometer run, was followed by a space shower, breakfast, and a review of all Red Tails squadron paperwork. One of the inside jokes about being a pilot in the CDF was that flying spacecraft was only about fifty percent of the job and less for a squadron commander. Most of it was paperwork and ensuring the various machines and people were working at peak efficiency.

      By the time he’d wrapped up the forms and evaluations, Justin was ready for a break. Simulator time represented the only engaging activity on the ship and was perhaps the closest thing to fun they had going for them. When he entered the sim room, it appeared he was the only person there, so after climbing into a pod, Justin selected a mission with computer-generated enemies and settled in. He strapped into the chair, as the simulator pod offered a three-hundred-sixty-degree range of motion and responded precisely to how one controlled their fighter. Flip upside down—the pod did too.

      Before Justin could toggle the system online, Whatley’s voice filled his cockpit. “Fighting AIs, really? Come on, Spencer. You can do better than that.”

      “I didn’t see anyone else in a simulator, sir.”

      “Well, how about a one on one, then?”

      Justin grinned. He’d been wanting to duel the CAG for months but hadn’t asked for fear of coming off as cocky or grandstanding. “Oh, that sounds good to me, sir.”

      “Good. You take a Ghost, and I’ll configure myself for one of those Leaguer Shrike fighters. May the best man win.”

      “Rules of engagement, sir?”

      Whatley chuckled. “One-on-one, no capital ships, no reinforcements. Standard war loadout for both of us. Shoot on sight. That clear it up for you, son?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Now, stop yakking and start flying.”

      The holographically generated screens flashed into life, showing the blackness of space with stars in the background. Justin’s sensor screen contained a single League fighter three kilometers away from his craft, at heading zero-zero-zero. Simple and direct. He couldn’t use a lot of finesse for the approach. Instead, Justin turned his Ghost directly toward Whatley and accelerated to maximum speed. For the time being, he held off on using the afterburner and focused on obtaining a missile lock.

      Whatley’s approach was similarly predictable. He flew in a straight line at maximum speed, rapidly closing the distance. Two missiles flew away from the Shrike, headed directly for Justin’s Ghost, while the enemy fighter pivoted away at a forty-five-degree heading.

      The missile-lock-on tone buzzed in Justin’s cockpit as he pressed the launch button for a Vulture active LIDAR-tracked warhead. It dropped out of the weapons bay underneath his craft and zipped toward the enemy. Simultaneously, he dropped several chaff canisters and violently turned his fighter while engaging the afterburner and roaring away from the incoming fire.

      None of the warheads loosed by either of them connected. The opening round was a draw.

      “We’re not going to decide this contest with long-range missile launches, Spencer. Show me what you’ve got in a dogfight,” Whatley dared him.

      “I thought you’d never ask, sir.” He rotated his craft, lining up the CAG’s fighter in his sights. For a moment, he chased his quarry, then Whatley quickly executed a one-hundred-eighty-degree turn and headed straight at him.

      “You’re too predictable.”

      Exchanging simulated energy-weapons fire, they rocketed past each other with few hits.

      Justin cued his commlink. “How so, sir?”

      “I’ve watched your nose-camera footage. You use the same tactics repeatedly, using the technological advantages of the Sabre to your benefit. That works against junior pilots and especially on a foe with little imagination.”

      Waiting for an opening, Justin watched as Whatley looped around. He bristled at the critique. “It’s worked so far, sir.” At the last second, he pulled hard to the right with the flight stick, avoiding a direct firing pass, and instead passed the simulated League fighter, intending to close in on its six o’clock.

      “Better, Captain. Now, watch and learn.” Whatley accelerated and gained some distance from Justin as his Ghost struggled to keep up. He flipped around and decoupled the Shrike from its inertial dampers, causing the fighter to continue forward while it gimbaled around. Dozens of red plasma bolts shot out of its nose-mounted cannon barrels.

      Justin juked out of the way but not before losing almost all of his craft’s shield strength. Think. You’re playing his game. He decided on a risky tactic, looped his fighter around, then sent two heat-seeking missiles straight at Whatley, who rushed forward with full afterburners on. Barely avoiding another barrage, Justin pulled away again and disabled his inertial dampers. He grinned with satisfaction and fired another two heat seekers toward the Shrike.

      Bracketed between four missiles, Whatley sent a wave of high-energy flares and killed his afterburner along with all forward momentum.

      I’ve got him now. Justin turned toward the nearly stationary enemy and raced onward. The moment he entered neutron-cannon range, he pressed the firing trigger and held it. To his complete surprise, Whatley’s fighter turned and closed the gap between them, on a direct intercept course.

      One thousand meters… eight hundred meters… onward the simulated League craft rushed, firing plasma balls, with two heat-seeking missiles that hadn’t gone for the flares tailing it. Whatley made small adjustments in his flight path, throwing off Justin’s attempts for a kill shot with his neutron cannons.

      “What the hell are you doing, sir?” Justin blurted out on the commlink as he tried in vain to finish off the wounded Shrike. Is he going to ram me? The idea of it was ludicrous, but as Whatley closed to fifty meters, he had to take the concept seriously and tried to twist the flight stick away from the onrushing enemy craft.

      It didn’t work. Whatley’s simulated League fighter hit Justin’s Ghost in the wing and disintegrated in a fireball. Hull integrity dropped like a stone and hovered at two percent. The master alarm sounded in his cockpit, and Justin slammed his hands onto the controls in frustration. He shut the pod down and climbed out to find Whatley standing there with a smug expression.

      “What the hell was that, sir?”

      “Unconventional tactics, Spencer.”

      “A suicide run?”

      “Do you seriously think we’re the only ones committed to our cause, Captain? Let me disabuse you of that right now. Some portion of the men and women we’re fighting are doing it because you have to conform in a communist system, and there’s probably a draft. But many love their country just as much as we love ours. They’ll fight and die for it, the same as us.”

      Justin hadn’t even considered the concept. As far as he was concerned, the League’s government was a faceless evil, and he didn’t see how anyone—especially another human—could support trying to impose their will on others. “I, uh, I guess I see your point, sir.”

      “Never crossed your mind, did it?”

      “No, sir,” Justin admitted, somewhat ashamed of himself.

      “This is what I mean by you’ve got a lot to learn, son. A committed enemy will sacrifice himself like I just did. Yeah, if that were real life, I’d be dead, but so would you. Don’t forget it.”

      A bit of cockiness welled up in Justin. “Actually, sir, I had two percent hull left. I won the duel.”

      Whatley’s eyes narrowed, and he stared Justin down. “If I hear a peep around the ship about it, I will PT you until your feet bleed. Are we clear?”

      “Crystal, sir.” Justin gulped. Okay, I’m not pressing my luck. Glibness aside, he felt the imprint of a lesson learned: never underestimate an opponent.

      “Don’t you have paperwork to do?”

      “Finished it early this morning, sir.” Justin offered a smile. “Worst part of the job.”

      “Well, you’ll have more tomorrow.” Whatley pointed at the simulator pod. “I’m going to make some tweaks to the AI for the League, and I want you to keep running your people through around the clock. We’ve only got a few more weeks to prepare.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      “Carry on, Captain.” Whatley turned on his heel and walked out.

      Justin stood quietly for some time, pondering his commanding officer’s words. If he had to eject during the mission, landing in the hangar bay of an enemy heavy cruiser and stealing a fighter wouldn’t be an option. I’d be a POW or worse. That led him to think of never seeing his wife or daughter again, which brought fiery steel to the surface. I’m going home. We’re all going home, and we’re going to kick the Leaguers’ asses before we do.
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        CSV Zvika Greengold

        Deep Space—Orion Arm

        16 May 2434

      

      

      

      Seven weeks since leaving New Washington, the crew still did its daily work without fail, but even Tehrani was restless. They’d avoided jumping into any solar systems for fear of tipping off the League, instead moving from point to point in interstellar space. It made for a tedious journey. According to the navigational maps, Battlegroup Z had entered the Milky Way's Orion arm a few days prior. Tension rose in Tehrani, and from the short, snappy interactions with the rest of the senior officers, it had infected everyone else too.

      The morning watch had so far gone without incident as they prepared to jump sixty light-years closer to Earth.

      Tehrani pulled her black space sweater down absentmindedly. “Navigation, confirm Lawrence drive readiness and coordinates.”

      “All drive systems green, coordinates triple-checked, ma’am,” Mitzner replied.

      “Communications, confirm fleet is ready to jump.”

      “All ships show green, ma’am,” Singh said. “They are ready on your command.”

      With a last glance at Wright, Tehrani stared through the windows at the front of the bridge. “Navigation, activate Lawrence drive.”

      The lights dimmed on the bridge as the artificial-wormhole generators drew every bit of available power without compromising life support or the ship’s vital functions. First, a blue-gray cloud formed directly in front of the vessel, then it expanded in size and range of coloration. After a few seconds, it was a beautiful kaleidoscope of red and blue, with orange and purple sweeping out from the center.

      “Navigation, take us in and signal the fleet to engage.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      The Greengold began to move, flying directly at the entrance to their artificial tunnel through the stars. In the space of a few moments, it entered one side and went out the other. Open space lay before them, with thousands of stars as a backdrop. Tehrani counted down the seconds mentally until their sensors were back online.

      “Conn, TAO. LIDAR sweep complete. No contacts.”

      Tehrani let out an audible breath. One more down.

      “Conn, Communications,” Singh interjected. “I’ve got a faint transmission, Colonel. It’s in Russian.”

      “Directed at us?” Tehrani asked in alarm.

      “No, probably an automated buoy, from the range and dispersion of signal.”

      “Let’s hear it, Lieutenant.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      A rough-sounding voice emanated from the bridge’s speaker system, focused on the CO’s and XO’s chairs. Tehrani didn’t understand the language, at least until the universal-translator program kicked in. “You have entered the territory of the great Democratic People’s Republic of the League of Sol, under the direction of our glorious Social and Public Safety Committee. League citizens, rejoice at returning home! To alien trading partners, present your vessel for inspection at the nearest trade post. Failure to comply will result in confiscation of ship and reeducation of your crew.”

      “It repeats, ma’am, in several different languages,” Singh said.

      “Well, it appears we’ve found the League.” Tehrani forced a grin. “XO, make a note in our log. Lieutenant Singh, have our stealth-raider friends start plotting out the possible borders of the enemy. Someday, when we come to liberate the humans in the Orion arm, that information will be quite useful.”

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

      Wright leaned in and whispered into her ear, “No going back now, skipper.”

      “There never was.” Tehrani leaned back. “Since we’re in League territory, time to change our comms profile, Lieutenant Singh. Instruct all vessels to switch to tightbeam transmissions only. EMCON Alpha is in effect until further notice.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      Tehrani stared at the navigation plot, which showed another sixteen jumps to Earth. It would take them a week, being careful with the Lawrence drive and not stressing the system. She felt time was on their side. Only one more week to get in range, run recon on the Sol system, conduct our raid, and get out of here before they know what hit them. Then the Zvika Greengold and her ragtag battlegroup would ride into the annals of Coalition Defense Force lore. The thought brought a smile to Tehrani’s face.
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        CSV Zvika Greengold

        Deep Space—Orion Arm

        22 May 2434

      

      

      

      Mechanical devices constructed by humans or any other race were fickle things. Engineers assigned timelines for machines’ useful lives, but random events occurred with them on a nearly constant basis. Such was the daily toil of Major Carlyle Hodges. In a nutshell, his job was to stay one step ahead of the randomness and keep the Greengold functioning at peak combat efficiency. But that was easier said than done on an escort carrier built at the end of the last major war fought by the Terran Coalition but updated with newer generations of technology. Design teams raved about how modular a vessel’s hull was, but any real engineer assigned to her knew otherwise.

      Hodges felt certain a significant overhaul was needed when they returned to Coalition space but, for the moment, was content to nurse the Lawrence drive along. It had been strained by jump after jump, and several times, they’d detected minute numbers of exotic particles—pentaquarks—in and around the drive. Sustained use of the artificial-wormhole generator sometimes released ever-higher pentaquark levels and eventually caused a mass-casualty event, thanks to interaction with ordinary matter.

      “Major, I’m showing an increase in pressure in our hot liquid lines,” an engineering rating called from the control console of their central fusion reactor core.

      Hodges dropped the tablet he was working on, which contained a report on their Lawrence drive performance, and stood. “What about the cool lines?”

      “Normal, sir.”

      Cold liquid went into the reactor torus, and hot liquid came out. The solution was simple and effective. Moreover, it had stood the test of time.

      Hodges climbed down a ladder and looked over the shoulder of the rating. The heated-liquid return lines were indeed spiking and at an alarming rate. “Reduce fusion output by twenty percent and run a diagnostic on the outflow pump.”

      The young woman tapped away on her controls. “Fuel injection reduced, sir. Fusion plasma reaction is down to eighty percent of normal, but the pressure in the hot line is increasing.”

      It’s beyond increasing. Hodges stared at the readout, and mental alarm bells rang. Outflow was already at twenty-five hundred PSI and still rising. At three thousand, they risked pipe ruptures, among other problems. “Scram the reactor.”

      “Sir?”

      “I said scram the reactor now.” Tehrani’s going to have my head over this.

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      Hodges looked from screen to screen and realized even as the fusion reaction ceased, something was causing the pressure to continue to skyrocket. “What in the…”

      “I don’t understand, sir. I show no fusion reaction in our plasma chamber yet.”

      After he’d stared at the reaction control screen for close to ten seconds, it suddenly hit Hodges as to what the problem was. “Shit.” He whipped out his handcomm and keyed it for the bridge. “Colonel Tehrani, come in, please.”

      “This is Tehrani. Go ahead, Major.”

      “I need permission to vent our helium-3 stores into space, ma’am.”

      “That’s the fuel—”

      “Now, ma’am, or we lose the ship.”

      “Do it, Major.”

      Hodges cut off the commlink and turned back toward the rating. “Let me get in there, Corporal.” He didn’t trust the task to anyone but himself.

      As the young woman stepped aside, he pulled up the emergency fuel-dump override and jettisoned the Greengold’s entire primary supply of helium-3.

      From above them came a series of small popping sounds followed by ungodly screams.

      Someone shouted, “We’ve got a pipe failure up here! Superheated liquid escape!” A few moments later, a wave of steam blew down.

      This isn’t happening fast enough. Hodges switched screens to the pressure display. Incredibly, the hot-liquid system was up to three thousand two hundred PSI—and still climbing. He was stunned. What the visual showed was nearly impossible, yet there it sat. He took the one option left. With another button press followed by input of his security code and biometric confirmation of identity, the reserve helium-3 tanks vented into space.

      More shouts and screams issued from the upper reaches of the engineering space as the deck plates clattered with enlisted personnel rushing toward the liquid spill. The ventilation system barely kept ahead of the steam release, pushing the temperature above thirty-five degrees Celsius quickly.

      “Sir, shouldn’t we call for evacuation?” the young corporal next to him asked.

      “Not yet,” Hodges replied. Plasma reaction inside the torus came to a stop, according to the display he stared at. A physical confirmation was the sudden loss of most electrical power. “Switch us to the emergency batteries.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      The lights came back on, and the screen showed a continual drop in the hot-liquid loop pressure. Hodges let out a sigh of relief. “Okay. The first problem is solved.” He managed a smile.

      “But, sir, there’s no fuel. How do we restart the reactor? Or get home?”

      In the process of dealing with one emergency at a time, Hodges hadn’t even considered the possibilities of what lay next. He immediately sobered at the thought of being stuck a few jumps away from Earth, without helium-3 to power the heart of the ship, to say nothing of getting home. Hodges closed his eyes. “One problem at a time, Corporal. Begin emergency decontamination procedures and flush the torus with liquid nitrogen. I’m going to get my suit and perform an eyes-on inspection.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”
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      A few hours later, Tehrani sat at the head of the table in the deck one conference room as the senior officers trickled in. In the space of a few minutes, she’d gone from planning to launch an attack on Earth to wondering how exactly they would recover from the latest setback. Gloomy was a good description, but as always, she forced a neutral expression onto her face and projected confidence. This wasn’t supposed to happen. We had a full engineering workup.

      Hodges was the last to arrive. He took a seat next to Wright, while the CAG was off by himself on the table’s right side. “I apologize, Colonel. It took me a few minutes more than I’d planned on to decontaminate my hazard suit.” The engineer’s tone was unusually pensive.

      “I understand, Major.” An alarm bell rang in the back of Tehrani’s mind. “Wait, did we have a radiation release?”

      “No, ma’am. I wanted to put eyes on the torus and the plasma-generation chamber.”

      She nodded. “I see. Well, what happened?”

      The engineer glanced between Tehrani and Wright. “Cascade failure of our reactor fuel injectors. They were rated to last fifty years. Well, we got about thirty-six years out of them. In a nutshell, helium-3 was inserted into the reactor torus too quickly, which overheated the injectors and jammed them in the open position.”

      “Which is why you ejected our entire supply of fuel into space,” Wright interjected with annoyance. “Why not shut off the valves instead?”

      “Because I didn’t know what was going on until I got inside the housing,” Hodges snapped. “We were making decisions on a second-by-second basis to keep the ship from exploding in a fusion fireball!”

      “Gentlemen,” Tehrani said, adopting her best soothing tone. “What’s done is done. I’ve no doubt our chief engineer made the best decision with the available information at the time. The question now is how do we recover?”

      “There’s a fuel reserve on the Salinan,” Wright offered. “Is the reactor repairable?”

      Hodges tilted his head and furrowed his brow. “It is, but it’ll take some time. A couple of days, minimum.” He held up a hand. “Before anyone freaks out, yes, I know our emergency batteries are rated for forty-eight hours. I’ve already talked to my counterpart on the Salinan, and we can run a power umbilical over to keep life support and the basics running. No shields, engines, or weapons.”

      “Well, that’s the beginnings of a recovery plan,” Wright replied.

      “The Salinan doesn’t have enough fuel to get us home. By far. There’s enough for the stealth raiders to refuel once. No one considered the possibility of the Greengold’s reactor failing as it did.”

      Tehrani felt his words settle around her throat like a vise. She swallowed. “Are you saying we’re stuck here, Major?

      “Without additional fuel, yes.”

      I’m not leaving my crew here. They’re not becoming prisoners of war. “Where do we get more fuel?”

      Everyone turned and stared at her.

      Wright said, “Um, I’m not sure, ma’am. Maybe we could strip the stealth raiders of their helium-3 supplies. Put everyone on the Greengold for the trip home.”

      “That won’t work,” Hodges shot back. “We need twenty times that amount of fuel.” He rubbed his eyes. “In the Terran Coalition, we get helium-3 from gas giants. Specifically, mining the top part of their atmosphere and refining it out. It’s an automated process, for the most part, with only a few dozen personnel required to oversee the system.”

      Tehrani picked up the thought. “We have recon fighters, marine assault landers, and stealth raiders.” She grinned. “Let’s find one of these stations, board it, and take the fuel.”

      “Let me get this straight,” Whatley said. “You want my pilots to run stealth recon missions on solar systems around here, trying to find a helium-3 mining operation so we can steal enough fuel to accomplish our mission and get home?”

      “That sums it up quite well, CAG,” Wright replied. “I think I see where you’re going, though.”

      “That’s insane.” Whatley crossed his arms. “I’m all for sticking it to the enemy, but I suggest to you that a better course of action is to get our birds as close to Earth as we can on the stealth raiders, launch the attack, and try our luck on the Salinan for a return trip.”

      Tehrani shook her head. “Major Hodges just explained why that’s not a viable option. I’m not leaving some portion of this crew behind, nor am I sentencing them to die from carbon dioxide poisoning six thousand light-years from home.”

      “There’s more to it than that. We’ll need something to ferry the helium-3 back to the Greengold. Nothing in our inventory can do it,” Hodges interjected.

      “First things first. Find a source of fuel and perhaps a low-travel system with only a few freighters. Something ripe for us to raid,” Tehrani said, forcing a hopeful tone. By Allah, that sounds insane when I say it aloud.

      A pregnant pause filled the room, as if no one wanted to give voice to what they probably all felt: any attempt to get more fuel from the League was a long shot at best.

      Whatley finally spoke. “If we’re going to take a run at this, we’re lucky to have the best recon assets in the CDF on our flight deck. Colonel, with your permission, I’ll plan for and execute as many missions as possible to find that needle in the haystack you just laid out.”

      “Proceed.” Tehrani put her hands on the table. “If we had to, how much of the crew could the stealth raiders and the Salinan take on safely?”

      “The stealth raiders can generate life support for double their current crew complement with some tweaks to O2-generation systems and CO2 scrubbers. But the Salinan is a giant tug with loads of cargo space. It’s not designed to carry loads of passengers,” Wright replied. “We have to be realistic and understand that if the Zvika Greengold can’t get back to Terran Coalition space under her own power, most of our crew isn’t going home.”

      “We’re not there yet,” Tehrani said quietly. She turned to Hodges. “Major, besides needing fuel, what’s the status of our reactor?”

      “Structurally intact, thankfully, ma’am. Some of the primary hot-liquid loop is damaged and will need to be replaced. I’ve got every member of my team pulling double shifts now.”

      “Good. Keep it up. Pull in any support you need. XO, see to it all engineering personnel are excused from watch standing.”

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

      “Gentlemen, we’re probably going to need a miracle to get out of this. But we’ll do our part to make it happen. I want updates in two hours. Dismissed and Godspeed.”

      They all stood and moved with purpose, almost like she’d fired a gun. More than that, Tehrani felt an essential emotion in herself and her officers: hope. Hope could see one through many a struggle, and at the moment, it was one of the few advantages they had.
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      “Anyone else find it amusing we’re using these fighters in the way the CDF intended?”

      Justin chuckled. Whatley’s briefing had begun with a few jokes at the SFS-4 Ghosts’ expense. Every pilot on the ship was present as the CAG laid out their upcoming mission. Any distraction, especially one that might help get them home, was welcome. Word of the reactor failure, and worse, its dire consequences, had spread to every soldier on the Zvika Greengold. Despite the seriousness of the situation, many of the pilots used humor to cope.

      “I see we’ve got a funny man here. Maybe I should put changing your call sign to Joker on the agenda,” Whatley groused at one of the pilots from Winged Lightning. “Yes, we’re going to use the Ghost for what it was designed to do—reconnaissance.” He touched a control, and the holoprojector sprang to life, displaying dozens of stars around a circle point. “We are here.” Whatley pointed at the dot in the middle, a short distance from Earth’s solar system. “Our orders are simple. Find a viable fuel supply.”

      Justin leaned forward. “Major, what about secondary objectives? A helium-3 mining operation can’t be the only requirement. Logically, we need to find one in a system without a lot of traffic.”

      Whatley grinned. “Well, how about that. One of you flyboys uses your head every once in a while. Captain Spencer is correct, ladies and gentlemen. It’s not enough for us to find the fuel. We have to be able to capture it quietly.”

      Little stellar-cartography knowledge on the Orion arm of the galaxy existed. While the Terran Coalition had explored extensively in Sagittarius, what information they had for the local area around Earth had been carried by the Exodus refugees hundreds of years ago. In short, it was limited to mostly star type and, in a few systems, notations on exoplanets discovered before 2070.

      “We’ll be running twelve recon teams at a time. Two Ghosts per team,” Whatley explained. “One squadron will be held in reserve in case of League attack.”

      Feldstein raised her hand. “Major, what’re our rules of engagement?”

      “Weapons hold,” Whatley replied.

      “Even if attacked?”

      Whatley switched off the holoprojector and gripped the sides of the lectern, leaning over it. “Ladies and gentlemen, let me make something clear to you all. If, during this mission, you’re discovered and forced to engage, you failed. Instantly. Not only that, but any hope we have of saving the Zvika Greengold, successfully attacking Earth, or getting home is gone. Are we clear?”

      Justin shifted uncomfortably. Whatley’s words were spot on—but a gnawing disturbance grew in his gut. The idea of avoiding all enemy contact and being stealthy wasn’t something fighter pilots were used to. “Clear, sir.”

      “Good. Get suited up and be ready for the vacuum in thirty minutes. Godspeed, pilots.”

      As everyone else made a mad dash for the door, Justin touched Feldstein on the shoulder. “I want you on my wing.”

      “Yes, sir,” she replied. “I’m not much for this stealth crap. Give me some missiles and point me toward the enemy any day.”

      “Right there with you, Lieutenant.” Justin flashed a grin. “I’ll see you in a few.” As he was about to clear the hatch, Whatley’s hand latched onto his shoulder.

      “Captain, a word,” the CAG ground out.

      “Of course, sir.”

      “No heroics out there. Stay out of sight, get sensor scans, and if there’s a bunch of traffic or no visible mining stations, move on.”

      Justin nodded. “I understand, sir.”

      Whatley snorted and smirked. “Son, I was your age once, pawing the vacuum and loving every minute of it. You keep those combat instincts in check. Clear?”

      “Crystal, sir.”

      “Good hunting, in that case.”

      “You, too, sir. In the event the Leaguers find us.”

      “If the Leaguers find us, they’ll need the good luck to survive me shooting them all down.” Whatley cracked a grin as he spoke.

      With a chuckle, Justin turned and walked out of the hatch. While the CAG’s good spirits were welcome, the League discovering them in the state the ship was currently in would be a death sentence. Or worse—imprisonment as a POW for who knows how long. Probably torture. My job is to succeed so we don’t have to face that fate.

      It didn’t take Justin long to slide into his flight suit, check the seals of the boots, gloves, and helmet, and head into the hangar bay.

      Neat lines of SFS-4 Ghost fighters were arrayed out on the deck. Justin had never seen more small craft on the Zvika Greengold than were present since they’d left New Washington—over seventy fighters and bombers, with the majority being the stealth recon type. Even though he’d flown the thing for hundreds of hours in simulations and several hands-on flights in space, it still felt foreign to him. I miss my Sabre. Justin stared longingly at the space-superiority fighter, shoved off to the side of the hangar. Well, I’ll be back to it soon enough.

      After a few minutes of walking, he arrived at the pad for his Ghost—position three on the deck. His crew chief stood next to a small portable ladder.

      “Ready, sir?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be, Chief.”

      The man gestured to the ladder. “Prepped and good to go.”

      Justin cracked a grin and slid his helmet on. “Let’s get this show on the road.” He swung one leg onto the first rung and climbed into the cockpit. A few moments later, he dropped into the pilot’s seat and secured the safety restraints. The canopy slid down automatically, sealing him in. Justin pulled up his HUD and switched to a squadron-readiness view. Most of his pilots were already showing green—ready to launch—and as he stared at the screen, the rest signaled readiness.

      “CAG, this is Alpha One. Red Tails are at ready five.”

      Colonel Tehrani’s voice cut into Justin’s commlink. “Captain Spencer, can you hear me?”

      Okay, that’s out of the ordinary. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I wanted to wish you good luck and Godspeed. Find us some fuel so we can get home.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Justin replied, forcing confidence into his voice.

      “Tehrani out.”

      Justin cued his commlink to the channel used by the air boss, who had overall control of all flight operations within the hangar. “Boss, this is Red Tails commander, requesting launch permission.”

      “Permission granted, Alpha One. All on-deck fighters are clear to depart.”

      “Acknowledged.” Justin pushed the throttle forward, increasing his forward thrust to ten percent, and exited the Zvika Greengold.

      It took a few minutes for both squadrons to get into space, during which he loitered around the carrier, overseeing the launch. The professionalism and practiced execution of every pilot was an inspiring sight. Only a few months earlier, a mass launch would’ve been a haphazard affair, as reservists who were used to flying a few hours a month had made a mess out of the evolution. They’d become a well-oiled machine, even in the unfamiliar Ghosts. Another craft closed on him and settled a few meters off Justin’s port wing.

      “Alpha Two assuming wingman position,” Feldstein said, her voice crackling through the commlink. “Ready to see the sights?”

      “Veni, Vidi, Fugi,” Justin replied with a loud laugh.

      “Huh?”

      “Oh, it’s an old inside joke. A friend of mine and I used to say that in college. It’s Latin that translates to ‘I came, I saw, I fled.’”

      “You took Latin?” Feldstein asked with mirth in her voice.

      “No. He did.”

      Justin double-checked the flight computer and the first set of Lawrence drive coordinates. They appeared correct, and the system was fully charged. “Ready for the jump?”

      “Everything is green over here.”

      “Good.” Justin flipped up a toggle cover and cued his commlink to the squadron command channel. “Alpha One to all flight elements. You’re cleared to spin up your Lawrence drives.”

      Acknowledgments of the order filtered in, and Justin focused on executing his first flight evolution inside League of Sol territory. He sucked in a deep breath and pressed the button to initiate wormhole formation. “Alpha Two, you are cleared to commit.”

      Directly in front of Justin’s fighter, a small disturbance formed. At first, it was without form, almost resembling a tiny nebula or a gas cloud. After a few more seconds, the familiar shape of an artificial wormhole appeared. Its kaleidoscope of colors, including blue, green, red, orange, and purple, was breathtaking. The vortex grew until it was large enough for a single-seat small craft.

      Justin pushed the throttle forward and accelerated. All around him, other small wormholes opened, and the two dozen fighters raced through. During the several-second journey through the fabric of space-time itself, he experienced sensory overload. Everything seemed to fade out, and for a few moments, Justin wasn’t sure he was still conscious.

      “Spencer, can you hear me?” Feldstein’s voice seemed distant and distorted.

      It was all Justin could do to focus on her words and process them through his mind. “Yeeeah.” He blinked. The stars had returned to normal. “Wow. That was a head triiip,” he continued.

      “Yeah. I closed my eyes during transit. It seemed to help.”

      “I think we’re in the right place,” Justin said as the universe came back into focus. The stars quit spinning, and he moved his gaze to the sensor readout in his HUD. It took an average of five seconds after a successful jump for all electronics on a vessel to restart—an eternity in hostile space.

      All of a sudden, dozens of red dots appeared. “You seeing this?”

      “If by ‘this,’ you mean loads of League ships, then yes.”

      “Well, it was unlikely we’d knock one out of the park on our first at-bat.”

      “Sports metaphor? Really? Come on. You’ve got to have a better line in there somewhere.”

      Justin studied the sensor data intently. Most of the contacts were civilian freighters, and several were large space stations around gas giants in the system. But the beehive of activity also included military vessels.

      “This place is too busy. I see at least two frigates and a bunch of smaller ships.” Feldstein said.

      “Probably corvettes for trade inspections, not unlike the Terran Coalition’s Revenue Cutter Service.”

      “Still, too many. They could call in reinforcements quickly, even if we could take something out and capture it,” she replied. “Mark this one off the list.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Justin said jauntily.

      “Ha.”

      He grinned, thankful that the edge of the solar system they’d emerged in was empty, even if the rest of it wasn’t.

      The thirty-minute cooldown period for the Lawrence drive passed uneventfully. He didn’t understand the ins and outs of the faster-than-light engine or the science behind it. The training manual was direct, though—a minimum of fifteen minutes between jumps except in abject emergencies. Several pages had discussed exotic particles and why their release was a bad thing. Pretty sure my eyes glazed over at that crap. “Ready to get out of here?”

      “I was ready thirty minutes ago.”

      “Touché.”

      “You know, you’ve changed.”

      Though he was five hundred meters away from her and in a different fighter, Justin cocked his head. “How do you mean?”

      “You were always the goofball when we flew together after graduating. I don’t think you realize how much like Whatley you’ve become now.”

      Feldstein’s words were a shock. Justin twisted his neck as he pondered them. Me? Act like the CAG? “I, uh, don’t see it.”

      “Oh, you haven’t mastered the art of the complisult yet, but give it some time. You’ll get there, Captain Spencer.”

      “Compli what?”

      “A complimentary insult. Whatley’s the best I’ve ever seen,” Feldstein replied.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of that before.” Justin chuckled. “The last six months have changed me. They’ve changed us all.”

      “It’s not a bad thing. It’s only bad if we lose ourselves in… Hate. Anger. Elation in killing another human being. Or an alien, for that matter. We’re all God’s creatures.”

      Justin toggled the jump computer’s next destination, a red dwarf system with no information on planetary bodies. “What’s with you and the God talk lately? Scratch that. What’s with everyone and the God stuff?”

      “It’s how I cope.”

      “The war?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t get it,” Justin replied, almost angry. “None of you guys were focused on religion before the war started.”

      “It’s called getting your priorities in order, Justin.”

      Her use of his first name surprised him. “I fail to see what the imaginary friend in the sky does to help get our priorities right. What’s in front of us—what we can see, feel, and taste—that’s what matters.” Justin thought back to holding his wife and daughter. How much I miss them.

      “God isn’t imaginary.” A bit of pique crept into Feldstein’s voice. “Maybe I can’t touch Him, but I know He’s real just as surely as I know the spacecraft we’re flying are.”

      Justin caught himself before he uttered another nasty retort. Who am I to tell her she’s wrong? That’s why it’s called faith, right? “Well. Let’s focus on the mission, shall we?”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      With the distraction pushed aside, Justin double-checked the jump computer one last time. “All systems green over here.”

      “Same. Ready for Lawrence drive initiation.”

      “Execute jump.” Justin pressed the button to kick off the sequence, and much like before, all power drained from his Ghost. An artificial wormhole opened in front of the cockpit canopy, and Justin eased his fighter into it. Learning from the last time, he closed his eyes for the entire journey.

      Once the shaking stopped, he opened them. “Oh shit.”

      Blind Lawrence jumps were, by their very nature, unpredictable. That wasn’t too big of a deal for a capital ship and its battlegroup, but for a single-seat fighter, emerging in the middle of a group of unknown vessels was a disaster. Justin willed his HUD to reengage. Come on. Come on. Don’t fail me now, old girl. The sensors came back online and immediately populated dozens of League contacts.

      “Still with me, Lieutenant?” As his heart pounded, Justin took deep breaths, forcing himself to stay calm and work on one problem at a time.

      “Yeah. You seeing this? I think most of these ships are freighters.”

      The onboard classification system agreed with her. All but two of the ten vessels near them showed as civilian, but the other two appeared to be patrol corvettes of the same type they’d seen in the last star system. “I don’t think they’ve seen us.”

      “We should jump out now. The drive can handle back-to-back emergency jumps with less than five percent chance of failure.”

      Justin ran her idea through his head. It’s a small miracle they didn’t see us when we dropped in, assuming they didn’t and aren’t about to open up with everything they’ve got. “No. Cut power to everything now.”

      “Sir?” Feldstein’s voice rose an octave.

      “That’s an order. Cut everything and coast. We have to assume we haven’t been spotted yet. We’ll wait until they move off then jump out.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      As Feldstein’s commlink transmission cut off with an audible click, Justin relaxed. With nothing to do but wait, he double-, triple-, and quadruple-guessed his decision. In the end, fate would decide what happened next. Hopefully, the stealth features on these fighters are as good as the eggheads say they are.
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        * * *

      

      Patience wasn’t a trait Tehrani possessed. While the aviation wing searched for a viable fuel source to raid, she sat in her day cabin. For a while, she’d tried to do paperwork and catch up on the ship’s log, but unable to focus long enough to get much of anything done, Tehrani pulled out her Quran instead. As she flipped through its pages, a passage jumped out at her. “Never will we be struck except by what Allah has decreed for us; He is our protector.”

      Before she could read further, the hatch chime buzzed.

      “Come!”

      It swung open, revealing Wright. He strode into the room and came to a stop in front of her desk. “Got a minute, ma’am?”

      “Always.” Tehrani smiled warmly and gestured to the two chairs next to him.

      “I just finished an inspection of the engineering spaces,” Wright said as he slid into one of the seats. “Repairs are proceeding, but it’s slow going.”

      Tehrani closed her eyes and shook her head. “Of all the possible problems, I’ve been asking why this one.”

      “Who the heck knows, skipper.” Wright stretched, grimacing. “I mean, everything was going according to plan, then out of nowhere, our reactor craps out on us.” He chuckled. “Were I a paranoid man, I’d wonder if we had a League saboteur aboard.” He glanced at the leather-bound Quran and raised an eyebrow. “That looks like an old-school paper book.”

      “Quaint, I know. My mother gave it to me. She always said electronic copies weren’t real.”

      “Find anything in there to help us?”

      “A few exhortations to stay strong in the face of danger and to trust in God.”

      Wright grinned. “I can get behind that sentiment.” He furrowed his brow. “You sure you’re okay?”

      Several uncomfortable seconds passed. “Not really.” Tehrani fought to control the emotions welling up inside her. “No.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “XO… Benjamin, I feel this horrible weight pressing on me. I’ve spent the last couple of hours trying to decide what to do if this gambit doesn’t work. How do I decide who to send home?” The idea of having to pick four hundred or so soldiers if the Zvika Greengold couldn’t be repaired was something that barely registered. “How? I don’t think I can look into the eyes of a young mother and tell her she’ll never see her child again. Or tell a man who’s longing to hold his wife once more that he has to stay behind.” A tear slid down her face. “We’re six thousand light-years from our homes, and if the League finds us, they’ll...”

      “Hey, they might line us all up and shoot us,” Wright replied, clearly trying to inject levity into his voice. “I think I’d rather that, myself.”

      “Compared to Allah knows how long as a prisoner of war.” She shivered. “I familiarized myself with how the old World Society treated captured Freedom Alliance personnel. Accounts from liberated ‘reeducation’ camps read like the worst horror imaginable.”

      “Skipper, if anyone can keep that fate from happening to our ship, you can.” Wright leaned forward and stared directly into her eyes. “You’re the right woman at the right time. Okay?”

      Tehrani wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t lay this burden on you.”

      “Why not? It’s mine too.” Wright bit his lip. “We’re getting home. Okay?” Before she could respond, he pressed on. “Hodges asked me to get everyone on the ship with level-two qualifications in engineering sent down to help. Something about lots of grunt work, not enough hands.”

      Thankful for the change in topic, Tehrani nodded. “There should be a lot of those aboard.”

      “Including me. I’ll head down after my next watch-standing rotation.”

      “I appreciate you checking in on me.” She steepled her fingers. “More paperwork awaits.”

      He stood, but before he turned to go, he asked, “Skipper, you mind if I offer some advice?”

      “Feel free.” Tehrani forced a smile. “The worst I can do is not listen.”

      “Don’t sit in here, doing whatever you’re doing. Go out on the bridge and stand watch with me. The crew is worried, and more than that, they’re scared shitless. Let them see you sitting there, calm, cool, and collected. It’ll go a long way.”

      And it might help settle my nerves too. Tehrani knew better than to ignore wisdom. “I think that sounds like the best idea I’ve heard all day, Major.” She stood and walked around the desk. “Shall we?”

      Wright gestured toward the hatch. “Let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s been an hour. They’re fifty thousand kilometers away,” Feldstein said through the commlink. “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to get out of here.”

      Justin chuckled. The last hour had been among the most terrifying and nerve-wracking of his life. He’d had combat engagements with extended dogfights and moment-to-moment questions of whether he would survive. But they paled in comparison to sitting there, watching freighter after freighter pass by and wondering if the enemy had discovered his fighter—which would be indicated by massed weapons fire.

      “Agreed.” He looked down at the computer that controlled the Ghost’s Lawrence drive. “I’m locked in and showing green. You?”

      “Same.”

      “Okay, let’s do this. Hopefully, the third time’s the charm.” Justin toggled the control to engage the Lawrence drive. His craft’s control panel was immediately dimmed, and a wormhole formed directly in front of the cockpit canopy. He closed his eyes during the transit, having learned from the previous two trips the difference it made for a head trip. Upon reopening them, Justin noted the solar system had yet again changed. More than usual, his heart pounded for the few seconds between emergence and the fighter’s sensors coming back online.

      “Nothing within thirty thousand kilometers,” Feldstein called. “I’ve got one gas giant on my scope at bearing zero-three-eight.”

      “Confirmed,” Justin replied after blinking a few times and staring at his HUD. “It’ll take a bit for the Ghosts’ sensor systems to perform an in-depth analysis.” He set his head back on his headrest. Even with the flight helmet on, it still took some pressure off his neck. “God, I hope this is it. We need a break.”

      “Oh, asking God for help now?” Feldstein replied archly.

      “Figure of speech.” Justin cleared his throat. “Let’s go take a look at this gas giant. Come to heading zero-three-eight. Push it up to max thrust without afterburner.”

      “Wilco.”

      The trip in-system would take six hours, minimum. So far, they’d seen no indications of a League military presence. Or anything else for that matter. Justin hoped against hope for good news, because in his heart, he knew the Zvika Greengold’s time was running out.
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      On the Zvika Greengold, the midday watch had come and gone with little in the way of activity beyond frantic engineering repairs and report after report from the recon teams. Not a single one had been positive. Every system surveyed so far either lacked a mining station or was crawling with League forces. After Tehrani had stood the midday watch, she got some dinner and returned to the bridge for the evening shift. Wright had departed at her insistence for food and some rack time. If he does what I ordered him to. She grinned.

      The second- and third-shift officers and enlisted personnel were present on the bridge, and they acted like first-year cadets, trying to avoid getting a demerit.

      Tehrani took up studying old star charts from the Exodus, examining the path of the refugees who eventually formed the Terran Coalition. Unlike the mighty Lawrence drives on their ships today, it was a small miracle that the thing had even worked all those hundreds of years ago. Instead of going fifty light-years in a flash, the vast population transports would’ve been lucky to get a light-year or two at the max. I can’t imagine the mental anguish they must’ve gone through, wondering if the untested technology would work past the next day. It made her consider how lucky they were to have the advanced technologies at their disposal all around them.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, new contact at range five hundred kilometers off our port bow. Designated as Sierra Nine—CDF Ghost recon fighter,” the second-shift tactical officer, Second Lieutenant Amancio Campos, announced, immediately pulling Tehrani out of her thoughts.

      “Conn, Communications,” Singh interjected. He was the only other first-shift officer on the bridge. “Incoming transmission from Sierra Nine. It’s Captain Spencer, ma’am.”

      “Put him on my viewer.” Tehrani turned to the screen above her head.

      Justin’s face, encased in his flight helmet, came into view. The picture cut in and out, and lines streaked across the image. “Colonel, can you hear me?”

      “I read you, Captain. Go ahead.” Tehrani’s pulse quickened.

      “We found it, ma’am. A gas giant with a small mining facility and only a few freighters going in and out. It looks like maybe three a day.”

      Tehrani let out a breath, and relief washed over her like a flood. “Military vessels?”

      “None, ma’am.” Justin grinned. “If I may be so bold, ma’am, I think we’ve got a winner.”

      “Proceed immediately to the hangar bay and join the senior officers and me in the deck one conference room in fifteen minutes, Captain,” she replied. Thoughts shot through Tehrani’s brain at light speed as she considered the logistics of how to proceed. While the boarding and capture of vessels in space was by no means her area of expertise, at least they had more Marines than usual aboard. Perhaps Allah has granted us the ingredients we need to ensure a victory.

      “Aye, aye, ma’am. My wingman and I will be landing shortly. Spencer out.”

      The screen blinked off. Everyone on the bridge was staring at Tehrani, some overtly and some out of the corners of their eyes while they stood watch over their stations.

      “We’re not out of the woods yet,” she said loudly. “But we’re getting there. Do your jobs, work the problem, press on, and our persistence will be rewarded.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am!” a rating in the back yelled. A wave of applause followed his voice.

      Relief was written on their faces.

      “Lieutenant Campos, you have the conn.”

      Campos stood. “Aye, aye, ma’am. I have the conn.”

      “Lieutenant Singh…” Tehrani turned toward her communications officer. “Have the XO, Lieutenant MacIntosh, the CAG, and Major Hodges meet me in the conference room immediately.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I’ll track them down,” Singh replied with a warm smile. “Should I have some refreshments sent up?”

      “That’s the best idea I’ve heard in a while. Ask the mess steward to send up some of my tea too.”

      Singh inclined his head. “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      Tehrani walked off the bridge, her steps lightened, and she felt buoyed by a new feeling: hope.
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        * * *

      

      Deep within the bowels of the Zvika Greengold, Andrew MacIntosh blinked a few times. His eyes were tired from hours of staring at raw sensor data, high-resolution digital imaging, and composite 3-D holoprojections from the Sol system. He’d compiled a list of possible military targets and excluded numerous space installations that were civilian in nature.

      “Captain, you in here?” Wright called, jolting MacIntosh from deep concentration.

      MacIntosh sprang up and came to attention. “Yes, sir. Apologies, sir. I didn’t hear you.”

      “It’s fine,” Wright said with a smile. “Not sure about your other postings, but we’re a bit less on the starch around here.” He gestured to the intelligence-review kiosk with its myriad of screens and a built-in holoprojector. “Since we have a briefing coming up with the colonel soon, I wanted to see how you were coming.”

      “Lots of data to sort through, but it’s a target-rich environment, sir.”

      Wright plopped down in the chair next to MacIntosh. “You know we’ve got analysts for this kind of work, right?”

      MacIntosh grinned. “When I was a flag lieutenant for General Irvine, reviewing tactical planning was my specialty, sir. I picked up a lot of tricks in terms of intel review.”

      “So, something I’ve been meaning to ask, seeing as I’m responsible for the crew… what’s a rising star who just pinned on O-3 doing assigned to an escort carrier? Your service jacket said you were on Saurez’s team.”

      It was bound to come up sooner or later. MacIntosh was surprised it had taken the XO so long to drill into why he was there. “I, uh, prefer not to speak of it, sir.” Okay, that sounded lame. As Wright’s stare continued, MacIntosh tried a different tactic. “I spoke out of turn repeatedly.” He gulped. “In front of the president.”

      “You were involved in presidential briefings?” Wright’s eyebrows shot up.

      “Yes, sir. As General Saurez’s senior staff officer, I prepared his projections and assisted in their delivery. It was my post with General Irvine too.”

      “Were you there, at the battle of Canaan?”

      MacIntosh looked away and pursed his lips. “I was.” Dark memories of the worst day of his life flooded into his mind. “Moreover, I was on the bridge when the Victory was disabled.”

      Silence descended over the small room. The battle of Canaan meant different things to different people but was something every citizen of the Coalition understood. Every person was able to say exactly where they were and what they were doing when it happened—doubly so for the soldiers who’d fought through the bloody day.

      “Too many heroes,” Wright replied, ending the silence. “We lost a third of our pilots in two hours. And a few hundred soldiers.”

      MacIntosh recalled the incredible sacrifices made. “Did you see Major Cohen’s final attack?”

      Wright nodded. “I’ll never forget the sight of his ship going into the side of that League dreadnought. He saved us all.” He bit his lip. “So many times in that battle, I thought we were dead for sure. But somehow, we’re still here.”

      “There were times when I thought those who perished might’ve been the lucky ones.” He brought his eyes back around to meet Wright’s. “That has thankfully passed.”

      “So, you pissed off COMSPACEFLT?”

      MacIntosh grinned. “Yes, sir. President Nolan wanted options for striking the League, and I gave him one.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” Wright replied. “I’ve got little time for brass, anyway. No demerits against you there.” He narrowed his eyes. “This assignment is punishment, then?”

      “Perhaps to the general.” MacIntosh’s eyes flashed defiance. “But not to me. It’s an honor to be here, on the sharp tip of the spear.” His brogue became more pronounced as anger stirred in him. “And I wouldn’t be anywhere else.”

      Wright put his hand on MacIntosh’s shoulder. “Whatever anyone else says, Captain, I love the attitude. How close to being done are you?”

      “Another hour at the most, sir.”

      “Good.” Wright stood. “Senior staff meets at fourteen hundred hours, giving you a little over two hours to wrap it up. Be there in your khakis. Colonel Tehrani likes a level of formality in her briefings.”

      Since MacIntosh had a blue engineering jumpsuit on, it was valuable advice. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Carry on, Captain.” Wright stood and saw himself out.

      The interior door slid shut, leaving MacIntosh to the quiet of his thoughts and the faint whirring of electronics. He looked back at the intelligence-review application displayed on the screens and tried to focus on the task at hand, but memories of the Victory’s bridge and how it had looked after the ship’s near destruction flooded his mind along with the still-raw image of General Irvine mortally wounded and clutching his hand. Rest in peace, ma’am. It’s a small thing, but I will soon get some measure of vengeance for you and all the others we lost.

      MacIntosh resolutely pressed forward. Death was coming for the League, and he was happy to be its harbinger.
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        * * *

      

      Justin had never landed a fighter so fast. From clearance to docking to post-touchdown roll-off, everything happened at light speed. He barely had time to wave at Feldstein and toss his flight helmet onto a supply shelf before he took off at a run toward the nearest gravlift. The passageways of the Greengold flew by, and by the time he arrived at the conference room on deck one, he’d worked up a sweat. With a glance at the Marine sentries guarding the bridge access at the end of the corridor, Justin pushed the hatch open to the appointed meeting area.

      Tehrani and the rest of them were already seated. Whatley, Hodges, Major Wright, Major Nishimura, and Lieutenant MacIntosh all sat on the table’s left side, while the right side was unoccupied.

      “Captain Justin Spencer reports as ordered, ma’am,” he said as he brought himself to attention.

      “At ease, Captain. Please, take a seat,” Tehrani answered quickly. She gestured to the empty right side of the conference table. “We’re most interested in your report.”

      Justin couldn’t recall the last time he’d been in a senior officers’ briefing. Check that. I’ve never been in one. He slid into one of the open seats and made eye contact with Tehrani. “Uh, yes, ma’am.”

      “Out with it, son,” Whatley rasped. “We don’t have all day.”

      “We found a small-scale mining operation around a gas giant, sir. Roughly half a million miles from the Lawrence limit in system Gamma Cephei.” Justin took a deep breath and steadied himself. “During our recon pass, no military vessels were observed, and only a couple of freighters.”

      “How many, exactly?” Nishimura leaned forward. “Size? Did you get passive scans, by any chance?”

      “Yes, sir. We deep-scanned all three. Same make and model of ship, as far as I could tell. Haulers with cargo pods, less than fifty life signs on each.”

      Tehrani furrowed her brow. “Run those scans through AI analysis. Knowing their weapons- and defensive-system configurations will be vital to success.”

      “At a high level,” Whatley added. “Jump in, disable a freighter, board it, and use it to get the helium-3 fuel. Then jump out.”

      “That won’t work,” Hodges interjected. “The only way to disable a ship is to shoot off its engines or damage the reactor enough that it SCRAMs. How exactly do you think a boarding team of Marines will repair the damage if you do that? The crew won’t help you, and our engineers won’t know how to use League tech.” He crossed his arms. “You’ll need to capture the freighter without disabling it.”

      “That’s impossible,” Nishimura said with a scowl. “The assault shuttles we have at our disposal aren’t boarding pods. They can’t burrow into the hull of an enemy vessel, nor can they take a sustained pounding from point defense.”

      Justin frowned as the officers debated the best course of action. It seemed as if every step forward brought one or two back.

      “How long is the internal stores bay on a Ghost?” he blurted out, not thinking before he spoke.

      “About three meters. Oh, that’s good.” Whatley grinned. “Three meters long and six meters wide.”

      “I don’t follow,” Tehrani replied as she rubbed her temples.

      “Marine power armor has self-contained life support,” Justin continued. “The internal stores bay is big enough for at least several Marines.”

      MacIntosh had, up until that point, remained silent. He leaned forward. “Match speed with the enemy ship and open the bay. The Marines will use maneuvering units to latch onto the freighter then use a limpet mine or some explosive device to breach its hull and take the vessel by force.” His Scottish brogue grew stronger as he got more excited. “Now, that’s a braw plan, lads, and—” He glanced at Tehrani. “Ma’am.”

      “No offense taken, Lieutenant.” A smile crept onto her face. “What does braw mean, though?”

      “Great, fantastic, wonderful.”

      Justin could barely suppress a laugh as the young Scotsman’s face turned bloodred.

      “We need to test how many Marines can fit into the bay ASAP,” Nishimura said. “Let’s see—roughly fifty crew. I’d need to get at least fifteen to twenty shooters aboard to be assured of victory.”

      “Get some of your guys down to the hangar deck in full armor, and we’ll test it now,” Whatley replied.

      “I want to fly the capture mission.”

      Tehrani’s and Whatley’s eyes bored into Justin. He gulped.

      “No,” Whatley replied flatly.

      “But—”

      “That’s my mission.” Whatley’s tone brooked no rebuttal. “You will lead the attack on Earth. Final decision.”

      A hush came over the conference room. Justin inclined his head respectfully. “Yes, sir.”

      “Unless you have an objection, ma’am?” Whatley asked.

      “Your division, Major.” Tehrani glanced between them. “Right now, we have a half-baked plan at best. Flesh it out then refine it, gentlemen. You’ve got six hours to get me an actionable assault briefing. By then, our stealth raiders should return from Earth reconnaissance. It’ll be time to plan our attack, execute it, and go home. Get to it.”

      Everyone stood amid smatterings of “Aye, aye, ma’am!”

      Justin made a beeline for the hatch and got to the gravlift before Whatley caught up with him.

      “And just where do you think you’re going?”

      “Uh, the mess, sir, followed by some rack time,” Justin replied as the gravlift doors slid shut.

      “Wrong answer. We’ll swing by the mess and get combat ration bars, then you can join me on the hangar to test that cockamamie idea of yours.” Whatley stared at him. “You’d better hope it works. Or I’m going to PT you around the hangar until the Leaguers find us.”

      Even with the weight of everything going on around him, Justin grinned. “Yes, sir.” Time to put up or shut up.
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        * * *

      

      Uncharacteristically for Tehrani, she was nearly late to her own staff meeting. After answering the call to prayer, she’d spent some time reading the Quran and offering a prayer for their efforts. Somewhere, Tehrani had lost track of time as she poured out her soul to God. The weight of so many men and women felt heavy on her back as she pleaded with Allah to give her wisdom and guidance to see the Greengold and its pilots to victory. More important than beating the League was getting her crew home, and thoughts of how they could effectively get their cake and eat it too were at the forefront of her mind.

      “Colonel on deck,” Wright barked as she crossed the hatch into the deck one conference room.

      “As you were.” Tehrani scanned the table and chairs. Besides the XO, Whatley, Hodges, and MacIntosh lined the left side, while Nishimura and an officer she didn’t recognize stood on the right. Her eyes flicked to the newcomer.

      He cleared his throat. “Apologies for the late arrival, ma’am. I thought it best to come in person to avoid any chance of comms leakage this close to enemy space. Lieutenant Colonel John Fielding, commanding officer of the CSV Astute.” He sported a proper posh British accent to go along with the flag of England on his shoulder.

      “Ah,” Tehrani replied. “Please, take a seat, everyone.” She sat at the head of the table. “I haven’t had the chance to properly thank you for the Astute’s support during our last battle together, Colonel. Your ship performed superbly. I look forward to seeing more of your handiwork in the coming action.”

      Fielding’s lips curled into a small smile. “Likewise, ma’am.”

      He, too, dropped into the chair behind him, as did the rest of those assembled.

      “There’s a lot of ground to cover, gentlemen. Major, what’s the reactor status?”

      “Repairs are progressing, ma’am,” Hodges replied. His cockney accent was pronounced, and he had deep dark-purple half circles under his eyes. “I thought we might come up short on spare parts for refitting the coolant system, but the Salinan had everything we needed. Now it’s a matter of the manpower to complete the repairs.”

      “I see. Do you have an ETA?”

      “Two days, ma’am.”

      Tehrani groaned inwardly. She couldn’t see hanging around in League space like a sitting duck for another forty-eight hours when it felt like any moment, the enemy might find them. Keeping a tight expression on her face, she kept her focus on the engineer. “What can be done to improve the number? Assign additional resources?”

      “Well, if soldiers from deck force were brought in to help, they could take some load off my engineers.” Hodges’s face brightened. “Maybe knock that down to twenty-four to thirty-six hours.”

      “How long have you been awake?” Wright asked quietly.

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” Hodges snapped.

      “Everything.” Wright crossed his arms. “With respect, ma’am, I would advocate for ensuring that for every twelve hours of work the core engineering team completes, six hours of sleep should be required.”

      “There’s no way in hell we’ll be ready to refuel the reactor before two days, then,” Hodges said, his eyes suddenly flashing with anger.

      “Colonel, my recommendation is that we take a slower, steady approach rather than push for speed above all else,” Wright replied.

      Tehrani kicked both arguments around mentally. Her first instinct was to speed ahead and throw caution to the wind because of their location. What good will that do us if we blow the Greengold up from a lousy reactor repair? “I’d rather we get this out of the way and be ready to refuel the ship tomorrow.” She glanced between Hodges and Wright. “But we’ll do it the XO’s way. Ensure your engineers get rest every twelve hours, Major.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Hodges set his jaw and appeared as if he wanted to challenge her order but thought better of it.

      “Okay. None of it matters unless we can capture some fuel.” Tehrani shifted her eyes to Nishimura and Wright. “Gentlemen?”

      They looked at each other as if asking, “Who wants to go first?”

      Wright cleared his throat. “Ma’am, Captain Spencer’s plan will work to deliver the Marines on target, but I feel the need to point out it’s exceptionally hazardous.”

      “Go on.”

      “We can fit six Marines in full power armor within the internal weapons bay of each Ghost fighter,” Nishimura interjected. “Using four of them gives us twenty-four combat effectives and enough force to storm a fuel tanker of the same type observed by Captain Spencer.”

      Tehrani widened her eyes at the sheer audacity of their plan. “I honestly didn’t expect any of you to buy into Spencer’s suggestion. It sounded outlandish to me and nearly impossible to accomplish.”

      Nishimura leaned forward and shook his head. “No, ma’am. Exceptionally hazardous, as the CAG said, but not impossible. Our power armor has its own life-support functions and is rated for use in the void. Force Recon and the tier-one operators of Space Special Warfare Command have delivery vehicles for this sort of action, but I’m afraid neither the Zvika Greengold nor any other ship in the fleet has them. So we’re forced to improvise. It’ll be a highly uncomfortable journey, and I expect my muscles to hurt the next day, but that’s what the TCMC is paid to do.” He flashed a smile. “I’ve got twenty-three volunteers plus me.”

      “You’ll be leading the mission directly?” Tehrani asked. “Isn’t that typically done by a platoon lieutenant, Major?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Nishimura sucked in a breath. “But six thousand light-years from home, I’m not asking one of my men to do something I’m not willing to do myself.”

      She wholly understood and subscribed to the sentiment. Besides, if the Marines weren’t successful, none of it mattered. Even if they managed to strike Sol, the League would relentlessly track them down. What good are heroes paraded in front of the holocams for public execution? When one considered the attack's real objective, it boiled down to improving the Terran Coalition's morale. And giving us collectively the wherewithal to keep up the war. “I understand, Major.” She turned to Whatley. “Your verdict?”

      “I personally think Marines are insane,” Whatley began with a grin. “But we’re out of options. We’ll get them there. The downside is we’ll be flying with almost no weapons besides the miniature neutron cannons.”

      “In other words,” Wright interjected, “if anything goes wrong, the entire op is screwed. That about sum it up?”

      “Yeah,” Nishimura said. “So we won’t screw up. Besides, Marines always succeed.”

      “Keep telling yourself that,” Wright retorted good-naturedly.

      Tehrani cleared her throat and propped her hands on the conference table. “Then we have a viable tactical plan for getting the fuel. Two pieces of the puzzle remain. One is the attack on Earth. The other is timing.”

      “Captain MacIntosh has completed a detailed analysis of the scan results from the Astute and my sister ships,” Fielding said, gesturing at the Scotsman. “He has some thoughts on the matter I think you should hear.”

      “By all means. Captain?”

      “Ah, yes, ma’am.” MacIntosh plucked a small data cube from his pocket and slid it into the mounted holoprojector. A few moments later, a 3-D view of the Sol System based on the stealth raiders’ imaging passes presented itself. “As you all can see, there are numerous in-system defense installations around Earth. Going out from there, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, and Uranus also have extensive orbital stations. However, the farther we go from Earth, the less military infrastructure I see in evidence.”

      “Does this mean we can’t attack Earth directly?” Wright asked.

      MacIntosh nodded. “Most likely, sir. We’re looking for targets of opportunity—lightly defended and, more importantly, near the L4 and L5 Lawrence limit points.”

      “So our pilots can get out fast once they stir up the hornet’s nest,” Whatley rumbled. “Okay. What’s the good news? Because I really wanted to blow something up around Earth.”

      Polite chuckles greeted the CAG’s comment.

      MacIntosh smiled. “I think you’ll like these, sir.” He touched a point near Jupiter. “Large-scale helium-3 fuel refinery, with automated freighters going in and out of the gas giant’s atmosphere every ten minutes. Additionally, stations dedicated to growing food dot the orbits of Jupiter’s moons. Europa and Ganymede have the highest concentration, and what appear to be thermal power plants on Io.”

      “How do you know the stations are for food generation?” Nishimura asked. “That seems like a bit of a leap, because all I see here are some oblong, cylindrical space stations. Who knows what they’re for? Could be Leaguer casinos for all we know.”

      MacIntosh appeared to take the question in stride. Tehrani had already noticed his calm demeanor and easygoing attitude, which made the young man seem well ahead of his years. His next statement confirmed her belief.

      “Do you see these objects, here, Major?” MacIntosh asked politely. He pointed at a couple of distinct but dark shapes near the previously mentioned stations.

      “Yes.”

      MacIntosh zoomed the view in. It revealed the shapes to be large mirrors. “At first, we thought they were legacy solar power farms, but that didn’t make sense because of how widespread fusion reactor technology is within the League. No, those mirrors direct sunlight onto the food-growing stations. I’d wager they’re a relic of previous generations of technology, because by now, as large as it is, the League undoubtedly has breadbasket worlds, just like we do.”

      “Okay, you sold me, Captain. Apparently, this guy is a wizard with intel analysis.” Nishimura raised his eyebrows and shook his head.

      Fielding joked, “I could’ve told you that before you stepped in it.”

      Again, laughter swept through the conference room.

      Tehrani felt happy for a moment to hear her crew set fear and anxiety about the upcoming fight aside. “What about Saturn and Uranus?”

      “Mostly industrial outposts, ma’am. Some law-enforcement-type installations and more than a few trade inspection cutters. All of them are half the size of a frigate, with light armaments.”

      Tehrani nodded. “It makes sense that for an empire of the League’s size, their home system doesn’t require a massive military presence.”

      “So,” Whatley interjected, “which of these will make a lot of booms and hurt the Leaguers most?” He pointed at the enormous mirrors still shown on the holoprojector. “Those seem like a good first target.”

      “Civilian targets are off-limits,” Tehrani replied immediately, her mouth moving even before her brain.

      “What?” Whatley thundered. “Installations for growing food are economic not—”

      Tehrani held up her hand. “Some civilian targets are considered legitimate under the Canaan Conventions, Major. Agriculture installations aren’t.”

      “I wasn’t aware the League had signed the Canaan Conventions, ma’am.” Whatley’s voice dripped acid. “Because when they rolled through our home system, anything the CDF couldn’t actively protect was destroyed. Perhaps we could ask some of the civilians killed about it.”

      His anger surprised Tehrani. Taken aback, she stared at the CAG for a few moments before responding. “We will not compromise our ethics or our beliefs to get revenge. Installations such as fuel depots, refineries, shipyards, or industrial complexes are fair game under the rules of war. Agricultural stations, hospital centers, civilian transports, and the like are not.” She stared Whatley down. ”Or would you suggest shooting down a passenger liner is acceptable?”

      “It would depend on who the passengers were,” Whatley replied darkly. “The League’s government? Hell yes. Normal people…” He shook his head, and some of the anger seemed to drain from his voice. “No. Of course not.”

      “We’re better than the League.” Tehrani pursed her lips. “And we only deserve victory if it stays that way. The Terran Coalition can’t go into battle asking for God’s intercession, only to commit atrocities in His name. Are we clear, Major?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Whatley’s voice was crisp, but his face remained bloodred.

      “Moving on, then. If we understand our possible targets, what is the strategy for attacking them successfully?”

      Whatley again interjected. “You can’t expect my pilots to jump in blind. Who knows what’s waiting for them, and I see masses of convoys, freighters, and you name it on these sensor displays.”

      Well, he’s gotten moody all of a sudden. Tehrani glanced at MacIntosh and Fielding, expecting them to have an answer to the CAG’s concern.

      “Of course not, sir,” MacIntosh replied. “Our tactical plan calls for each stealth raider to take up position near a primary target and scan the area. The Ghosts will jump in from there in three separate groups, divided by squadron. Our primary targets are, as the colonel indicated, fuel refineries and shipyards. Possible targets of opportunity are some of these trade convoys as well as the corvette-sized craft engaging in cargo inspections.” He smiled thinly. “It wouldn’t do not to take out some League military assets while we’re at it.”

      Tehrani sat back. The plan was still a bit raw, but she was convinced it was the best they would probably get. MacIntosh is a smart young man. She hoped he would go far within the CDF command hierarchy, because their training and technology advantages would be meaningless without superior strategic planning.

      “I’m still not comfortable having my people execute a full jump into a war zone.” Whatley crossed his arms. “Instead, I’d propose microjumps in from a staging area. That would allow us to bug out if faced with overwhelming force or some League trap the Golden Nebula crew doesn’t see.”

      “Any objections to the CAG’s proposal, gentlemen?” Tehrani asked.

      MacIntosh and Fielding shook their heads.

      “Makes perfect sense to me, ma’am,” MacIntosh said. “I suppose all that remains is the timing of our attacks.”

      Tehrani had put considerable thought into the subject. It had vexed her so much that she’d eventually written a pros-and-cons list. “After examining the possibilities, I believe the only option for success is to execute the assault on Sol and capture of the fuel tanker simultaneously.”

      “Because doing it any other way will alert our Leaguer friends that we’re here,” MacIntosh added. “I had planned to suggest that to you, ma’am.”

      “Great minds think alike,” Wright interjected. “So, we’re going to steal a fuel tanker, blow up orbital stations all over the Sol system, and escape before the League knows what hit it. Who else likes our chances?”

      “Engineering has a betting pool going,” Hodges offered. “I’m down for five credits on the reactor blowing up when we refuel it.”

      Tehrani hoped her engineer was engaging in some gallows humor. “Don’t discuss betting pools in front of me,” she said with a thin smile. “Especially not about combat.”

      “All in good fun, ma’am,” Hodges replied. “There’s bugger else to do around here.”

      “What else needs to be done?” Tehrani asked the room at large.

      Resolute expressions met her stare.

      “Aside from setting H hour, I believe we’re all clear on our assignments, ma’am,” Wright said. “Agreed, folks?”

      “Yes, sir,” MacIntosh replied.

      “The Astute and all other stealth raiders are ready to engage.” Fielding set his jaw. “I can’t wait to put a few Starbolt missiles on target.” His grin hardened into a grim expression. “And repay the Leaguers for Canaan.”

      “Good.” Tehrani closed her eyes for a moment. “Unless there’s an objection, H hour will commence at oh eight hundred the day after tomorrow.”

      “Um, ma’am, we probably won’t have the reactor fully repaired by then.”

      Tehrani turned her head. “I realize that, Major. You’ll have six to eight hours before the fuel arrives, best estimate, yes?”

      “Sounds about right,” Nishimura replied. “Give or take.”

      “So plenty of time to finish up.” She crossed her arms.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Anything else?” Tehrani asked with a tone of finality.

      “If I may?” Macintosh leaned forward with his hand raised. At Tehrani’s nod, he continued, “I’d like to join the Marine unit. I’m rated for power armor use and have an engineering background with advanced technology.”

      Nishimura cleared his throat. “When was the last time you qualified with standard small arms?”

      “Six months ago, sir. I shot expert in rifles and sidearms.”

      Nishimura looked at Tehrani and nodded. “We don’t have Marine combat engineers aboard, so I’d be grateful for someone with an engineering skill set to join us.” His turned back to MacIntosh. “Besides, I’ve got respect for anyone who signs up for this insane op.”

      “It’s settled, then,” Tehrani replied. She stood. “Good luck and Godspeed, gentlemen. Dismissed.”

      Everyone except Wright quickly filed out, politely nodding. Whatley closed the hatch behind him once he realized the XO was staying behind.

      Once it clicked shut, Wright let out a sigh. “How are you holding up?”

      “Mmm. The chipper version or the truth?”

      “The truth works,” he replied.

      Tehrani stared straight ahead for a few seconds. “I’m scared for all of us.” She found it difficult to admit, but her XO was a needed outlet for support and bouncing ideas off of. “I almost feel like someone walking into a casino with their life savings and putting it all on one game.”

      Wright laughed. “Not exactly the analogy I’ve come to expect from you, skipper. But it does fit.” He sucked in a breath. “What else can we do? We’re out of options, and the team’s put together a great strategy. If our crew and pilots execute, there’s a decent chance we make it home.” He paused. “It might help if God interceded on our behalf too.”

      “Sometimes I feel insane for feeling like that. You know? A year ago, I would’ve told you miracles no longer happen, if they ever did.”

      “As we’ve both observed, the war has changed all of us. Some for the worse, some for the better. I’m hoping in me, it’s for the better.” Wright bit his lip.

      “I think so.”

      “Well, we’d better get back to it, eh?”

      Tehrani stood. “The Zvika Greengold is going home intact.”

      “I’m holding you to that, skipper.”

      With a laugh, Tehrani opened the hatch and entered the corridor. She flipped a mental coin and decided to take the conn on the bridge for an hour before retreating to her office to complete more paperwork. Paperwork only gives me time to think, and the last thing I need right now is to contemplate how dire our situation is.
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        * * *

      

      The friendly card game Mateus hosted in her quarters almost every night had become a tradition among Alpha element in the Red Tails. Justin understood that other elements and squadrons had copied it in some form. He’d even heard that one group of pilots got together to play board games, which puzzled him, as he’d never met a pilot who would admit to being a nerd. Justin grinned at the thought as he pushed the hatch open to Mateus’s quarters. A large paper sign that read Alpha Element Only! was taped to it.

      “Hey, everyone,” Justin called.

      “Time to get this party started,” Mateus replied with a whoop. “I’m ready to win back some of my money.”

      “What? All five credits I’ve won the last two months?” Justin dropped into the lone empty chair. “Don’t spend it all in one place.”

      “Five credits are five credits. I’m feeling lucky tonight.”

      “Hopefully, that luck will carry into tomorrow,” Feldstein interjected as she took a drink from her beer mug. “I’m looking forward to our mission.”

      Justin stretched out his legs under the table. “I’d prefer to be flying the freighter mission.”

      Mateus tossed a card at each of them then another. “Ante up, boys and girls.”

      “Why? Putting a blow on the Leaguers is the far more dangerous and interesting combat evolution,” Adeoye said. He tossed a chip into the center of the table. “And I consider it more rewarding.”

      “Maybe I want to get home,” Justin replied, annoyed.

      “I’m sure the CAG does, too, and will ensure we do.” Feldstein tossed her own chip at the growing pot. “Beyond that, let’s send some of these Leaguer bastards on to God for judgment.”

      Justin remembered the comments Major Nishimura had made during the command briefing. Something unsettled him about both statements, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. “I’m in.” His chip bounced off another one and came to rest.

      “Some of the medals off the uniforms of captured Leaguers from our last operation have come into my possession,” Adeoye stated out of the blue.

      The rest of them stared at him, Mateus with an open mouth.

      “How?”

      Adeoye shrugged. “A Marine friend.” He grinned mischievously. “I put several on the Javelins in my weapons bay.”

      Mateus laughed, nearly spraying beer out of her mouth. “Beats the messages I wrote on mine. I suggested they do anatomically impossible things to themselves in Portuguese.” She winked.

      “Oh, I can only imagine,” Feldstein replied between snickers. “Are there enough for all of us?”

      “I should think so.” Adeoye contributed two chips. “I’ll see your bets and raise.”

      “Who’s still in?” Mateus asked.

      “I’ll match,” Justin replied.

      “Me too,” Feldstein said and tossed another chip toward the pile. “Deal ’em, sister.”

      Mateus expertly flung a card at each of them after depositing one in front of her. “I’m so excited for tomorrow.” She took a drink from her glass, which contained a dark-brown liquid and a single ice cube. “Almost three months without blasting a Leaguer from space makes for a dull girl.”

      “I wouldn’t say I feel excitement,” Adeoye stated as he stroked his face. “But anticipation. Striking back at the enemy who attacked us in our homes is something to be proud of joining.”

      Justin realized he had four kings. “I’ll raise you all by a credit.” He threw a larger chip into the pot. “To me, this is another mission, albeit a far more dangerous one. I just want to live through it and see my family again.”

      “Thanks for the somber reminder, Captain,” Mateus groused. She had a point—it felt almost like the temperature of the room had dropped below zero. “I’ll see your wager and raise you another credit.”

      “Done.” Justin dropped another black chip in.

      “Too rich for my blood,” Adeoye commented and handed his cards back to Mateus. “I’m out.”

      “Me too,” Feldstein said, also turning her cards in.

      “Just you and me, Spencer. Show ’em, cowboy.”

      Justin laughed and flipped his cards right side up. “Four kings.”

      “Ah. A great hand most days.” She turned her cards up one at a time, revealing four aces. “But not today.”

      “You played me the entire time,” Justin said as he rolled his eyes in mock frustration. “I was so sure you were bluffing.”

      Mateus just grinned while gathering all the chips arrayed in front of her. “This gets about half my credits back. Time for another hand.”

      Laughter flowed through the room as the four of them played hand after hand. The game continued until nearly 0100 CMT before it finally broke up.

      Justin, Adeoye, and Feldstein left together and were sober—with a battle the next day, no one wanted a hangover. They entered the nearest gravlift, and Justin pressed a button for deck twelve.

      Adeoye reached over and hit the one for deck eleven. “Ah, it is always enjoyable to share the company of others. Especially before combat.”

      “I can’t speak for the rest of you, but it makes me feel less alone,” Justin said. He stood at the back of the lift as it began to move. “And that’s nice.”

      “It is,” Feldstein interjected with a glance at Justin. “We’ve got to be insane.”

      “Why?” Adeoye asked.

      “Because only someone who’s insane would be able to sleep before strapping into a combat spacecraft, intent on blowing as many Leaguers out of space as possible,” she replied. “I’m planning on sleeping like a baby.”

      The lift stopped, and its doors opened. “This is my stop for a nightcap,” Adeoye stated and stepped out. “Sleep well, my friends. May we be victorious.”

      “Godspeed, Jackson,” Feldstein replied. “I’ll see you bright and early in the gym.”

      “Godspeed to you too, Dvora.”

      The lift doors slid shut, and it began to move again. “It was great to do this tonight. I’m glad Mateus puts it on.” Justin let out a yawn.

      “To think, we used to have to drag you out of your shell too.” Her expression shifted, and she pursed her lips. “I was a different person six months ago.”

      “Me too.” Justin tilted his head. “Sometimes, it all feels like a dream, you know?”

      “I think the word you were looking for is ‘nightmare.’” Feldstein took a step backward, closer to him. “But it’s not all bad. Without this war, I wouldn’t have you as such a good friend.”

      Justin turned and stared at her. “I’ve heard some old-timers say as a war goes on, we’re able to keep on because of our fellow brothers and sisters in arms.”

      “Makes sense to me.” Feldstein took Justin’s hand in hers. “Just promise me you won’t take too many risks.”

      A bolt of electricity shot through Justin. He jerked his hand back and was saved from further discussion by the lift chime going off and the doors opening to reveal two enlisted soldiers waiting to board.

      “Uh, good night, Lieutenant.” He trotted out the door and briskly walked down the corridor. Weird. We must’ve had too much to drink or something.

      After a few minutes more, Justin entered his cabin. He was so tired that he collapsed onto his bed before he could take his uniform off. Sleep came immediately.
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        Deep Space

        CSV Zvika Greengold

        26 May 2434

      

      

      

      H-hour fast approached on the bridge of the Zvika Greengold. Tehrani had spent her morning doing the usual military routine, gone to the onboard mosque for prayer, then settled into standing the early watch. The day would be one of those when she was on the bridge for twelve hours or more. More importantly, by the end of it, they would all know what their fate was to be—and if the Greengold would make it out of League space.

      Even with the possible dire outcome, infectious energy flowed through the bridge, and Tehrani had felt it everywhere she’d gone. It brought a smile to her face. I could not ask for a better crew or for a group of people more devoted to their duties.

      The entire first-shift bridge team was present along with Wright. He sat to her left in the XO’s chair.

      “Ten minutes to execution point, ma’am.” His voice was calm and professional, but Tehrani knew he was anything but tranquil, and neither was anyone else beneath the surface.

      “Squadron status?” she asked.

      “Everyone’s on ready five. All four stealth raiders report ready, and the Marines are loaded up.” Wright shivered. “I’m going to buy them all a drink when they get back. The idea of bracing myself into a weapons pod underneath a fighter is so far outside of what I’d consider in the realm of the possible that it’s not funny. You’d have to shoot me up with a tranquilizer to get me in there.”

      Tehrani laughed. “Preaching to the choir, XO.” She stared out the windows at the front of the bridge. The other vessels in their small battlegroup were tightly clustered around the carrier and visible against the stars’ outline. How insignificant we are in the universe. “Communications, get me 1MC and pipe it through to the entire fleet.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Singh replied immediately. “You’re on for 1MC fleetwide, ma’am.”

      “Officers and crew of Battlegroup Z, this is your commanding officer, Colonel Banu Tehrani. In a few minutes, we will embark on the beginning of the final leg of our journey. While a small team of Marines storm a League fuel transport, the rest of our forces will attack Sol.” She paused and took a breath. “When I was a little girl, my mother told me stories of life on Earth, passed down from her grandmother, who heard those same stories from her grandmother. Each generation bred in the next a sense of wonder about the cradle of humanity. I had hoped that someday, humans from the Terran Coalition might yet again walk on the soil of our home. Instead, thanks to the League of Sol’s cowardly attack on us, we’re forced to fight at the very place from which we were birthed.”

      The bridge became whisper quiet. Breathing was the only sound besides the odd chirp of a computer console.

      “I know firsthand how horrible the war has been—the pain of losing our friends, seeing Canaan itself assaulted, and the narrow victories we’ve won. The Terran Coalition remains steadfast because of you, the men and women of the Coalition Defense Force.” She set her jaw. “The road here has been difficult, and the challenge of our reactor failure to the mission is critical. But as long as each of us does our duty… and God looks on us kindly, we will prevail. I wish the warriors going into battle Godspeed and good luck. To the rest of us, work hard, work diligently, and prepare to head home the moment our pilots—and the fuel supply—return. Tehrani out.”

      A wave of applause broke out on the bridge, from senior officers and enlisted personnel alike. Wright gave her the thumbs-up sign and smiled. Even the console jockeys clapped.

      Tehrani held up a hand, grateful for the show of support and trust. The tumult ceased. “Thank you. Now let’s get to work.”

      “You heard the colonel. Stations, ladies and gentlemen,” Wright barked.

      As the team members got back to their assigned duty positions, Tehrani glanced at the mission clock. Time to launch our birds. “XO, signal the air boss to get everything into space.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.” Wright tapped at the interactive console built into his chair. “All squadrons launching.”

      On Tehrani’s tactical plot, blue icon after blue icon appeared on the screen. Automated IFF beacons picked each up as a different craft from the three squadrons on board. Four split off, led by Whatley, while the rest formed up a few kilometers away from the Greengold, with Spencer in the lead.

      The pieces are in place. “Communications, confirm stealth raiders are jump ready.”

      Wright leaned in. “You know we’ve only got four Sabres on ready, five if the Leaguers find us.”

      “With backup pilots who’ve never flown a combat sortie. If they find us before our team can recover the fuel, it’s all over, anyway.”

      “Thanks for the pep talk, skipper.”

      They both laughed.

      Tehrani shook her head. “We’re all in on this one.”

      “Yeah. Between us, if they do find the ship, I’m not letting them take me alive.”

      Wright’s tone had a hard edge that Tehrani recognized as a made-up mind. Rather than focus on the negative possibility, she chose to believe they would be successful, even with the odds stacked against them.

      “All stealth raiders report ready to jump, ma’am,” Singh interjected.

      Tehrani sucked in a breath. “Communications, transmit the following: all ships and fighters engage Lawrence drives and begin the mission.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      Through the windows at the front of the bridge, muted flashes of light appeared as each stealth raider opened an artificial wormhole and flew through. While the Zvika Greengold’s Lawrence drive created a far brighter and more robust display of color, the raiders used a unique configuration of the drive designed to make the transit as stealthy as possible. A few moments after that, Tehrani’s tactical plot only had two contacts—the Greengold and the Salinan.

      “Well, they’re off.” Wright crossed his arms. “Now, all we have to do is wait.”

      “The worst part.”

      Wright nodded. “Can’t disagree with you there, ma’am.” He put his head back on the headrest. “It’ll be at least twelve hours before they get back. I’ll tell you one thing. I don’t envy those pilots. Bio breaks are nonexistent.”

      Tehrani chuckled at the joke and narrowed her eyes. “Until they return, we will continue with the reactor repairs and preparing for departure.”

      “And some prayers.”

      “Yes.” Tehrani smiled at him. “Allah’s favor would be much appreciated today.”

      “Amen.”
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        * * *

      

      Marines were used to difficult situations, cramped quarters, and generally getting the short end of the stick. Kosuke Nishimura certainly was, and the weapons bay he currently occupied along with five other power-armored Marines was possibly the worst situation he’d ever been in, outside of combat. No one to blame but me, either. He chuckled, remembering the NAVY principle—never again volunteer yourself. But Nishimura felt being in command required him to volunteer without question for anything he ordered the men and women under him to do.

      “Jump transit complete,” Whatley said through the commlink. “How are you squids doing down there?”

      “Pissed off enough to kill an entire freighter full of Leaguers,” Nishimura replied. “Remind me why we signed up for this again?”

      “There’s that whole going home thing, Major,” one of the enlisted Marines in the weapons bay interjected.

      “Noted, Private.” Nishimura tried to adjust his leg but found it impossible. Six suits of power armor barely fit into the available space, but he’d prioritized maximum numbers over all other concerns, including comfort and safety. “CAG, mind linking my suit into your sensor board? I hate being blind down here.”

      “Yeah, I can do that, but no comments from the peanut gallery. Clear?”

      Nishimura snickered. “Got it, Major. I wouldn’t expect a critique from you on how we kick doors and shoot Leaguers either.”

      “Good. We understand each other.”

      A few seconds later, the Ghost’s tactical network synched up with the combat computer in Nishimura’s suit. The system they’d jumped into was empty except for the refueling station. Quiet, as advertised. Not surprisingly, time passed slowly as the element of four fighters lay in wait for the first available target.

      “Is this the craziest op you’ve been on, Major?” one of the younger enlisted Marines asked.

      Grateful for a momentary distraction, Nishimura answered. “Yeah, probably. Though hot inserting onto a League space station is a close second. This will be the first time I’ve ridden cargo class, though.”

      A wave of snickers went through the weapons bay.

      “When we’re done with these assholes, they’ll be flying coffin class,” the younger Marine added.

      “Just remember, boys and girls: keep your focus, check your right and left, and don’t pull any John Wayne stunts. Clear?”

      “Crystal, sir!” they chorused back.

      Nishimura thought about how few times he’d been in combat. Most of these kids had never fired a shot in anger before we stormed the Leaguer station a few months ago. While the realization was sobering, they’d trained for years for all kinds of operations. A Marine was drilled from boot camp to act with muscle memory. Control of their power armor suits, weapons, and everything else was engrained to the point they could do it in their sleep. We’re always crowing about how awesome our training is compared to near-peer competitors like the Saurian Empire or the Matrinids. About time we find out how real it is.

      An hour passed then two. Few things changed outside in the void. The Ghosts sat there unmoving while presenting as small a LIDAR and thermal signature as possible to avoid detection. While League sensor technology hadn’t proven up to the task of pinpointing the best Terran Coalition stealth systems, being prudent still made sense.

      Nishimura started to wonder if the next freighter was coming. He cued his commlink to Whatley’s channel. “Major, I know I’m a Marine and bad at math, but aren’t they a bit late?”

      “By a good forty-five minutes.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      Whatley grumbled, “Wait until they show up, land you squids on the hull, and proceed with the mission.”

      “So, no plan B.”

      A pregnant pause came over the commlink. “We’re so far past plan B that it’s a joke, and you know it, Major.” Whatley coughed. “This is a Hail Mary. If we’re lucky, only half of us die.”

      “Nice positive thinking there.”

      “The CDF didn’t promise us a rose garden.”

      The invocation of an old TCMC recruiting slogan made Nishimura burst out laughing. “I suppose I deserved that.”

      “Look, I ran the options. We don’t have the ground troops to capture the station. Even if we did, then there’d be no way to get the fuel to the Greengold. The only thing that makes sense is to wait.”

      Nishimura shook his head, even though Whatley couldn’t see him. “If you knew anything about Marines, CAG, you’d know that we hate to wait.”

      “Get used to it,” he retorted though with a good-natured tone. “It’s all pilots do—until the shooting starts.”

      “Amen to that.”

      “Now sit tight and try not to fill up your suit’s relief bladder.”

      After trying again to shift himself, Nishimura went silent. He didn’t feel like bantering with Whatley and instead focused on the fight he hoped was to come. If they didn’t win, they would never see the Terran Coalition again.
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        * * *

      

      Justin stifled a yawn as his joints cried out in pain. Trying to twist his body into a different position was nearly impossible in the cramped cockpit and just led to cramps in other areas. Four hours down, eight to go. They’d made it two jumps toward Earth, and in keeping with the mission parameters, the fighter force held its position in deep space. Fifteen minutes were left before the Lawrence drive completed its cooldown.

      “Justin, you there?” Feldstein asked on a private channel.

      “Yeah.” I wonder why she’s using my first name. Even friends in the military almost always used the last name to talk to someone, a system ingrained from day one of boot camp.

      “You don’t have to go alone.”

      Justin sighed. “Dvora, it’s my duty. I’m not going to take extreme risks. Once I stick my nose in and get a few scans, I’ll send a burst transmission back, and you all join me. No heroics. I promise I won’t take on the entire League of Sol by myself.”

      “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “I have no plans to die today.” Justin felt perplexed by her behavior recently. It almost seemed like she had deeper feelings than simple friendship. I’m going to have to address it if we get out of here alive. But for the moment, the only thing he had headspace for was the mission. “I promise.”

      “Okay. Be careful.”

      “Always.” Justin cued the commlink to synch with the all-friendlies channel. “This is Alpha One. I’m going to spin up my Lawrence drive in a moment, but before I do, I wanted to tell you all that there’s no group of men and women I’d rather be flying and fighting with. Hopefully, I will find the way clear, and we’ll collectively put the hurt on the Leaguers. If I don’t return or reply within fifteen minutes, head back to the Zvika Greengold.” It felt strange to give an order assuming his death or capture, but duty required it. He wished he could’ve recorded a final message for his wife and daughter, but they were so far from the Terran Coalition that the range wasn’t there, even with FTL communication, for it to get back to the fleet’s listening posts.

      “Mate, nothing is stopping me from putting the hurt on those commie bastards,” Martin replied. “So if you make it or not, I’m coming in and getting mine. You can drink a cold one to that.”

      Peals of laughter spread across the commlink, and Justin joined in. “You’re on when we get back to home plate.”

      “Good luck, mate. We’re all pulling for ya.”

      “Thanks, Lieutenant.” Justin flipped the safety cover off the jump button and confirmed one last time that the proper coordinates were loaded. Then he pressed the button, engaging the Lawrence drive. A blue-and-orange artificial wormhole roared into being directly in front of his fighter, and he increased forward speed to enter it. As Justin closed his eyes for the transit, he hoped it wasn’t for the last time.
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      Justin kept his eyes shut as tightly as he could during the wormhole transit, as he’d learned his lesson during the first series of jumps they’d taken while scouting for fuel. The last thing I need now is to start vomiting in my flight suit. He briefly thought of a particular combat ration, nicknamed the vomelet. Though it was supposed to be an omelet, it tasted nothing like the famous egg dish in practice. Most who ingested the vomelet experienced it coming out explosively a few minutes later. Setting the memories out of his mind, Justin opened his eyes to see his Ghost had successfully emerged from its tunnel through the void of space.

      The sensors came back online and confirmed he was within ten million kilometers of Pluto with no sign of enemy combat craft. So far, so good. Justin tried not to think ahead or jinx the mission. No victory laps or cheers until we get home. He cued his commlink to the squadron command channel. “This is Alpha One. No hostile contacts. Jump when ready. We’re on the clock.”

      Moments later, thirty-one more Ghosts appeared on his HUD, tightly clustered around Justin’s craft. The execution was textbook perfect. They quickly grouped into elements and squadrons, with the Red Tails congregating around his fighter. The HUD showed all friendlies reporting readiness, full stores, and more-than-adequate fuel reserves.

      “Alpha One to all fighters. Good job. Execute thirty-minute cooldown of Lawrence drives.”

      Feldstein’s voice filled his commlink on a private channel. “Are you okay?”

      “Dvora, we’re in the middle of a combat sortie. We don’t have time for this.” Justin’s laser focus on the mission prevailed over everything else.

      “You haven’t been yourself lately,” she replied. “I want you coming home alive.”

      While touching, her concern for his mental state or personal feelings wasn’t a luxury Justin could afford. “Look, I appreciate it. I promise you, the same way I promise my family every time I talk to them, I’ll do everything in my power to get back to the Greengold in one piece.”

      “Okay.” She finally seemed to let go. “You’d better reiterate the target packages to everyone. They’re beyond jittery.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up.” Justin flipped the channel to squadron command. “Okay, ladies and gentlemen. We’re here, and we’re spoiling for a fight, but it’s gotta go down the right way. Clear?”

      “Point me toward the nearest Leaguers, Captain,” Green replied tightly. “I’ve come a long way for this dance, and it’s not nice to leave a lady waiting.”

      Martin and Justin laughed.

      “Aye, what she said, mate,” Martin said. “I’m ready to blast some of these buggers into hell.”

      The reference to hell caught Justin by surprise. Martin was like him, somewhere between agnostic and atheist, and didn’t seem to have much in the way of faith. Turn of phrase, maybe.

      “Lieutenant Martin, I’m tagging the shipyard we pinpointed at Jupiter’s L3 point, and for the Black Hogs, the Astute has locked down a freighter convoy with industrial parts as its primary cargo heading away from Uranus. Legitimate military targets, all.”

      “I’m really hoping to hit some League military hardware,” Green interjected. “Anyone can shoot up civvie freighters, but only the best tangle with warships and survive.”

      Everyone was on edge, and Green’s words highlighted the spirit of—sometimes false—bravado—that pilots engaged in. We’ve all got a different coping mechanism.

      “Careful what you wish for, Lieutenant.” He grinned. “I want us all to hold here until a complete cooldown cycle has finished for the Lawrence drives. If you jump into a hostile ambush or, worse, get unlucky, you can still execute a double jump if we’re completely green.”

      “Acknowledged, sir,” Martin replied. “So, what’s the plan for the next thirty minutes, then?

      “Ponder the meaning of life. Listen to a holovid recording,” Green said with a chuckle. “Or in my case, offer up a prayer before we rush into the maw of death.”

      “Didn’t figure you for the religious type, Lieutenant.” Justin had thought she was too hard-nosed for church.

      “Most don’t. I’m private about it, sir. Then again, it’s difficult to know what’s coming and not offer a prayer up to something. If that makes sense.”

      Justin thought back to when he’d ejected from his Saber during their first convoy duty action. Even I managed to say a prayer. So he understood where she was coming from. “Completely, Green. Okay. I’m going to coach up my squadron. I suggest you both do the same, and we’ll check in before our respective jumps. Spencer out.”
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        * * *

      

      Hour after hour passed in the cramped weapons bay. Nishimura’s legs cramped several times, and he relaxed them by bending his foot in the direction the cramp seemed to be coming from. A drill instructor had taught him the trick during advanced zero-G power-armor training during officer candidates’ school. But worse than the physical pain was mental pressure. Nishimura thought of himself as a pretty tough customer, but being locked under the fighter was possibly the worst situation he’d experienced so far.

      “You still with me, Marines?” Whatley asked.

      Nishimura grinned despite it all. “It’ll take more than a rough ride in space to get rid of us, CAG.”

      “Well, file this one under proof there is a God. League freighter popped out at the Lawrence limit five minutes ago. We’ve got an excellent intercept vector and will be coming alongside in a few minutes. No sign they’ve seen us. Get your boys ready.”

      “Understood, Major.”

      The commlink clicked off, leaving Nishimura to silence. He cued the Marine squad-leader channel. “Okay, everyone, it’s showtime. Limber up as best you can.”

      One of the other Marines snorted. “Major, muscles I didn’t know I had have gone to sleep on me. I’ll be lucky to walk straight, much less kick doors and shoot people.”

      “You’re fifteen years younger than I am… and if I can do it, so can you,” Nishimura replied in a snarky tone. “Otherwise, live with the shame of an officer outperforming you.”

      Peals of laughter swept through them in a release of tension, needed after so many hours spent in the dark silence.

      “It’s on, sir,” the younger Marine said.

      “That’s the spirit, gentlemen.” Nishimura toggled on the sensor link in his helmet and superimposed a view of space around them on the integrated HUD. Whatley wasn’t kidding. The League freighter was less than one kilometer away.

      “Major, I’m going to open the weapons bay doors in fifteen seconds. Stand by to deploy.”

      “Acknowledged, CAG,” Nishimura replied.

      To the other Marines, he announced, “Fifteen seconds to showtime.”

      Right on schedule, the external doors of the munitions hold slid open, revealing the blackness of the void. For a moment, Nishimura took in the utter beauty of the stars and a barely visible nebula set against the inky darkness, which was all-consuming. Then he went to work. His power armor suit had a special maneuvering unit attached to the back, as did the rest of the Marines’ suits. Using short, directed bursts of propellent, Nishimura gracefully exited the bay. Since he had the same relative motion as the fighter, his speed was greater than the freighter’s, allowing him to plot a touchdown location on his HUD. “Slow and steady, everyone. Maintain focus and engage your magnetic boots.”

      “Yes, sir,” one of the Marines near him replied.

      Over the next sixty seconds, one after the other, they locked onto the hull of the freighter. Nishimura’s heart skipped a few beats as one of the enlisted Marines overshot his buddies, but he quickly fired the maneuvering unit and recovered a few meters farther down the ship.

      Once they were all attached, Nishimura cued his commlink. “CAG, I show an airlock fifty meters down the dorsal superstructure. Can you show me a video feed of it from your fighter?”

      “No problem, Major,” Whatley replied.

      The requested image quickly appeared in Nishimura’s HUD. He took a few moments to examine it. Most importantly, the hull had no apparent damage, and it looked large enough to handle several bulky power armor suits at a time.

      Nishimura keyed the command channel. “Master Guns, get the squads moving. We’ll see how many fit in there and ingress as quickly as possible.”

      “Yes, sir,” O’Conner replied.

      Methodically, Nishimura and the five others crossed the freighter’s hull, avoiding pitfalls and taking their steps carefully. He had no idea what sort of defenses the vessel might have but wasn’t interested in finding out if he could help it.

      Several minutes later, they arrived at the airlock hatch to find most of the remaining Marines already there, as they’d dropped out later than his squad.

      “How’s it look, Master Guns?”

      O’Conner pointed toward the hatch. “I haven’t tried to open it yet, but it looks like a standard emergency airlock. Call it four heavy suits per cycle.”

      They would be vulnerable at first, but the crew of a civilian transport ship wouldn’t have a large security presence. At least, that’s what he chose to believe. “Okay. I’m going first.” He pointed at three others from the squad. “You’re with me. Master Guns, if all hell breaks loose, find another place to ingress and continue the mission. Clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” O’Conner replied. “Good luck, sir.”

      “Good luck to you too.” He addressed the squad’s electronics specialist. “Get this door open pronto.”

      “Hoorah, sir.” The corporal bent over and examined a keypad next to the hatch before pulling out some tools. It took a few minutes in the zero-G environment to open the housing to the device, after which he pulled several wires out and attached a probe to them. “Sir, I can’t guarantee this won’t trigger an alarm. We don’t know enough about the enemy computer systems.”

      Nishimura put his armored gauntlet on the younger man’s suit shoulder. “There’s no guarantee to anything in this life, Corporal. All you can do is try. Now, pop it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      After a series of electrical sparks from the opened keypad, nothing happened. Nishimura chided himself for listening for mechanical whirring or noise from the hatch. Of course there’s no sound in the vacuum. Instead, he waited, presuming that the airlock was completing its decompression cycle. Finally, after almost five minutes, it opened.

      He gulped and bounded through the opening. “Corporal, can I trigger pressurization from inside here, or do you have to do it for me?”

      “I’m not sure, sir. Do you see any controls?”

      The chamber’s far wall had a series of knobs and buttons, and several screens displayed information in what appeared to be Chinese script along with Cyrillic. One monitor had a red strip lit across its top. Going to assume that’s an indication this thing is depressurized. He pressed one of the buttons once the other three Marines were inside with him. Nothing happened, so he hit the next one, repeating the same cycle.

      “Uh, sir, may I make a suggestion?”

      “Go ahead, Private.”

      “If you haven’t already used it, there’s a pretty decent translation program built into the HUD now. We got it right before shipping out.”

      Why didn’t I think of that? “Private, let this be a reminder to you… rank doesn’t always equal reading the bloody manual.”

      Scattered snickers met Nishimura’s comment.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Once he’d toggled the translation app on, the script in front of him became readable. It wasn’t perfect, and some letters didn’t display correctly, but it was enough to make out that one of the buttons was marked with Pressurize Airlock. Nishimura depressed it and waited. A progress bar started on one of the displays, showing a four-minute countdown. Now we’re getting somewhere.

      Much like pilots detested waiting for the enemy to enter engagement range, Marines found it equally challenging to wait with an artificial time limit on getting the rest of the force inside to do battle. Little was said during the countdown, and the moment the screen turned green, Nishimura pushed the interior hatch open.

      First through the foreboding entryway, Nishimura stepped up and over the reinforced alloy bulkhead and entered the passageway beyond. At first glance, the area was remarkably similar to a CDF vessel. It would make sense that humans design things the same way. The color schemes were different, and the ship had an overall gray hue to most of its surfaces. Every so often, something resembling a computer interface panel jutted from the wall, and colorful screens displayed slogans in Chinese, Russian, and what appeared to be French, at least to Nishimura. “Keep alert. Take defensive positions.”

      The other Marines spread out.

      “Master Guns, decompress the airlock and send the next team.”

      “Yes, sir. We’re on it.”

      Now is the moment of truth. Will a dozen Leaguers appear with heavy weapons and slaughter us before reinforcements can get inside? Or is the freighter precisely what it seems to be—a lightly armed civilian ship with a limited crew? Tension built, and even Nishimura had beads of sweat falling off his forehead. Every so often, the groan of a metal alloy rang out.

      “You hear that, Major?” one of the privates asked.

      “Steady, Marine. It’s just operating sounds. Something this big is bound to make some noise.” What he didn’t say was that it appeared to be getting closer. Worst-case scenarios went through his mind. Maybe the crew detected us and is going to blow its holds off or something like that. Training kicked in. Screw ’em. We’ll work through it if they try.

      The groaning grew closer as the seconds slowly ticked down. “Major, we’ve got another four in the airlock. Beginning pressurization sequence now,” O’Conner reported.

      Nishimura thought he saw movement down the passageway, which was blocked by a bulkhead door twenty-five meters away from them toward the ship’s bow. “Eyes front, Marines.” He brought his battle rifle up as the hatch opened.

      Four human figures emerged, all wearing distinctive dark-gray jumpsuits emblazoned with a red star and a fist superimposed over it. They clutched unfamiliar black rifles, which they raised and fired, sending several bolts of red energy sizzling down the corridor.

      Muscle memory kicked in as Nishimura and the other three Marines squeezed the triggers on their weapons. Three-round stun bursts hit three out of the targets.

      “Drop that rifle and put your hands in the air!” Nishimura shouted to the remaining Leaguer, keenly aware of a need to obtain intelligence on the freighter’s layout.

      Screams in a foreign language and more bolts from the black rifle were the only response. One of the enemy’s rounds hit Nishimura square in the center of his power armor chest plate.

      The corporal to his right put the Leaguer down with another burst of stunners. “You okay, Major?”

      “I think so.” Other than a scorch mark, there was no evidence of damage to his armor. He ran a quick diagnostic to confirm. “Whatever they were shooting at us is low-enough power that it doesn’t do much to our heavy suits.” After a deep breath, Nishimura took stock of the situation. “Police those weapons, Corporal Armstrong.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      The airlock opened, and four more Marines surged through.

      “We heard shooting, Major,” one of them announced.

      “They sent a few guys to challenge us,” Nishimura replied. He jerked his finger, pointing down the corridor. “Didn’t end well for them. The four of you, post security ten meters aft of our position. We’re going to hold here until the rest of the team gets in then press forward. If the League builds its ships remotely like ours, our objective is one hundred fifty meters ahead.”

      “Sir, yes, sir!” the youngster replied then immediately turned on his heel and marched down the passageway.

      Nishimura sucked in a breath. Okay. We can do this. They sent four lightly armed rent-a-cops after us, and that’s probably all they have. A lot could still go wrong and probably would, but he remained convinced his small force of Marines had a chance. We must succeed. I’m not spending the rest of my life in some commie labor camp, moving rocks.

      The next group entered the airlock.

      On the other hand, when the idiots we just stunned don’t report in, whoever’s in charge will get antsy. We might have to move out before everyone’s inside. Nishimura’s mind churned on a tactical plan as the minutes ticked down.
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      “Can you believe this? We’ve been flying through Sol for hours, and no one’s found us,” Feldstein remarked.

      Justin took another glance at the sensor systems on his Ghost recon fighter. He’d repeated the action every five or six seconds. While the coast was still clear, he felt like they were on borrowed time. “Well, that’s going to change in a bit. When we start taking out targets.”

      “I can drink to that,” Mateus interjected.

      They’d jumped in about an hour away from the fuel depot, doing their best to avoid being caught by surprise while being as stealthy as possible. Saturn and her rings loomed ahead. Justin found it one of the most beautiful sights he’d ever seen. I can’t get over being in the cradle of humanity. Earth, beyond every other planet, is our home. Sad to know it's in the hands of people who want to erase us from the universe. “Adjust heading by .2 degrees to starboard.”

      As the eleven other fighters fell in behind him, Justin noted with satisfaction that the minor course correction would put them on track for a fuel refinery in the upper reaches of Saturn’s atmosphere. The closer they got, the better their sensor resolution was. Dozens of installations dotted the gas giant’s moons, and it appeared as if a permanent settlement had been built into a moon labeled as Titan by the onboard computer.

      “Final weapons check.”

      One by one, green lights appeared on Justin’s squad-readiness display, confirming their onboard weapons systems were fully functional and ready to fire. SM-14C Javelin anti-ship missiles had a range of nearly five hundred kilometers but in practice were rarely fired anywhere near that far out. Combat experience taught them that up close and personal was the only way to defeat mass point-defense systems. But not when the enemy doesn’t know you’re here.

      “Captain, I’m getting suggested targeting information for weak points,” Feldstein said. “Do you concur with the computer’s suggestions?”

      “I’ve never liked letting a computer decide what and where to shoot,” Justin replied. He realized how much like Whatley that sounded and stifled a chuckle. “But we’re dealing with unknowns here. I don’t have a better idea, so let’s go with it. Red Tails, pick a weak point and deconflict your targets via our tactical network. One Javelin per fighter.”

      “Wilco, sir.” Adeoye’s voice rang out above the rest.

      Onward they pressed, each second bringing the League installation closer. What had started as a small speck, barely visible to the naked eye, revealed itself as a massive collection of storage tanks, an industrial-processing system of some sort, and docking ports for at least fifteen freighters. It rivaled anything Justin had ever seen in the Terran Coalition in size. I wonder if this is a centralized fuel-processing center or something. In the end, it didn’t matter what the Leaguers had built. What mattered were the dozen fusion warheads they were about to unleash.

      “We’re in range, sir,” Feldstein reported.

      “Red Tails, launch on my mark. Three, two, one, mark.” He double-checked the squadron-status display to see everyone had a separate target on the fuel depot locked. “Alpha One, Fox four.”

      The Javelin anti-ship missile dropped out of the internal stores bay on the underside of Justin’s fighter and blasted off into the darkness of space. Joined by eleven others, it accelerated toward the target. Without the usual electronic countermeasures and rapid-fire point-defense weaponry directed to them, the warheads flew in roughly straight lines at a constant rate of speed.

      It took the Javelins four minutes to fly from their launch point to the enemy installation. They were the longest four minutes of Justin Spencer’s life. Each second seemed like an eternity, and he expected hundreds of League fighters to jump them at any moment. He utilized every stress-reduction technique he knew, from deep breathing to allowing his thoughts to wander to Michelle and Maggie.

      Precisely four minutes and eight seconds after launch, the first fusion warhead exploded in a brilliant flash of pure white that lit up the orbit of Saturn. One by one, the other eleven missiles followed suit, and when they were done, what had once been a tribute to human ingenuity lay utterly destroyed. In its place was a twisted mess of alloy tumbling in its decaying orbit and soon to be gobbled up by the atmosphere of the gas giant.

      Justin could scarcely believe how successful the assault had been. Secondary explosions continued to blossom from the stricken station’s hull, and finally, a section of it blew apart with a sustained flash of orange flame. “Scratch one fuel processor.”

      A general broadcast transmission from a ship or station nearby caught Justin’s attention, and he put it through to his cockpit speakers. It took a few moments for the translation program to catch up with the rapid-fire Russian. “We’re under attack!”

      “Impossible. This is the heart of the League. No one would dare attack us here, comrade. You must be experiencing technical difficulties.”

      “You idiot, we registered multiple LIDAR contacts before the explosions started going off. I tell you something is shooting at us!”

      Justin had a strong desire to cue his commlink to the same channel and loudly announce the Coalition Defense Force was here, but he suppressed it. That’d be suicide right now. As the local authorities kept bickering, he searched for another target.

      Feldstein interrupted his thoughts. “There’s a freighter convoy about two hundred klicks out, sir.”

      “I see it,” Justin replied. He pulled up the sensor display on his HUD. At least fifteen cargo vessels were moving together, headed to Jupiter. Going after them would serve a dual purpose: hitting other targets while letting them synch up with Martin’s squadron. “Let’s do it. Remember Colonel Tehrani’s orders, though. We only fire on cargo transports. If there’s a passenger liner in there, it’s not a valid target. Confirm scan results before weapons release.” I won’t be responsible for an atrocity.

      “Acknowledged, sir.”
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      Another fifteen minutes passed for Nishimura. The wait for each cycle of the airlock was an agonizing eternity. Terran Coalition Marine Corps tactical doctrine was to concentrate overwhelming force against the enemy, shock them with extreme firepower, and push through. As MacIntosh and the electronics specialist entered the ship, the plan he was working on continued to form.

      Nishimura keyed his commlink. “Master Guns, change of plans. I’m taking eleven shooters and our el cheapo fleet engineer, and we’re storming the ship.”

      A pregnant pause came over the commlink. “Are you sure, sir?”

      “I’ve got a feeling we’re out of time. Just call it a sixth sense.”

      “Understood, sir. Watch your corners and stay frosty,” O’Conner replied.

      Nishimura could almost feel O’Conner’s grin through the communications system. “You know it, Master Guns. Get the rest of the team in and secure aft of the airlock. If we get in over our heads, I’ll let you know.” He clicked off the commlink and pointed at four Marines. “Hold this position, Corporal.”

      “Yes, sir,” he replied crisply. “No one’s getting by us.”

      “Good. Marines, on me. Armstrong, take point. Captain MacIntosh, you’ll take up the rear, and try not to shoot any of us. Got it?”

      “I’ll do my best, sir,” MacIntosh replied cheekily.

      Nishimura decided against a witty retort, instead directing his attention forward.

      “On it, sir.” Armstrong took a few steps forward and raised his battle rifle. The rest of the squad took positions behind and to the side of him. They advanced at a rapid pace toward the first bulkhead. The four stunned Leaguers still lay on the deck, hands zip-tied behind their backs. Armstrong pulled a mechanical lever and opened the hatch into the next section.

      The freighter was remarkably uniform and well kept. Barely a speck of dust seemed to be present, leading Nishimura to ponder how they managed to do that with the limited crew complement.

      Proceeding at a brisk walk, the Marine squad moved down the passageway, passing cargo holds and computer equipment. After another twenty-five meters, they reached the next hatch. Again, they opened it and pushed through.

      When they were halfway to the next bulkhead, the heavy alloy door behind them clanged shut.

      Nishimura instantly went on guard. “Brace yourselves!” he bellowed. Ambush? Not until he floated free of the deck plates did he understand what was happening. Artificial gravity ceased, and the atmosphere alarm triggered in his HUD. “Switch to internal suit oxygen reserves and deploy magnetic boots.”

      Going from floating in the middle of a zero-G space to back onto the right surface, even with mag-boots, wasn’t simple. Power-armored Marines flailed around, seeking hand- or footholds wherever they could find them. A few got stuck to the overhead and had to walk back down to the deck. While Nishimura had taken a zero-G combat course many years prior, most didn’t train for it in peacetime. This is where defense cutbacks bite us in the ass—reduced training.

      MacIntosh went flying by, out of his element, and knocked a Marine over before finally getting footing by locking his boots to a wall. During the confusion and rush to get some solid metal under them, at least two minutes went by.

      “Who’s got charges?” Nishimura bellowed.

      “I do, sir,” Armstrong replied.

      “Set ’em on the far door immediately. Everyone else, covering position. MacIntosh! Get your rear end behind us before I box your ears.”

      “Aye, sir,” he replied in his brogue.

      It only took the point man—Armstrong—a few seconds to set strips of detcord around the bulkhead hatch. The explosive putty was another story. He molded it to the hinges and contours of the opening before sticking a detonator in. “Charge set, sir!” Armstrong scampered away and stood next to Nishimura, battle rifle pointed at the door.

      “Fire in the hole!” Nishimura yelled.

      A moment later, a flash of orange flame was followed by a thundering roar. A smoking hole existed where a solid hatch had once sat.

      Armstrong charged forward the moment the smoke cleared, bounding through the opening in one leap. “Clear, sir!” he yelled.

      Nishimura brought his hand up and gave the signal to move out. The group of Marines made its way through the bulkhead, weapons at the ready. With MacIntosh directly behind him, Nishimura was second to last through. The sight that greeted him was similar to the previous section. A long corridor lay before them, the same dull metal alloy coating seemingly every surface. The far hatch was closed.

      “Okay, people, heads on a swivel. Advance slowly, and we’ll take out this obstacle too. One hundred meters away from the bridge.” I hope, anyway. Who knows how these Leaguers build ships. For all we know, they could put the control center in the tail of the vessel.

      “Major,” MacIntosh began, “atmosphere is returning to this section, according to my readings.”

      “Defensive position,” Nishimura barked. He wasn’t sure what was coming next, but it stood to reason the enemy had something planned for them.

      It didn’t take long for them to find out what was coming. The far hatch opened, and what could only be described as a horde of robotic maintenance drones erupted from it. They glided over the alloy deck, a black mass of twirling arms.

      Nishimura’s heart twisted as the mechanical beasts rushed forward. “Load armor-piercing rounds now,” he barked as his hands worked on muscle memory to drop the magazine loaded into his battle rifle and slap a new one in.

      The drones’ first target was Armstrong and another Marine standing next to him. What looked like plasma spot welders or similar technology flashed at the end of the robot’s arms as it tried to burn through the Terrans’ power armor. Both men went down in a heap, and piercing screams echoed through the communication system.

      Breaking through the initial shock, Nishimura finished reloading his battle rifle and switched it to full auto mode with a click of the fire-selector switch. He aimed at the mechanized monsters and squeezed the trigger, sending dozens of rounds into the swirling mass. Other Marines joined in, creating a fusillade of fire that destroyed several attackers as internal electronics fried, and they fell to the deck in twisted heaps, smoking and spraying sparks.

      A few of the drones broke free of Armstrong’s suit and headed straight toward Nishimura. The lead robot fired its plasma torch, causing immense heat to radiate through his left shoulder. Struggling to get his battle rifle reloaded, Nishimura fumbled with and dropped the magazine. At the last moment, the attacker took a directed energy beam to its center mass. Nishimura glanced over his shoulder to see MacIntosh aiming his sidearm, while concentrated armor-piercing rounds from the rest of the Marines felled the rest.

      Just like that, the battle was over. A few dozen robots lay at their feet, disabled or destroyed. Given a choice between fighting the mechanical drones or League security forces, Nishimura would’ve taken the human foe any day. He caught his breath then flung himself forward, grabbing at the defeated enemies to see what remained of the two fallen Marines. In his HUD, the vitals of both were flatlined. Once he’d uncovered them, it was easy to see why. The men’s armor was pierced in multiple locations, and blood freely flowed down the deck.

      Anger took over, and he stood, giving a guttural roar. “Get that next bulkhead open! We’re going to track down and kill the bastards who did this. You hear me?”

      Grim, resolute faces greeted him as the squad medic performed life-sign checks on their fallen comrades.

      “Some good news, sir,” MacIntosh said, kneeling next to one of the more intact robots.

      “We don’t have all day.”

      “This thing has a schematic of the ship built into it.” MacIntosh gestured to the tablet he’d hooked up to the thing’s exposed circuitry. “The bridge is beyond the next bulkhead, as you surmised.”

      “Good. Let’s finish this.” Nishimura stared at the closed hatch while thoughts of revenge roared through his mind. Civilians, my ass. They tried to kill us, and when I find them, I’ll kill the entire lot of them. Even though part of him knew it wasn’t the right thing to do or think, anger remained firmly in control.
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      Jupiter and its massive red spot loomed in front of Francis Martin’s fighter. Part of his brain said it was just another gas giant, much like the hundreds of other gas giants he’d seen in different solar systems all over the galaxy. He didn’t believe it, though, because they were in the Sol System, home of humanity and headquarters of the League of Sol. Numerous space-based installations ringed the planet. His sensor system identified many of them as industrial complexes, others as orbital habitats, and still others as military bases.

      A shame we don’t have twenty carriers and five hundred ships laying waste to the entire thing. Martin and his fellow pilots were a bit out of their element, flying craft whose handling capabilities were somewhere between those of bomber and space superiority fighters. Ironically, it was to his benefit, as Maulers turned like snails.

      “I think there’s something in the shipyard,” one of his wingmen said. “Sensor resolution is still spotty.”

      “Let me see if I can clean it up,” Martin replied. He used the integrated tactical network to direct several of his squadron mates’ forward LIDAR arrays toward their ultimate target—the League Navy shipyard. A few moments later, a sharper image came into focus. “Yeah, a Rand-class cruiser. From what I see here, it’s undergoing a refit. Half the armor panels are missing.”

      Ripples of aftershocks from Justin’s assault on the fuel complex in Saturn’s orbit radiated throughout the system. Incredibly, no large-scale launch of fighters or military vessels had been observed by their systems. Martin spent little time focusing on it, though. His one mission was to erase League hardware, by any means necessary. After seeing so many of his friends die, hatred for the enemy was one of the few things he had left. Most didn’t see it. On the outside, Martin was still his happy, wisecracking self. But in the dead of night, when the tortured landscape of his soul came to the surface, he had to admit the truth to himself: the war’s toll was extreme, to the point that Francis Martin didn’t recognize who he was anymore.

      As the kilometers ticked down rapidly, Martin had no time to dwell on his mental state. Hatred filled him as the shipyard grew larger in his flight helmet’s integrated HUD. The yard was a small part of a much larger orbital facility, but the section they were after was far older than the rest. As such, the eggheads back on the Zvika Greengold felt they had a higher chance of a successful attack. “Close to fifty kilometers and prepare to release Javelin missiles on my mark.”

      Freighters, corvettes, personnel transports, and all manner of civilian vessels crowded the HUD—so many that it overwhelmed Martin’s ability to process the mass of dots. Friendlies showed up as blue and enemies as red, while civilian ships, which the computer determined were off-limits based on the specified rules of engagement, were displayed as green icons. Martin darkly mused that it wouldn’t be so bad if one of the anti-ship warheads hit a Leaguer hauler with its shields down. Take some more of these buggers with us.

      The lock-on tone sounded in Martin’s cockpit, and he focused entirely on distance and approach vector for the shipyard. Leading the squadron in a downward motion relative to the Z-axis plane they flew on, Martin sought to avoid some of the clusters of vessels. Maybe they have predesignated routes. Probably do, the commies—and send anyone who deviates to a reeducation camp. The range crept down, each second bringing him closer to the enemy.

      “Okay, mates, here it comes. Delta One, fox four.”

      Twelve Javelin missiles sped away from the squadron of Ghosts, heading straight toward the enemy installation, their exhaust plumes trailing in the void. Sensors should’ve picked them up as soon as they launched, but that would’ve supposed the Leaguers had expected an attack. The concept of Sol itself being assaulted by an enemy—much less the hated capitalists of the Terran Coalition, who had been ginned up for decades as the next boogeyman preparing to destroy the League—was beyond all possibility.

      The Javelins began their terminal approach, accelerating. A few bursts of disorganized point-defense fire met the missiles but not enough to matter. All twelve impacted, some on the shipyard’s superstructure and a few on the Rand-class cruiser itself. Bright flashes from the fusion explosions shone against the darkness of the void, briefly as hot as the surface of a star.

      “Scratch one League cruiser!” Martin practically shouted. The HUD confirmed target destruction, and for a moment, he felt good, as if they’d struck a blow to repay the Leaguers for the battle of Canaan. It faded almost as quickly as the light did from the blast. The hate and anger were still there, though. They never went away, burning brightly in his soul. He started searching for a new target, as his entire squadron had another thirty-six Javelins between them—until a group of four red dots appeared on the HUD.

      His Ghost’s internal sensors identified them as League Shrike fighters almost immediately. As a bomber pilot, Martin had limited experience in dogfights. Despite training nonstop for three months in the simulators both before and after they’d set out for Sol, it still felt surreal for him to rotate his craft toward the enemy and push up the throttle.

      While they’d avoided detection for some time, the secret was out. The four enemies headed straight for them. I’ll give the buggers credit. Either they don’t know they’re outnumbered three to one, or they’ve got some balls.

      “Delta One, this is Alpha One,” Justin announced over the squadron-commander commlink channel. “I show your primary target destroyed.”

      “Confirmed, Alpha One. Just some trash to clean up before jumping out.”

      “Understood,” Justin replied. “Secondary rally point beta. Leaguer reaction time is slow enough that I’ve decided to take a run at the Mars military orbital.”

      Martin smiled. Blowing up yet another League space installation sounded like a great idea. “Can’t wait, sir. We’ll finish up here.”

      “Taclink will coordinate the jump. Good hunting, Lieutenant. Spencer out.”

      “Okay, mates, time to turn and burn.” Martin toggled his target-acquisition LIDAR array online and focused on the lead League craft. Your ass is mine, bugger. The enemy fighters continued to bear down on the flight of Ghosts in a nearly straight line. It hit him as suicide, but Martin only cared to erase them from the universe. “Delta One, fox three.” The Vulture missile dropped out of his internal stores bay and raced into the void.

      Other fighters in the squadron loosed their warheads, and the moment they entered energy-weapon range, the blue glow of miniature-neutron-cannon bolts filled the blackness of space. Red plasma balls crisscrossed the void, but they were short-lived. One by one, the four enemy craft exploded.

      Since his targeting reticule had been smack over the Leaguer he was attacking when it blew up, Martin thought it must be his kill. “Delta One, splash one.” How about that. First time for everything. Bomber pilots getting in on the fun. “We’re clear. Stand by to jump to coordinates provided by Alpha One.”
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      While the Marines were busy blowing up the remaining bulkhead between them and the freighter’s bridge, Master Gunnery Sergeant O’Conner and the rest of the VBSS force finished sweeping the aft section of the ship and joined the main element. They arrived as the last charge was set on the hatch leading to the vessel’s control center.

      “Master Guns,” Nishimura began, “welcome to the party.” He jerked his thumb forward. “You’re here just in time to help us finish off these assholes.”

      “Finish them off, sir?”

      Nishimura gestured to his battle rifle. “I’m done with the stun rounds. Reload for lethal combat.”

      “Sir,” O’Conner replied quietly. “Our orders—”

      “Screw our orders!” Nishimura thundered. “These bastards killed two of my Marines. They’re no longer civilians, Master Guns. They’re enemy combatants, and I only know one speed with dealing with the enemy. Kill them all, and let God sort it out.”

      “With respect, sir, we still need someone from the bridge crew to help us operate the ship. That won’t happen if they’re all dead,” MacIntosh interjected. “I realize I’m an observer here, but still, it’s a valid point.”

      “He’s right, sir,” O’Conner said. “I think you know that. Killing the people in there won’t bring back our fallen.”

      He was right, but the anger within didn’t want to go quietly. Nishimura bit his lip. “Fine, we’ll use nonlethal to storm, but any of them step out of line, and I’ll shoot them myself. Clear, Master Guns?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Switch ammo to stun and stand back,” Nishimura ordered. When the group was six meters away from the hatch and all battle rifles were reloaded, he nodded to one of the enlisted Marines. “Blow it.”

      “Fire in the hole!”

      An enormous explosion blew out from the sealed alloy door, sending shards of metal and a sheet of flame outward. The breaching element immediately leaped into action, tossing flashbangs inside before rushing in.

      As Nishimura charged forward, the sharp report of battle rifles rang out. He was intent on being the first power armor suit through after the breach team. As he cleared the hatch, a massive wrench narrowly missed his helmet. Nishimura twisted out of the way and used the butt of his weapon to stun the attacker—a human male wearing the same jumpsuit uniform as the other crewmembers they’d encountered earlier.

      A few civilians had taken cover behind a group of consoles and fired on the Marines with improvised weapons, including some sort of industrial nail gun. They screamed in a foreign tongue, and one man stood holding a piece of metal with a hose attached. He charged the closest Marine, and as he did, a bright-blue flame erupted from the end of it.

      Nishimura watched in horror, too far away to stop it but close enough to feel the incredible heat coming off the plasma torch. It touched the helmet of his Marine and burned through almost instantly. Inhuman screams filled the bridge, and Nishimura closed the distance as fast as he could. His battle rifle spat stun rounds, sending the Leaguer flying backward while the plasma torch flopped onto the deck and began to burn through it.

      Chaos reigned for a few more seconds as the Marines quickly gained the upper hand over the civilians. A woman clutching an electrical tool dropped it as several power-armored marines closed in, and resistance ceased.

      Heart pounding, Nishimura turned back toward his fallen Marine. The life-sign indicator showed a red line, and once he’d turned the body over, he saw why. The torch had burned through half of the man’s skull. Damn, Private Schultz, you deserved a better end. Rage exploded within Nishimura. He drew his sidearm, ensured it was loaded with lethal ammunition, and advanced on the man who’d snuffed Schultz’s life out.

      “Sir, what are you doing?” O’Conner asked, suddenly appearing at his side.

      “Eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth,” Nishimura replied and raised the weapon.

      The woman—who was the only Leaguer not stunned—raised her arms and started jabbering, but the words didn’t make sense. She was evidently pleading for something. When the Marines didn’t react, she seemingly worked up the courage to stand and pointed at the cross symbol on Nishimura’s armored suit.

      He stared at her with a stern expression. “I don’t speak whatever you're going on in, lady.” Nishimura’s finger moved to the trigger. This piece of shit doesn’t deserve to live. None of them do.

      “Do you speak English?” she finally asked with a hint of an accent. “Please, if you can understand me, don’t harm him. If we didn’t resist, the political commissars would kill us all and our families.”

      “He killed one of my Marines. No one walks away from that.”

      Again, she pointed at the cross on his armor. “Are you a Christian? You must be a Terran.”

      “Yeah, on both accounts.” Nishimura’s finger rested on the trigger. Why aren’t I just putting two in this asshole’s chest and one in the head?

      “I’m a Christian too.” The declaration caused every Marine on the bridge to stare at her.

      “What?” Nishimura blurted out. “The League of Sol is a communist empire that pipes propaganda into our space all day, talking about how enlightened you all are and that there’s no superstitions allowed.”

      “And if they ever found out, I’d be sent to a reeducation camp along with my husband and children. Please, have mercy.” She practically knelt in front of him, hands still raised.

      Nishimura felt like a surreal curtain had fallen over the bridge. The book doesn’t have anything in it to cover this. He held his left fist up—the signal to stop. “Okay. Help us obtain a full load of helium-3 fuel from the automated refinery in this system, and you’re all free to go. Take it or leave it. That’s the best deal you’re getting out of me.” Nishimura set his jaw. “And for crying out loud, stand up.”

      “Thank you.”

      Nishimura stared at the woman. “Don’t thank me yet.” I already regret not offing this guy. He slid the pistol back into his holster as a Marine slapped flexicuffs on the stunned civilians.
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      Twelve tiny wormholes ripped open the fabric of space near Mars, and twelve Ghosts appeared, including Justin’s craft. He gripped the flight stick tightly as he opened his eyes. It seems like the aftereffects from a Lawrence drive jump build up when you’re in these things. Justin scanned his HUD, confirming everyone else in the Red Tails squadron was nearby and forming up.

      “Nice of you to join the party,” Green said over the command commlink channel. “Black Hogs are present and accounted for.”

      “Good,” Justin replied. “Lieutenant Martin, what about your squadron?” Additional friendly icons appeared on his sensor readout—the twelve Ghosts from Green’s unit.

      “Yeah, Cap. We got caught up dealing with a few Leaguers. I’ve got a fighter kill.” Martin sounded especially pleased. “Maybe I’ll catch up with the rest of you one of these days.”

      “Probably got us all beat on raw kilos destroyed, though,” Green said with a chuckle. “But I’ll put my guys up against both of you any day for taking out League bombers.”

      Justin grinned, even though no one could see him. “We all bring strengths to the team, as the major has been trying to hammer into our heads.” He zoomed the sensors in, focusing on a cluster of space installations. “I’m designating this station as our primary target. Deep scans from the stealth raiders suggest it’s a military command of some sort.”

      “You’re forgetting something, mate. A station like that will have heavily reinforced shields,” Martin replied. “See the field of cargo containers and short-range haulers a few kilometers away? A far better target for our merry band.”

      He’s got a point. Justin spent a few seconds staring at the screen before he cued the mic. “Okay, let’s still take a shot at the station. One Javelin, say. If it doesn’t make a dent, we’ll switch to the cargo yard.”

      “Sounds good, mate.”

      Justin flipped his channel back to the Red Tails. “Alpha One to all pilots. Form up in finger-four formations and follow me in. Lieutenant Martin and the Winged Lightnings have point.” He pushed his throttle up to maximum speed. It seemed unbelievable that the League hadn’t responded with overwhelming force. This is our last attack. I’m not pressing our luck any further than needed. Four separate assaults on Sol’s major planets would go a long way to delivering a huge morale boost for the Terran Coalition. And some payback to these communist bastards.

      A few minutes later, Martin put a single Javelin anti-ship missile in space. It flew straight and true, directly toward the League station. The giant structure was shaped like a double torus, with an outer and inner ring. Docking ports jutted out from it, and a few had ships attached, though no combat space patrol was in evidence.

      The blue dot representing the active warhead on Justin’s HUD got closer and closer to the installation. He willed it forward, hoping they would catch the enemy with shields down, asleep at the helm. When the Javelin exploded in a bright flash of brilliant white light, a red energy effect ringed the station. Justin checked the sensor readout, hoping to find that perhaps the League hadn’t invested in strong protection for its assets in Sol. No such luck—the shield appeared on his display, and the computer gathered enough information from the attack to determine it had lost half a percent of its structural integrity. Yeah, we’re not getting through that. “Alpha One to all pilots. Switch to secondary targets.”

      “Wilco,” Feldstein replied quickly.

      “I wanted one of those commie stations to my credit,” Martin grumbled. “I’ll have to settle for raining hell on their import-export holdings.”

      Justin snickered. “You do that, Lieutenant.”

      As the thirty-two Ghosts zoomed toward the sea of cargo containers, a stream of new contacts emanated from the nearby station. They quickly accelerated outward and formed into groups of three. Justin’s HUD flashed with an alert. “Alpha One to all pilots. We’ve got twelve to fifteen bandits bearing three-two-five. Assess enemy does not yet have a hard sensor lock on us.”

      “The moment we open up, they will,” Green interjected.

      Staring at the screen, Justin shook his head. He had no great answers, and he was determined to take a risk in hopes of putting an exclamation point on the damage already inflicted by the CDF’s strike. “Then we’ll shoot them down like we’ve shot every other Leaguer down,” he snarled. “All pilots, break and engage containers.”

      The Terran Coalition fighters juked and weaved toward the zero-G cargo yard. Modular pods were stacked on top of each other as tugs moved them around to waiting vessels, while other ships waited in what appeared to be an unloading area.

      Justin lined up one cluster of containers and waited for the missile-lock-on tone. “Alpha One, fox one.” His next-to-last Javelin missile dropped out of the internal stores bay and zoomed away.

      Most of the friendly craft loosed their Javelins, while some tried neutron-cannon blasts to varying degrees of success. A few pods exploded—or more accurately, disintegrated—from missile hits, then the Javelins struck home. Entire groups of cargo containers ceased to exist along with the tugs moving them. Spectacular explosions of blue-and-orange flame filled the sky.

      Justin scanned his HUD, satisfied with the wave of destruction they’d wrought, then all of a sudden, one last warhead hit a structure in the middle of the field of pods. As it blew apart, the containers began to move. What the…? Justin’s fighter wrenched under him. It took every ounce of concentration he had to keep control.

      “Take that, you damn commies!” Martin yelled.

      Coming out of what could only be described as a gravity wave, Justin returned his gaze to the HUD. The scene amazed him. Hundreds of cargo pods had scattered, and a few were already entering the atmosphere of Mars. Bright plumes of flame leaped off them, a telltale sign of parabolic reentry.

      “Not sure what we did or who did it,” Justin said. “But nice work, folks. Okay. Time to get out of here and head back to the Greengold.” His gut said it was time to make their escape.

      “We’ve got incoming. Bandits, bandits, one-seven-zero, range seventy kilometers. Twenty-plus bandits on an intercept course,” Feldstein called with alarm. “I’m being spiked.”

      “My entire squadron’s spiked,” Green muttered.

      Overlaying the sensor readout on his HUD, Justin realized the Leaguers were too close for them to make a run for it. Those damn Shrike fighters of theirs have afterburners. We don’t, and they’ll catch us before we hit the Lawrence limit to microjump. No choice but to fight. “We can’t run, people. Squadron leaders, reform elements and prepare to engage.”

      Feldstein cut in on a private commlink channel. “I hope to God you know what you're doing.”

      “Trust me, Dvora,” Justin replied. “We blow through these guys. They probably can’t get more fighters out before we break contact and get to the limit. Then we’re home free.”

      “From your lips to God’s ears.”

      “If there is one, sure.” Justin flipped the channel back to Alpha element. “Alpha, finger-four formation. Use double missiles to engage. We need to knock out as many hostiles as possible in one pass without turning this into a dogfight.”

      “Wilco,” Adeoye replied as he rolled his craft toward Justin’s wing.

      The range between the twin groups of fighters closed rapidly. Multiple lock-on warning tones sounded in Justin’s cockpit as he settled onto a vector to intercept the onrushing enemy craft. Using the mental interface with his Ghost, Justin selected the twin-fire mode for his Vultures. The moment the Leaguer entered weapons range, he squeezed his missile-launch button. “Alpha One, fox three.”

      Anti-fighter missiles sped away from both sides, with the Ghosts having an edge in volume of fire thanks to their higher numbers. Electronic countermeasure systems went to work, jamming several warheads while chaff blossomed from aft-mounted dispensers. Several League fighters ceased to exist as they took multiple hits, and the two formations met in a wild melee. Blue neutron-cannon bolts and red plasma balls crisscrossed in space, and shields lit up from direct impacts as well as glancing blows.

      One of the Vultures Justin fired hit its intended target, but the other exploded harmlessly, taking the bait of enemy countermeasures. He rolled his fighter, struggling to keep the Leaguer in his sights. Its pilot was better than most and successfully dodged most of the neutron-cannon fire he sent its way. I don’t have time for this. Justin toggled his stores selector to heat-seeking missiles and squeezed the trigger. “Alpha One, Fox two.” Guns-D that, asshole.

      Another four League craft exploded as more friendly fighters entered energy weapons range, while the enemy Justin tracked tried to juke out of the way. Flares erupted from it, decoying the inbound HT-53D Eagle. But while the pilot avoided one threat, another materialized. Feldstein obtained a guns solution and fired a stream of neutron-cannon bolts. A few moments later, the Shrike exploded violently.

      “You looked like you could use some help, sir.”

      Justin let out a sigh. “Yeah, thanks, Dvora. That one was slippery.” Why am I using her first name?

      He had no time to think about the subject further. Noting that four friendly icons were dark, indicating lost craft and pilots, Justin engaged the tactical overlay on his HUD. Only one League fighter remained in the near vicinity, and it wasn’t moving to pursue. Now’s our chance. “All pilots, break left relative. Come to heading zero-three-three, mark positive ninety. Max speed to the Lawrence limit.”
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      A few light-years away, Nishimura stood guard with the Marine squad as MacIntosh and the captured civilian who’d promised to help them toiled at a console. The rest of the crew had been rounded up—hands and feet flex-cuffed together—and moved to an empty compartment under heavy guard. Nishimura had little confidence in the League turncoat, regardless of her story. Only MacIntosh’s insistence that they could use the help in deciphering the engine and flight controls kept Nishimura from shooting her along with the rest of them.

      “Status report,” he barked for the third time in five minutes.

      “The same as it was a minute ago, sir,” MacIntosh replied. He turned from the console. “We’re almost done unlocking them.”

      Nishimura stroked the butt of his sidearm. “How do I know you’re not secretly sending a message to your Leaguer buddies?” he asked the woman.

      She turned and glared at him. “You have no reason to trust me, but I suspect this gentleman here will know if I do anything untoward and promptly shoot me.”

      “Ya got tha’ right, miss.” MacIntosh’s brogue had become considerably thicker in the last half hour.

      Silence followed as she tapped away for several more seconds. With a flourish, the woman hit a final key and slid back from the console. “You should find yourself able to maneuver the ship now.”

      MacIntosh gave the thumbs-up with his armored gauntlet. “Confirmed, Major. We’re able to navigate freely.”

      “Next step, the helium-3 refinery.” Nishimura crossed his arms. “Walk us through how your ship takes on fuel.”

      “It’s entirely automated,” the woman said. “We dock, an arm extends, and once our access codes are accepted, an hour later, we’re full.” She shrugged. “The job could be automated, but the League prides itself on full employment. Everyone has a place, you see.”

      Nishimura gestured out the windows at the front of the bridge. “Take us in, then. There’s no time to waste. Do you have a name?”

      “I thought you’d never ask. It’s Candace Flores. And yours?”

      “Major Kosuke Nishimura.” He furrowed his brow. “What planet are you from?”

      “Earth.” She wiped a piece of hair out of her eyes.

      Nishimura’s mind raced. The idea of a civilian POW randomly being a Christian and willing to help them was so far beyond the realm of possibility that he couldn’t wrap his head around it. “How do we even know you’re what you say you are?”

      “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven. Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. If you’re a Christian, why don’t you tell me what book of the Bible that’s from.”

      “Uh…” Nishimura stared blankly. “I don’t know,” he finally admitted. When was the last time I even opened my Bible app?

      “The Beatitudes. Matthew, I believe,” MacIntosh finally interjected.

      “Yes. That’s so strange to me. You’re allowed to worship freely, yes?”

      They both nodded.

      “Yet one of you, who displays a cross on his uniform, doesn’t know one of the most important teachings of Jesus.” Flores shook her head. “We have to memorize the Bible and internalize it. To be caught with a religious text of any type results in an immediate transfer to the reeducation camps.”

      “Reeducation camps?” Nishimura asked.

      “Those who lack social duty or display antisocial behavior or individualism are sent for correction. If one fails at mending their ways, other measures are taken.”

      “Individualism?” MacIntosh asked.

      “One of the gravest sins a citizen of the League of Sol can commit. Putting individual wants or desires above that of society. It is an unacceptable evil.” She chuckled. “I’ll be executed without a second thought if anyone ever finds out what I’ve done.”

      “Why help us, then?” Nishimura blurted out. He had zero inkling as to why the woman would lift a finger to help them. It doesn’t make sense. Gotta be a trap.

      “Because if you’re fighting the League, perhaps you will win. And since you’re also humans, maybe our lot in life will improve. It can’t get worse. Everything we do, say, and think is monitored at all hours of the day and night.”

      Nishimura stared in horror. “How?”

      “Do you not have surveillance systems, artificial intelligence, and social scoring on your planets?”

      “AI is heavily restricted in the Terran Coalition,” MacIntosh answered. “We saw its dangers centuries ago. Only the most shackled of AIs are allowed, and even that’s a years-long process for approval. As for surveillance, in public spaces, yes—on our core worlds.” He paused as if searching for words. “Everything goes through our constitution, though. We believe inherently in bending toward freedom. I’m afraid I’m not familiar with social scoring.”

      “Be glad. Every single person in the League of Sol is scored on every action they take. Do something against the rules, and the surveillance AIs capture it. All citizens are required to make five reports a month against friends, families, and strangers. If not, it goes on our record.”

      “I… I can’t imagine living like that,” Nishimura said after a few seconds of silence.

      “Then perhaps you can imagine why I would help you.”

      Though Nishimura searched for any hint of a lie or manipulation, he found none. Either she’s an intelligence agent, or this is the truth. He pondered what kind of life it was to have every action and thought monitored. Even in the face of complete oppression, the woman and presumably many others like her had held on to beliefs that would get them killed. Nishimura’s face heated. And I was willing to kill a disarmed man not more than thirty minutes ago. What does that say about my beliefs? He stood mute, staring at her.

      “Sir, the docking computer has taken control,” MacIntosh said as he stood from the console. “With any luck, we’ll be docked and receiving fuel in ten minutes.”

      “Good,” Nishimura replied, finally breaking free of his thoughts. “An hour to fill the tanks?”

      Flores nodded. “Yes. May I ask what you’re planning to do with it?”

      “Power our ship so we can go home.” Even if I believe her, no operational details.

      “Will you tell others in the Terran Coalition what I’ve told you?” she asked. “Perhaps if they know, they won’t hate us all. Many of us would welcome liberation from the League, if it ever came.”

      “I’ll do my best.” The words rushed out of Nishimura’s mouth before he had a chance to think. Who am I kidding? No one cares what a single Marine has to say. But if we survive this, I’ll have a duty to try.
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      Lined with massive screens, holoprojectors, and dozens of watchstanders, the League Navy headquarters' operations floor in Geneva, Switzerland, was the heart of military operations ongoing in both the Orion and the Sagittarius arms of the galaxy. Unlike the usual carefully scripted dog-and-pony shows for senior flag officers, they had a bona fide emergency today. Reports of unidentified craft attacking the Sol system had begun flooding into fleet command an hour earlier.

      Admiral Sebastien Lambert strode in through the central double doors.

      An eagle-eyed senior enlisted sailor barked, “Admiral on deck.”

      “As you were,” Lambert replied in French. League forces were required to speak two out of the three main League languages—Chinese, French, or Russian. As a born-and-bred Frenchman, he usually spoke in his mother tongue. “Situation report, Captain Nkosi?”

      The operations chief, who appeared to have African ancestry, stood. “Sightings of hostile fighters at Jupiter, Saturn, and Mars, sir. Terran Coalition weapons signatures.” His French was perfect.

      “By Lenin, they’re going to try to take Earth,” another officer blurted out, her words barely understandable with her accent.

      Lambert noted that she wore the morale commissars’ insignia—she was one of the dreaded political officers. Probably German. That would explain the awful French. “Probably not.”

      “But attacks on three planets—”

      “Captain Nkosi, have any capital-class vessels been observed?”

      “No, sir. Only small craft. They match up to intelligence reports on a stealth recon fighter the Terrans are known to possess.”

      “The SFS-4 Ghost?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “They have less than two hundred of them. Now I am convinced this is a raid.” Lambert smiled thinly.

      “A raid? Why would the Terran Coalition do that?” the political officer asked.

      All eyes shifted toward the two of them as Lambert stared her down.

      “For a morale officer, you know little about morale, it would seem.” Lambert gestured to the operations map of the Sagittarius arm. “They’re losing the war against us. A brilliant counterstroke against our home world shows their strength and makes us look weak.”

      “Intelligence suggests these Ghost recon fighters have integrated wormhole generators, Admiral,” Nkosi said. “The carrier that brought them here is unlikely to be within Sol system proper.”

      “No, I wouldn’t expect so.” Lambert went over the possibilities. They’re probably hiding out in deep space. That’s what I’d do. He smirked. “For them to get the propaganda coup they’re looking for, these Terrans will need to make it back to whatever ship brought them here. Activate the home defense fleet and every fighter squadron we have in Sol. I even want Charon’s defense grid online.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Lambert turned toward Nkosi. “They probably can’t jump out of Sol’s gravity well without being at the edge—the same limitations we have. Have the fleet muster outside of the limit, and once we have confirmation of where they’re headed, we’ll mass and cut them off.”

      Infectious energy seemed to course throughout the room as the officers and enlisted personnel perked up.

      “It will be done, Admiral,” the political officer replied. “These capitalist dogs won’t make it out of our home alive.”

      While Lambert flashed a grin—necessary for appearances—inwardly, he despaired. How am I supposed to beat a determined force of professionals when I have these idiots in my ranks? Many a League officer had asked the same before and would ask again. I wish Pierre Seville were here. I could always count on him to have a tactical insight I missed. If only it weren’t for his political officer. At least Seville had disposed of the moron who cost the League a knock-out victory over the Terrans. But that was cold comfort, as his protégée faced a decade of exile, and the Chinese faction of the League sought any advantage it could gain. Lambert sighed and focused on destroying the enemy. At least there was honor in defending their homes. Politics would come later.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, that was one hell of a rush,” Justin said. His commlink was keyed to the squadron-commander channel. “For me, anyway. What about you guys?” The void flew by his cockpit canopy as the formation of twenty-seven Ghosts zoomed away from Mars on a parabolic course toward the Lawrence limit. For the moment, it was a beautiful sight—at least until more Leaguers showed up.

      “I’d rather be flying a Boar, but these things do well enough,” Green replied. “League space installations blow up nicely too.” She chuckled.

      “A shame we didn’t erase all the Leaguers. We passed up some big targets back there,” Martin interjected. His tone was harsh.

      “Francis…” Justin used his first name for emphasis. “Killing civilians is against the rules of war.”

      “You think they give a damn about the rules of war? Are you daft, mate?” The pain in Martin’s voice was evident.

      “I get it, Lieutenant. But as long as I’m in command, we’re playing this by the book, as the colonel ordered. Clear?”

      “Crystal, sir.”

      “With that out of the way, my egress plan is to get us beyond the Mars Lawrence limit, jump into the outer reaches of the system, and fly under stealth to the Sol Lawrence limit, and from there, we’ll jump back to the Greengold.” While it sounded easy, the odds remained long.

      “Sounds good to me, sir. We really stirred up the hornet’s nest,” Green replied. “Gotta admit, I wasn’t expecting a Sabre pilot to be this good at blowing ships up.”

      “I aim to please,” Justin said, a bit of cockiness creeping into his voice. He flipped the commlink channel to Alpha element. “This is Alpha One. Status check. Over.”

      “Alpha Two, good. Fifty percent stores.”

      “Alpha Four, good. Sixty percent stores.”

      “Alpha Three, I have more kills than you today, Spencer. Watch out, or I’ll catch up,” Mateus said with a giggle. “Stores at forty percent.”

      “Okay. We’re mostly in good shape, and we’ve only had a few losses,” Justin replied. “We keep this tight, use stealth to our advantage, avoid fights on the way out, and get home safe. Clear? Oh, and, Adeoye, that was one of the best spin moves I’ve ever seen. Nice job.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Pride was evident in Adeoye’s voice. “Never thought I’d be happy to see the Greengold again after two straight months of crawling the walls.”

      Snickering filled the commlink channel.

      “You and me both, Lieutenant.”

      Justin scanned his HUD. So far, so good. The local League forces around Mars had spread out, searching in a box pattern. Between the protected engine exhausts, stealth tiles, and the unique course they were on, no one had found them yet. The four stealth raiders stalked several sites for a final jump, gathering real-time sensor data. As the minutes passed, Justin noticed a multitude of new enemy icons appearing on the HUD—all over the solar system.

      “You guys seeing this?” Feldstein asked. “By my targeting computer’s count, a few hundred enemy ships are ringing the outer Lawrence limit. More are jumping in constantly.”

      Justin felt a tinge of bile rising in his throat. She was correct—over the last fifteen minutes, dozens of vessels had jumped in. He sent flash traffic to each stealth raider, asking them to scout secondary locations, on the off chance that somehow the Leaguers had zeroed in on the ships. “Yeah. Hold your course. The plan hasn’t changed.”

      “We’re going to shoot our way out of Sol?” she shot back.

      “Only if we have to.”

      “I should’ve updated my will,” Adeoye interjected.

      “What are you all crowing about? It’ll be a target-rich environment,” Mateus replied as she snickered. “Nothing can touch the Red Tails.”

      I wonder if that’s legit confidence or bluster. Justin didn’t care. They had to keep their eyes on the ball, or all of them would die. “Steady, people. We’re going home, but the ride will be bumpy.” He hoped his words would come to pass.
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      Much to Nishimura’s surprise, obtaining fuel from the station went smoothly and efficiently. With Flores’s assistance, they sent the usual requests to the control center, and ninety minutes later, the freighter had a full load. It took more time to get to the Lawrence limit than it had to fill the helium-3 tanks, which gave him a lot of time to ponder what had occurred over the last few hours.

      “You okay, sir?” MacIntosh asked.

      Nishimura shook himself. “Yeah. Why?”

      “Far be it from a lowly fleet officer to notice, but you seem like you have a lot on your mind.”

      “Yeah, suppose I do.” He jerked his back, pointing toward Flores. “What do you make of her?”

      MacIntosh sat down across from Nishimura’s perch on the bridge. “I think she’s a devout woman in a difficult situation and was forced to make some tough calls.” He pursed his lips. “And I wonder if I would’ve had the strength of character to make the same ones were I in her place.”

      “Well, you nailed what I’m grappling with.” Nishimura smiled thinly. “You know? One of those events in life that forces you to stop and pay attention.”

      Seemingly unaware or unwilling to acknowledge that the primary topic of conversation was her, Flores interrupted them. “Major, we’ve reached the FTL limit. I can jump us to your ship if you’d like.”

      “All the same, I’ll have Captain MacIntosh handle the Lawrence jump,” Nishimura said. He held up a gauntleted hand. “Look, not to insult you, but I’m careful. Four thousand lives depend on it.”

      Flores nodded and stood. “Of course.”

      “Plug it in, Captain,” Nishimura said as he turned his head toward the windows at the front of the bridge.

      Flores stared at him. “Why do you call the wormhole generator a Lawrence drive?”

      “Hey, I’m a Marine. Not much on schooling,” Nishimura replied with a chuckle. “I recollect that Sir James Lawrence invented the thing in the twenty-first century, and we named our capital city after him.” He shrugged. “Beyond that… Captain, you got anything more?”

      “That’s the basics, sir,” MacIntosh said. “But more so, he helped bring humanity together once it left Earth. That’s why it’s called Lawrence City, because there would’ve been no Terran Coalition without him. The other thing I think some of us forget was Dr. Lawrence was an avowed atheist. That part gets glossed over in our history sometimes.” He looked up from the console. “System’s ready, sir. Coordinates locked in.”

      Nishimura set his jaw. “Do it.”

      The lights dimmed, and a vortex opened directly in front of the freighter’s bow. Much like with the Terran Coalition Lawrence drive, a multicolored light show danced in space as the maw of the wormhole grew, beckoning them in. The ship accelerated and, a few moments later, popped out the other side.

      “That was beautiful,” Nishimura said. He was in awe of the spectacle, eyes transfixed. “Uh, did we come out where we were supposed to?”

      “Your first time seeing a wormhole jump?” Flores asked.

      “Yeah,” Nishimura replied. “Marines get the cheap seats. We’re never on the bridge, always in the interior of the ship.” He gazed out the window, staring at the blackness of the void. “Back to business, though. Where are we?”

      Flores pointed at a flashing light on one of the control stations. “The communications system detects an incoming transmission.”

      “Fire it up, Captain.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.” MacIntosh crossed the bridge and sat at the comms console. A few moments later, he spoke into a mic. “Hello? This is MacIntosh.”

      “This is Lieutenant Singh. We read you loud and clear, Captain. Do you have the fuel?”

      MacIntosh grinned. “Oh yes, we do. Are you guys ready for us to start the transfer?”

      “Per Colonel Tehrani’s orders, begin immediately.”

      “Excellent, Lieutenant. We’ll maneuver alongside and extend the umbilical.” MacIntosh turned to Nishimura. “With your permission, sir?”

      “Let’s get this show on the road.” God, if you’re up there, now would be a good time for everything to go right for a change. Time would tell.
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      Tension on the bridge of the Zvika Greengold was thick enough to be cut with a knife. Tehrani would’ve paced back and forth if not for the need to display a steady command bearing. Updates from the raid on Sol had been sparse, and she hated being unable to affect the outcome.

      As if sensing her unease, Wright leaned in. “I’m worried about them too.”

      “On some level, I know it’s silly to worry, because it gets me nothing positive. But I can’t help it. Those men and women are under my command, and I’m responsible for them.”

      Wright nodded. “In my book, that’s the sign of a good CO, ma’am.”

      “How’s the refueling going?”

      “Helium-3 tanks are above fifty percent,” Wright replied after checking his console. “Another half an hour until they’re full.”

      Tehrani processed the information. Another forty-five minutes after that to get our reactor back online. We’ve survived this long. We can handle another hour and a half. She settled back into her chair, mind mollified.

      “Conn, Communications. I’ve got Captain Spencer on a burst transmission, ma’am.”

      So much for relaxing. “Put it on my viewer, Lieutenant.”

      An image of Justin’s face appeared on the screen above Tehrani’s head. It contained a great deal of static and artifacts, indicative of either jamming or being at the limit of the technology’s range. “Colonel, if you can hear me, we’ve really stirred up the hornet’s nest. All fighters are proceeding at best speed to the Lawrence limit, but the League is boxing us in. I’m sending you our projected course and time frame to jump.”

      “Captain, how many hostiles are you dealing with?”

      “We’ve lost four Ghosts so far—all pilots KIA. If we can’t jump, the plan is to fight to the last man and woman.”

      It seemed as if he couldn’t hear Tehrani. She frowned. “Captain, transmit a continuous beacon via your comm system so we can home in on it.”

      “You’re breaking up, ma’am. I’ll try again when we’re closer to the limit. Spencer out.”

      Tehrani nearly gave in to the impulse to smash her palm into the control panel on her chair. “Dammit.”

      “We have a partial lock on Spencer’s craft from that transmission,” Wright said as he touched a button on his viewer. “Here, skipper.”

      “I see it.” Assuming the rest of the friendly forces were clustered around him, which made sense, they were heading away from Mars, toward its Lawrence limit. That puts them at about an hour and a half to two hours away from the Sol System Lawrence limit if he times the microjump right.

      “I know that look.”

      Wright’s statement made her smile. “Oh?”

      “Skipper, we can’t jump the ship into the Sol system. It would far exceed our orders.”

      “Hopefully, we won’t have to.” Tehrani set her jaw. “But I’m not leaving my people behind.”

      In the silence that followed, tension of a different sort appeared, the old tug of war between the two of them. One was focused on the mission’s success, and the other was intent on protecting the crew and ship as much as possible. The differences of opinion were required for the Greengold to function appropriately, but sometimes Tehrani wished she didn’t seem to veer so much toward risk-taking. Or am I? Maybe Wright was too cautious. One thing was for sure in her mind: leaving pilots behind if they could get them out wasn’t in the cards. The minutes continued to count down, and Tehrani prayed no further delays would come from engineering.
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      Justin blinked as his eyes adjusted to the HUD as he processed that they’d successfully emerged from the artificial wormholes. There had been no further engagements before they reached Mars’s Lawrence limit and powered up the FTL drives, and all fighters popped out of their wormholes just inside of Pluto’s orbit—they were less than an hour from being home free. Score one for the good guys. As long as the Marines got the fuel, we might pull this off.

      Reality soon shattered his wishful thinking. The sensor overlay snapped on, showing thousands of contacts. Justin’s jaw dropped. “Martin, Green, you guys see this?”

      “Enough Leaguer ships to wipe out half the galaxy?” Green replied. “Yeah, I see it.”

      How are we getting through this? Dammit, Justin. Focus. Work the problem. “See any holes?” As he asked, Justin zoomed the sensor display in along with entering a search string into the combat computer—looking for any weakness. The Leaguers had noticeably fewer ships in some areas, and most vessels were small—the corvettes previously observed along with a few frigates.

      “Thirty minutes away at maximum thrust, they’ve got a lower concentration of warships but more fighters,” Martin said. “We might have better luck there.”

      Justin changed his focus to the region Martin had indicated. Yeah, Leaguers are thin there. He immediately wondered if it was a trap. Probably not—they don’t think that fast on their feet usually. Even if it was, it didn’t matter. The noose was tightening around the entire operation, and it would come down to superior skill and a healthy dose of good luck. “Frankly, it appears to be our only option, unless someone has a better idea.”

      “I got nothing, except it’s been an honor to fly with everyone today,” Green replied. “Even if the War Hogs are the best pilots on the Greengold.”

      “We’ll settle our accounts when we all make it back,” Justin said in a taut tone. “No heroics. Punch through and keep going. The point’s been made. No holovid stuff, got it?”

      “Aye, aye, sir.” Martin waggled the wings of his Ghost.

      “Okay. Inform your squadrons, and I’ll brief mine. Good luck, folks.” Justin flipped his commlink back to Alpha element. “Everyone still with me?”

      “Until the entire League Navy shows up and shoots us down, yeah,” Feldstein replied. “Everything’s just peachy, sir.”

      Justin snickered. “They have a few gaps without full coverage. Whatever else I can say about them, the damn Leaguers seem to have plotted where gravity wells prevent in-system jumps very carefully. Another hour, and the entire system will be locked down.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Mateus interjected. “Just try to keep up with me.”

      “Even if we don’t make it back,” Adeoye said, “we have accomplished our objective and injected fear into the enemy’s heart.”

      Startled, Justin pondered his words for a moment. That sounded like a man making peace with death. Thinking his wingman might know something he didn’t, Justin looked at the small printed picture of Michelle and Maggie. He’d moved it from his Sabre to the Ghost as a reminder of why he fought. I’m coming home, baby.

      “None of that talk. We’re all landing together. Come to heading zero-four-eight, max stealth speed.”
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      “That’s the last of it, sir.” MacIntosh stood from his console. “The Greengold has a full primary and backup fuel load.”

      Nishimura turned from staring out the bridge’s window. “Outstanding.” He turned to Flores. “Thank you doesn’t seem like it’s enough.”

      She smiled and turned her palms outward. “God puts us where we’re meant to be, to carry out His plan.” Flores climbed up from her station. “I only thank Him that I was able to do it.”

      The League woman’s faith continued to touch Nishimura to his core. Not much got through the tough Marine exterior, but she was, in spades. He furrowed his brow. “Look, uh, Candace, why don’t you come with us? Everyone here will vouch for what you did. I’m pretty sure we’d grant you asylum.”

      Tears shone in Flores’s eyes, and she twisted her face. “If the Terran Coalition is a tenth of what you’ve expressed to me, Major Nishimura, I would give one of my limbs to take you up on your kind offer.” Flores shook her head. “But I can’t. I have a husband and three children on an agriculture station at Jupiter. Brothers, sisters, parents, aunts, and uncles, scattered all over the League. You have to understand how the political commissars work. They would kill my entire family and send everyone I know to the reeducation camps.”

      A knot formed in Nishimura’s stomach. “Then what’s going to happen when they figure out you helped us?”

      MacIntosh pointed at the door leading out of the freighter’s bridge. “Major, the shuttle’s arriving from the Zvika Greengold. We’re to evac immediately, per Colonel Tehrani’s orders.”

      “Go ahead, Captain. Make sure my Marines and the Master Guns are accounted for.”

      “What about you—”

      “I can take care of myself,” Nishimura replied. “Now, move out. No dusting off without me.”

      “Yes, sir.” MacIntosh turned on his heel and left.

      Flores and Nishimura were left alone except for the soft hum of electronics. “Answer my question,” he said, staring at her intently.

      “They won’t find out.” Flores set her jaw. “Because you’re going to leave enough bruises on me to make my story plausible. The cruel capitalists tortured me, but I gave them nothing except my handprint. My family and those like us have gotten very good at hiding and deceiving the commissars, Major.”

      Nishimura blanched in horror. Hit a woman? It went against everything he believed. “Where I come from, men don’t hit women unless they’re an enemy combatant. I can’t do that.”

      “If you don’t, I’ll try to injure myself, but I doubt it’ll be convincing.”

      He flexed his fist a few times, trying to picture what karate moves he could employ that would leave marks but not harm internal organs, but found it difficult even to consider. If I don’t, her blood is on my hands. “Okay.” Nishimura unsealed and pulled off the armored gauntlet on his right hand.

      Flores swallowed and braced herself. “I assure you I’ve had worse in my life.”

      “Ready?” I really don’t want to do this.

      She nodded. “Major, I’ve been through childbirth three times. Trust me. I’ll get through it.”

      Well, when you put it like that. Nishimura’s hand went rigid, and he assumed a ready stance. A practitioner of the wadō-ryū martial art, he was a master at close-quarters combat. He lashed out with his right hand once, twice, then three times, striking her hip and lower rib cage.

      Flores cried out and nearly crumpled to the floor. She groaned. “Okay.” After steadying herself, she motioned him forward. “Face too. It has to look good.”

      That was almost a bridge too far for Nishimura. The urge to vomit briefly overcame him before he forced his hand back into the ready stance. He planted a single strike into the right side of her face, aimed at the eye—hoping to do enough for a shiner without breaking bone.

      “Aieee!” Flores screamed and stumbled backward. She slid into a chair and gingerly felt her face. “You pack some power, Major.”

      “Third-degree black belt.” Nishimura stared at her. The right eye was already showing a bruise. “Please tell me you can still see.”

      “I can. Hurts to keep it open, though.” She smiled weakly. “I’ll be fine. I promise. Now, I think you need to go.”

      “Jump the ship back to the system you came from and tell them you escaped your bonds.” He dropped a pair of flexicuffs on the deck. “Rip those up and sell it.”

      Flores stood and put her hands on his. “Would you allow me to pray with you?”

      Stunned, Nishimura stared at her wide-eyed. He’d never before encountered someone who was such a seeming font of faith. To discover such a person in the heart of the League of Sol continued to shake him. “I, uh… sure.” He frowned. “I don’t, well… what I mean to say is I don’t do a lot of praying. The truth is I’m a pretty crappy Christian.”

      “Would you like me to lead us?”

      “Yeah, that’d be nice.” He squeezed her hands and bowed his head.

      “O, God, Heavenly Father, give us the courage to change what must be altered, the serenity to accept what cannot be helped, and the insight to know one from the other, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.” Her hands tightened on his. “And, Father, protect your servant Kosuke Nishimura as he walks through the dark places he must go. Stand with him and help him on his path. Amen.”

      Tears came to Nishimura’s eyes. “Thank you. May God walk with you as well. Godspeed, Candace.” He let go of her hands and turned to go then made it as far as the door to the passageway beyond before turning back. “I give you my word. I’ll make sure my superiors know what happened here. Someday, the Terran Coalition will come back to Earth and rescue the oppressed. I hope to be alive and leading the charge. If I am, I’ll find you.”

      “I look forward to that day, Major.”

      He nodded once and walked out. A hard man, Nishimura wasn’t prone to emotion or tears. But the effect Flores had on him continued as he walked the two hundred meters back to the shuttle. It had shaken loose something within him, and he determined once the battle was over to ponder his beliefs and how he lived them.
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      Time crept by as the CDF fighters, virtually invisible to both the naked eye and the most advanced scanning systems known to man, rocketed toward the League force standing between them and escape. Justin kept the fighters in a tight spherical formation, seeking to deny the enemy as much attack surface as possible. After he’d spent eight hours in the cockpit, everything ached. I’d do anything to get out and stretch for a minute. He snickered at the thought.

      “We’re going to have to decide on a final intercept point, sir,” Feldstein said. Her voice crackled through the commlink. “Less than fifteen minutes to contact.”

      Justin studied the sensor readout on his HUD for a bit before replying privately to her. “See the small formation about five degrees off our current course?”

      “Yeah. A frigate and two smaller ships. Corvettes, maybe?”

      “Probably the same trade cutters we saw performing inspections on the way in. I doubt they’re serious warships. That’s where we punch through.”

      “You’re the boss, sir.”

      “As the CAG would say, don’t forget it.” Justin cued his commlink to the squadron-commander channel. “Martin, Green, we’re going in on the following coordinates.” He tagged the course on his HUD and sent it out over the taclink. “Any objections?”

      “As long as we get to go home and blast some of these commie buggers on the way out, I couldn’t care less, sir,” Martin replied cheerfully.

      “No objections here, sir,” Green said. “Who’s taking point?”

      “My thoughts are we put the bomber pilots up front, while Red Tails fly close escort. War Hogs can handle what’s left.” Justin scanned his sensor readout one last time.

      “Wilco, sir,” Green replied.

      Justin switched commlink frequencies once more. “Attention, all pilots. Break right, five degrees, eight degrees upward vector. Prepare to engage the enemy.”

      As the formation closed on the Leaguers, Martin and his Winged Lightning squadron mates broke off into small groups. The enemy vessels opened up with volleys of point-defense fire the moment they entered weapons range. Red plasma balls and streaks of energy filled the void, which the fighters answered by launching numerous Javelin missiles.

      One of the corvettes, apparently crewed by braver men and women than they’d encountered so far, charged forward with its weapons blazing. The Ghosts attacking it scattered as the ship ranged on them, forcing it to divide its fire between four targets. Two anti-ship warheads hit its forward shield, causing massive flashes of white light, then two more quickly followed. When the glare faded, the League vessel had a good portion of its hull missing and was tumbling out of control. Escape pods launched before it blew apart.

      “Scratch one Leaguer!” Martin roared.

      The other corvette veered behind the frigate, apparently not interested in joining its consort’s fate. Four other Ghosts from Martin’s squadron loosed Javelins toward the League frigate before adding a maelstrom of neutron-cannon fire to the mix. They stayed in a tight, interlocking formation and closed the distance.

      Made from slightly sterner stuff than the destroyed corvette, the League frigate opened fire with highly accurate point-defense weaponry. Red plasma balls filled the void and took out most of the anti-ship warheads headed toward it. Then the balls found the onrushing Ghosts. One ship exploded in a bright-orange burst of flame, while the other three quickly broke off and juked away.

      Alarmed, Justin watched it play out on his sensor screen. Wait a minute. Something’s wrong here. League ships of any class, much less frigates, don’t have that kind of massed PD weaponry. “Echo One, break off. I say again, break off.”

      “What the hell do you think we’re doing, Alpha One?” Martin replied. “We’ll take another pass with everyone. That commie bastard is going down.”

      “I scanned their turret configuration. There’s twice as many close-in weapons on that thing as a normal Lancer-class frigate,” Green said. “No wonder they were able to knock down our Javelins.”

      A new cluster of red dots suddenly appeared on Justin’s HUD. “Bandits, bandits, bearing zero-seven-four.” It took a moment for the computer to calculate how many. His eyes grew wide as the count ticked up to twelve Shrike fighters. “Twelve inbound bandits. Red Tails, break and attack. Winged Lightning, avoid engagement and re-form to attack the frigate.”

      The range was closer than Justin would ever have liked to begin an engagement at less than fifty kilometers. The Leaguers separated into a stacked formation with six craft in two layers. It appeared on the scanner as a rectangle. No time to get fancy. “Red Tails, get a hard lock and use LIDAR-tracking missiles then close in and finish ’em off.”

      Buzzing from the missile-lock-on warning system filled the cockpit of Justin’s fighter. He deployed a wave of jammers before squeezing the launch button. “Alpha One, fox three.”

      Missiles from both sides raced through the void, and many exploded harmlessly from massed ECM pod use and jamming chaff deployed throughout the battlespace. Several League craft were hit and two destroyed, while one unlucky Ghost was bracketed by four Leaguer warheads and erased from existence. The fight quickly degenerated into a tail-chasing dogfight as individual pilots and their wingmen clawed for every advantage.

      Justin chased a League craft, snaking through several scissor maneuvers before he finally obtained a guns solution. He held down the firing trigger, and dozens of blue bolts from the miniature neutron cannons erupted from his fighter. The Leaguer’s aft shields held for several hits before collapsing, and it exploded a moment later.

      Thanks to the entire squadron’s efforts and a few lucky shots, the League force was reduced to three Shrikes then two. Justin got behind another enemy, aiming for the six o’clock position. Unlike his previous opponent, the Leaguer could fly and evaded almost everything Justin threw at him.

      I don’t have time for this. He switched the stores selector to a heat-seeking Eagle warhead and launched. The missile dropped out of the central bay on his Ghost and raced toward the enemy. It hit the weakened aft shield and caused just enough damage that the next volley of blue bolts hit and erased it from space.

      “You’re clear, Echo One. Light ’em up!” Justin practically shouted as his Ghost roared toward the exploding League fighter. He rolled away from the blast, searching for another target. For the moment, his scope was clear of other enemy craft.

      “Wilco, mate,” Martin replied.

      The battered Winged Lightnings re-formed and came in at different attack angles, skillfully targeting the same shield arc but avoiding the tight formation that had cost them so dearly the last time. Each Ghost loosed a Javelin and turned to stymie incoming point-defense fire as soon as the warheads were away. The League frigate gamely tried to shoot down the incoming missiles, but it was a hopeless task, with so many coming in on scattered vectors.

      One after the other, fusion warheads smacked into the energy barrier protecting the Leaguer vessel. The barrier failed, then the next four warheads exploded against the thin armor plating, sending molten alloy into the void. A few seconds later, the entire ship went up like a Roman candle. No escape pods flew from it, and the resulting debris was less than a meter in length.

      “Who’s next?” Martin asked. “Any other Leaguers want to fight? I’ll take any of you on.”

      It took Justin a moment to realize Martin was transmitting on the guard frequency. He keyed his mic. “Alpha One to all pilots. Break toward the Lawrence limit and push it up. Max speed.”

      “Music to my ears, sir,” Feldstein replied.

      As the friendly fighters grouped back into a spherical formation, Justin studied the squadron-readiness readouts. They were down seven craft, with a few more seriously damaged. He second-guessed pulling out the extra shield generators. The Ghosts were clearly fragile after losing their deflectors. All that matters now is we’re going home.

      Then his sensor readout started beeping wildly.

      Three wormholes opened between the fighters and their escape route. A League of Sol frigate flew out of each. Within moments, more Shrikes launched and raced toward Justin and his compatriots.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me,” Justin said. Where do they get all these ships? He took a deep breath. Work the problem. One at a time. Don’t let them compromise your OODA loop. “Alpha One to all pilots. Come about zero-nine-zero and follow my lead.”

      “What’s the play?” Green asked.

      “I’m working on it,” Justin replied. “For now, we trade space for time.”

      “Roger that, sir.”

      The sensor overlay clearly showed running would only get them so far. League Shrike fighters closed from astern, while more craft and ships maneuvered to cut off access to the Lawrence limit. Even if we get past them, I’ve got four Ghosts that can’t jump. Justin wracked his mind, trying to find a way out. The stealth raiders. He cued his commlink. “Alpha One to CSV Astute actual. Come in.”

      “This is Astute actual. Go ahead, Captain,” came the baritone voice of Lieutenant Colonel Fielding a few moments later.

      “How do you guys feel about packing a couple of damaged fighters into your shuttle bays?”

      “I think my boys are crazy enough to try. Are you clear of the enemy?”

      “Not yet, sir.”

      “Get some separation, and we’ll jump in at the limit.”

      Justin stared at the sensor screen, wondering how they would pull it off. The only option was through. “Understood, Colonel. See you soon. Alpha One out.” This is going from bad to worse. At least we’ll take some of the Leaguer bastards with us.
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        * * *

      

      Tehrani stared at the fuel gauge display on the screen mounted into her CO’s chair. It had taken considerable digging to find the readout within the engineering console subsystem, but staring at it was better than asking Hodges every five minutes how full the tanks were. The seconds continued to tick by, each feeling longer than the last. Ninety-eight percent, then ninety-nine, and finally, the monitor showed full helium-3 reserves. She let out a sigh of relief.

      “Took longer than expected, but at least we’re able to get underway again,” Wright whispered. “Well, if the reactor starts.”

      “Oh, don’t even.” Tehrani turned toward him. “I’ll go down there and jumpstart it myself if I have to.”

      “Don’t tell the engineers that,” Wright replied with a chuckle.

      “Communications, get Major Hodges on my commlink.”

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

      A few moments later, Hodges’s voice echoed through the speaker on Tehrani’s chair. “Engineering here, ma’am.” He sounded far more harried than usual.

      “Our fuel level indicator shows one hundred percent. Timeline to starting the main reactor?”

      “Momentarily, ma’am. If you’d like, we can do it now, with you on the line.”

      “By all means, Major.” Tehrani stared at her monitor, which was configured to show reactor status. “Don’t wait on my account.”

      Mechanical noises filled the commlink. Simultaneously, the power-outlet-level graph increased rapidly.

      “We’re back online, ma’am. Call it ten minutes to reach eighty percent output.”

      “Outstanding work,” Tehrani replied. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Engineering out.”

      The tension level on the bridge, which only a few minutes before had been akin to a pressure cooker, subsided quickly. Invisible weights lifted off of Tehrani’s shoulders. We’re still in enemy territory, but our chances of success are up from zero. She kept telling herself to think positively.

      “Reactor output over fifty percent, ma’am,” Wright announced, breaking into her thoughts. “We should jettison the umbilical with the Salinan.”

      “Do it, XO.” She paused. “Communications, send my compliments to the Salinan and thank them for their assistance.”

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

      “Umbilical disconnected,” Wright said. “We’re under our own power again, Colonel.”

      “Run diagnostics on all critical systems as power is restored.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.” Wright busied himself with his small screen.

      With the crisis averted, Tehrani allowed herself to relax for a few seconds and put her head back. Now, all we need is for our fighters to jump out. We’ll pick them up, form up with the stealth raiders, and head for home. The neat and tidy course of action brought a smile to her lips.

      “Conn, Communications. Text-only transmission from Captain Spencer, ma’am.”

      “Send it to my viewer, Lieutenant.” As she read, her smile vanished almost immediately.

      

      Colonel,

      Situation poor. Combat objectives achieved, but many Ghosts have received enough damage to make Lawrence jumps impossible. Attempting to land as many as possible on the stealth raiders. Remaining assets will jump in thirty minutes, regardless of status.

      CAP Justin Spencer

      

      By Allah, a third of their number can’t jump? Justin’s message painted a grim picture. Tehrani reread it twice, thinking through what they could do about it. The most obvious answer was to jump the Greengold in and pick up the pilots. She pulled up a navigation chart of Sol and overlaid the transmission location on top of it then smiled again. “XO, have a look at this.”

      Wright bent over and stared at the map. He traced a finger over Justin’s location. “Please tell me you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking.”

      “Our Lawrence drive hasn’t been used in a week. A jump to get us in range followed by a fifteen-minute cooldown would enable a nearly risk-free double jump.”

      “I knew we weren’t getting out of this without you charging in to save the day.” Wright set his jaw. “Trying to persuade you otherwise is pointless, right, skipper?”

      “You know me well. Beyond the obvious of leaving so many of our pilots behind, it’s almost impossible to land a fighter in the shuttle bay of a stealth raider, let alone with being under enemy fire.”

      “You’re right.” Wright let out a sigh. “Okay. Let’s go get our people and get the hell out of here.”

      “Agreed.” Tehrani turned to Mitzner. “Navigation, prepare Lawrence drive jump coordinates to get us in range of Sol then plot a jump into Sol system as close as possible to friendly forces and back out.”

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

      As the bridge crew performed their duties, Tehrani worked through her mental checklist. She punched up the shipwide intercom, 1MC. “Attention, all hands. This is the commanding officer. General quarters. General quarters. Man your battle stations. I say again, man your battle stations. This is not a drill. Set material condition one throughout the ship.”

      The lights immediately dimmed and turned blue, bathing the bridge in a calm, relaxing light that made staring at the screens easier. Simultaneously, the general quarters klaxon blared.

      Bryan turned to face her. “Conn, TAO. Material condition one set throughout the ship.”

      “Conn, Navigation. Jump coordinates confirmed, ma’am. All systems nominal,” Mitzner interjected.

      Tehrani sucked in a breath. “Time to get our people and go home. Navigation, activate Lawrence drive.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      The void ripped open in a swirling mass of colors directly outside of the Zvika Greengold. The maw of the multicolored vortex grew until it was larger than the ship, which accelerated to enter the wormhole. Tehrani held on to the armrests of her chair. This will either be our crowning achievement on this mission or my worst blunder.
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      Red plasma balls from several separate engagements flashed around the cockpit of Justin’s fighter. Most of the remaining friendly craft were locked in one-on-one matchups with Leaguers, with only a few elements maintaining cohesion. The general strategy was to move the dogfights away from the League frigates and edge toward the Lawrence limit. I’m buying time at this point. The odds of any of them getting away were rapidly approaching nil, but he was determined to take as many enemies to the grave with him as possible.

      “Alpha One to Alpha Three, you still with me?”

      “A bit busy, sir,” Adeoye replied. “But still combat capable.”

      “Give ’em hell.” Justin searched for his next target on the HUD’s sensor display. A League fighter hanging behind the general furball seemed like an excellent next victim. He edged his flight stick toward the enemy and pushed his throttle as high as it would go.

      The Leaguer seemingly noticed Justin’s approach and changed heading—directly for him. The missile-lock-on tone buzzed, and Justin pressed the missile-launch button. A Vulture dropped from the Ghost’s internal stores bay and zoomed toward the hostile. I’m down to one active-LIDAR tracker and two heat seekers. He had no anti-ship warheads remaining. “Alpha One, fox three.”

      At the last moment, the enemy pilot dodged with a gravity-defying pivot followed by whatever countermeasures the League craft carried. The Vulture exploded harmlessly in space. Justin and the Leaguer traded energy-weapons fire on a high-speed pass before Justin reversed his course with an Immelmann, looking to reengage.

      “Coalition pilot,” someone with a Chinese accent said on the guard frequency, “why you here?”

      Justin cued his commlink. “You really have to ask? After what you guys did to Canaan?” He gritted his teeth as the targeting reticle lined up on the Leaguer. Blue neutron-cannon energy stabbed into the void. “It’s called payback, you son of a bitch, and a preview of what’s going to happen when we invade your home.” Anger poured out of him like a caustic flood. “Don’t like it? Tough.”

      The enemy pilot slowed suddenly, forcing Justin to overshoot him. They began a deadly ballet of scissor maneuvers, each changing positions until Justin was on the receiving end of a stream of plasma balls.

      “This our home. No one kill our people here. League defend Sol with our lives.”

      “Should’ve thought of that before you attacked us out of the blue.” Since the Ghosts lacked afterburners, Justin had practiced some out-of-the-box advanced-combat maneuvers, including a modified version of Pugachev’s Cobra, and it seemed as good a time as any to try it. He cut the throttle to zero and pointed the nose of his fighter ninety degrees positive in declination. Thanks to the onboard inertial damping system, the direct effect was a massive slowdown in forward motion. The Leaguer shot by, momentarily disoriented.

      “The capitalist cowards run after attacking civilians,” the Chinese pilot sneered. “I will finish you off before the hour is done.”

      Justin grinned as he used the thruster controls to push his Ghost back to a flat Z-axis in relation to the enemy craft and kicked up the throttle. “The officers and crew of the CSV Zvika Greengold send their regards, asshole.” With the Leaguer less than three hundred meters away, he couldn’t miss. Blue neutron-cannon bolts shot out of Justin’s fighter and ripped the hostile apart. It exploded in a bright-orange flame for a moment before fading to nothingness.

      “Alpha One to all pilots, update jump-readiness status.” Green and red lights flickered on Justin’s HUD. Only eight? Shock set in as he stared at the display. “Stores check… does anyone have any Javelins left?” If anyone was getting away, they had to knock out the remaining point-defense frigate and make a mad dash for the Lawrence limit.

      “My boys still have a few, Spencer,” Martin replied. “You thinking we try to knock out this last bugger, yeah?”

      “If anyone has a better idea, now’s the time.” As he spoke, Justin examined the overall status of Martin’s craft along with the other former Mauler pilots. Damn. Everyone’s shot up, and shields are nearly depleted.

      Another friendly icon disappeared, without the pilot ejecting. That made eight lost so far. As if that wasn’t enough, the proximity-alert alarm buzzed. “Heads up, everyone. Inbound wormhole.” If it’s more Leaguers, we’re toast.
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        * * *

      

      Tehrani felt so tense that she couldn’t exhale as the carrier emerged from its tunnel through the void—at least not until the shields were up and they had some idea of what was going on. The five-second wait was agonizing.

      “Conn, TAO. Shields raised. Sensors coming online. Numerous hostile contacts consisting of frigate-class warships and space-superiority fighters,” Bryan said.

      Tehrani took in the battlefield on the tactical plot. “Navigation, come to heading zero-eight-one, all ahead flank. Communications, signal our friendlies to make for the hangar bay smartly.”

      Incoming plasma balls found them, rocking everyone on the bridge.

      “Skipper, we’ve got a problem.” Wright pointed at two of the icons closest to them, which represented League frigates.

      “Well, don’t keep it to yourself.”

      “Their configuration. More point defense than we’re used to seeing. They’re optimized to attack fighters. If our Ghosts try to land, they’ll get cut apart.”

      Somehow, I knew this wouldn’t be as easy as it sounded. Tehrani let a breath out. “We’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way, then. Navigation, belay previous orders. Intercept course…” She glanced at the plot. “Master Five. TAO, firing point procedures, forward neutron beams, Master Five.”

      “I was afraid of that,” Wright muttered.

      “Aye, aye, ma’am. Firing solution set,” Bryan replied.

      Just in range. “Match bearings, shoot, forward neutron beams.”

      Two beams of blue energy erupted from the Greengold’s bow. Moving at the speed of light, they immediately smacked the League frigate’s shields, which held under the strain as energy radiated in all directions amid a red glow. As the energy-weapons capacitor exhausted itself, the outgoing fire faded in power before blinking out.

      “Conn, TAO. Master Five shields under twenty percent, ma’am.”

      Tehrani did some mental arithmetic and didn’t like the answer. “It’ll take us too long to knock these frigates out. Asking our fighters to attack would be suicide. We need options.”

      “The stealth raiders,” Wright said. “They should be close by or within jump range.”

      Yes! “Good thinking,” Tehrani replied. “Communications, request fire support from any friendly stealth raider in range. Target Master Four and Five.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, inbound wormholes,” Bryan interjected, his voice rising in pitch slightly.

      Instinctively, Tehrani knew it was more Leaguers and not the stealth raiders. She steeled herself for the report to come as she pondered how bad it would be. Allah, please, do not let me have led us to our doom.

      “League signature confirmed—six Alexander-class battleships, designated Master Ten through Sixteen. Numerous heavy cruisers, destroyers, and frigates. Three frigates designated Master Six through Eight emerged within weapons range along with one destroyer, designated Master Nine.” Bryan turned around. “Target-rich environment, ma’am.”

      “As you were, Lieutenant,” Tehrani replied. “How close are those capital ships to us?”

      Bryan checked his board. “No more than ten minutes, ma’am. Maybe less.”

      “The frigates that dropped in next to us, they’re the anti-fighter variant, Colonel,” Wright interjected.

      Tehrani sucked in a breath and fought to clear her mind. Think, Banu. What’s the fastest way out? They had to disable the League frigates before the battleships and their respective escorts arrived. We’d last thirty seconds against that kind of force. Without help, they weren’t likely to pull it off. Regardless, she would try. “TAO, time to energy-weapon-capacitor recharge?”

      “Ninety seconds, ma’am.”

      “Bleed every milliwatt of power possible to the weapons.” Tehrani turned to Wright. “We might need to use your trick for overcharging the neutron beams again.”

      “Single-use, ma’am. Remember?”

      “I know.” She forced down the overwhelming fear that threatened to take over at any moment, as they were six thousand light-years from home, in the League’s home system, and surrounded by enough firepower to take out half the CDF. “TAO, firing point procedures, forward neutron beams, Master Five.”

      “Firing solution set, ma’am,” Bryan replied.

      She counted down mentally for a full charge. “Match bearings, shoot, forward neutron beams.”
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        * * *

      

      While the words “give up” weren’t in Justin’s vocabulary, a few minutes prior, he would’ve admitted the situation was grim at best. Again in a position to make peace with death or worse—capture by the League—he’d adopted an almost Zen mental stance, working through each problem in turn. When the Zvika Greengold arrived, not only did he nearly jump out of his skin in joy, but it also changed everything. They had a chance to survive, and his job was to see to it that as many of his pilots as possible made it to the carrier.

      “What’s the plan, sir?” Feldstein asked. “I don’t think we’ll make it through a landing evolution with the combat damage most of us have sustained with those point-defense frigates positioned around the Greengold.”

      “Take out the frigates,” Green interjected. “If we had our Boars here, it wouldn’t be a problem.”

      “When we make it home, you can do all the stupid sound effects you want, Lieutenant,” Justin replied. “That’s a promise. For now, the best I can come up with is a massed attack on the nearest frigate to the port docking bay. Then we go for a combat landing.”

      “Those frigates will eat us alive.”

      His fellow squadron commander’s observation was correct, but they had no other choice.

      An unfamiliar voice broke into the comms channel. “Red Tails, this is CSV Astute actual. Our position is roughly a few hundred kilometers from your starboard quarter, with the Leviathan. Hold off on your attack, as we’re about to break stealth and engage.”

      “Uh, wilco, Astute. Didn’t realize you guys were still out there.”

      “We’ve maintained comms silence to preserve stealth, but now that your ride has arrived, it seemed like a good time to pitch in.”

      A good time indeed. The hope that had sprung up in him after the Greengold’s arrival grew.

      “Can you hear me, Spencer?” Martin asked.

      “Go ahead, Lieutenant.”

      “Even if they take out a couple of those League ships, we still have to take down two more to make sure the most heavily damaged fighters can land. I’m not leaving my mates again. You hear me?”

      “We’ll do the best we can, Francis.” Justin used Martin’s first name for emphasis. “That’s all we can do, okay?”

      “Yeah. We’ll see. Get my mates home. That’s all that matters.”

      I wonder what’s up with him. Martin’s mood had shifted as the war went on, and he’d become less and less the outgoing, boisterous pilot and more of a reserved man wrestling with loss.

      But Justin had no time for further rumination, as multiple new icons appeared on his HUD. Starbolt missiles erupted from two contacts marked as Terran Coalition stealth raiders. They raced away and separated toward two distinct targets: Master Six and Seven. League fighters were out of position to intercept, and with eight missiles per ship, the point-defense frigates couldn’t shoot everything down. Bright miniature suns blossomed against their shields, armor, and hull plating. One of the vessels simply ceased to exist, and the other split in two, tumbling through space.

      “Yeehaw! Good guys are here!” Mateus yelled. “Take that, you League bastards.”

      As emotion rushed through Justin, new groups of red icons appeared. “Eyes front, pilots. We’ve got more incoming. Alpha, form on me and prepare to defend the stragglers. Green, Martin, you guys do the same. Only a few minutes more, and we’re outta here.” No matter the odds. They don’t get through us. Enough of our friends died today.
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        * * *

      

      On the bridge of the Zvika Greengold, Tehrani and the rest of the bridge crew rocked in their harnesses as masses of incoming plasma-cannon fire and the League’s version of neutron beams found them. So far, the carrier’s automated point defense was keeping up with hostile missiles, but it was only a matter of time until masses of energy overwhelmed their shields. She had flashbacks to the battle of Canaan and how rapidly their ability to fight had faded once a few close-in weapons system emplacements were offline.

      “Conn, TAO. Master Six destroyed, ma’am,” Bryan said. That made two enemy frigates eliminated by the Starbolt missiles loosed from the Astute and Leviathan.

      “TAO, shield status, Master Five?”

      “Under ten percent, ma’am.”

      “In that case, firing point procedures, forward neutron beams, Master Five.”

      “Firing solution set, ma’am.”

      “Match bearings, shoot, forward neutron beams.”

      Again the twin energy-weapon emitters on the bow of the Greengold erupted with dual blue neutron beams. They slammed into the weakened shields of the enemy vessel and, after a few moments, punched through. The brittle and thin armor the frigates sported was no match, and a second after making contact, the spears of light blew out the other side. Unlike the last two ships, Master Five didn’t explode violently. Instead, the running lights blinked off, and it began to tumble out of control.

      “Conn, TAO. Master Five disabled. Her reactor is offline, and she’s dead in space.”

      Three down, two to go. Every second felt like borrowed time. With a glance at the tactical plot, Tehrani set her jaw. “Navigation, bring us about. Intercept course, Master Eight. All ahead, two-thirds.”

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

      Terran Coalition stealth raiders were extraordinary pieces of technology. They were designed to remain invisible on the battlefield, strike fast, and disappear—not engage in straight-up slugfests. During the Saurian Wars, they’d provided invaluable interdiction capabilities far behind enemy lines and disrupted the enemy’s logistics in ways the Saurians hadn’t considered. There was no place to hide in the current battle—nowhere to escape to once they announced their presence with a brace of Starbolt missiles. The League destroyer and its remaining frigate consorts poured every ounce of firepower they had into the Leviathan as it attempted to slip away.

      Wright wrinkled his nose. “Sierra Two just lost aft shields. They have hull breaches across their engineering spaces.”

      “TAO, are we close enough to extend our shields?” Tehrani asked.

      “Negative, ma’am,” Bryan replied.

      Before Tehrani could open her mouth to give the next order, a bright-red beam lashed out from the enemy Cobra-class destroyer and sliced through the unshielded aft section of the Leviathan. She held her breath, hoping the damaged stealth raider could shrug off the hit. A few moments later, the neutron beam burst out the other side, and the entire back half of the ship exploded. The front section tumbled through the void, venting atmosphere.

      “My God,” Wright whispered.

      “We can’t do anything for them except finish the job,” Tehrani said loudly. “Remember our battle cry. No matter the odds.”

      “Conn, Communications,” Singh interjected. “I’ve got the CAG for you, ma’am, priority message. I think he’s strapped into a Sabre.”

      “What?” Wright asked.

      Tehrani hit the toggle on her chair to activate the mic. “Major, we’re a little busy up here. What can I do for you?”

      “I need clearance to launch, ma’am. I’ve got the eight reserve Sabres ready to go. We’ll try to even up the odds a little.”

      Whatley’s space-superiority element might mix it up with the League fighters buzzing around them, but the Sabre wasn’t designed to attack capital-class vessels. Tehrani set her jaw. “Did you have them reloaded for anti-ship combat, Major?” In a pinch, they could fire Javelin missiles.

      “No time, ma’am.”

      If I let him go out there to attack those frigates, he’s not coming back. Tehrani was caught in a rare indecisive moment, but her heart won. “Negative, CAG. I won’t waste your life. Sit tight, and if we attract too much fast-mover attention, I’ll reconsider.”

      “With respect, ma’am, it’s my people out there and my life to give.”

      She forced as much steel into her tone as possible. “That’s a direct order, Major. Stand down.”

      Seconds passed before he replied, “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      Tehrani picked her next target. The math still didn’t work, but the die had been cast. Soon they would take armor and hull hits from the Leaguers, and they still had three ships to deal with in the next five minutes. Allah help us all.
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      The League fighters gave Justin and what remained of the Zvika Greengold’s Ghost squadrons everything they could handle and then some. As he jinked in and out of the kill zone behind an enemy craft, another Leaguer got onto his tail. Red plasma balls zipped by the cockpit canopy as he tried to finish off the wounded Shrike in front of him.

      “Alpha One to any Alpha element fighters, get this bandit off me.” He gritted his teeth and held down the firing trigger for the miniature neutron cannons.

      A Vulture active LIDAR-tracking missile connected with the enemy chasing him and blew it out of space. “Got your back, sir,” Feldstein said.

      With the distraction removed, Justin focused on the fighter he was pursuing, noting the pattern of movements from the League pilot. He adjusted his attack angle and squeezed the integrated trigger on his flight stick, sending dozens of neutron-cannon bolts into the void. The enemy craft lost its aft shielding and quickly disintegrated into a bright-orange explosion. Justin sighed with relief and scanned his HUD. “There are still two frigates between the Greengold and us.” The destroyer didn’t worry him, because its point-defense systems weren’t nearly as effective as the upgraded frigates.

      “Zvika Greengold actual to Alpha One.” Tehrani cut through the comms chatter.

      “Go ahead, Colonel. I read you loud and clear,” Justin replied.

      “We’re taking hits on the outer armor, Captain. It’s past time to get your squadrons on board.”

      “Agree, ma’am, but there’s too much flak coming in for us to land.”

      After a pause, she asked, “Do you have any anti-ship missiles left?”

      Justin took a moment to check the squadron-level stores tracker. “I don’t, ma’am. Between all remaining fighters, we have seven, spread across four Ghosts.”

      “Set your primary target as Master Four, Captain. We’ve got Master Eight. Tehrani out.”

      Her orders made sense because they’d already knocked Master Four’s shields down a bit before the Greengold arrived. But how is our carrier going to handle Master Eight by itself? After a moment, he realized it wasn’t his problem. Tehrani had never let them down. He keyed his commlink for a private channel to Martin. “I’ve got a job for you, Lieutenant.”

      “At your service, mate. What needs blowing up?”

      “Master Four. I show four of your fighters with Javelins. Alpha will escort you in, and we’ll take out the frigate then go home. Sound good?”

      “Yeah, mate, sounds really good.” Martin’s voice had a hard edge to it. “Let’s do it.”

      “Stay close. That’s an order.” Justin flipped the commlink back to the Alpha element channel. “Alpha, we’re going to provide cover for an attack on Master Four. Form up on my wing. Lieutenant Martin and his pilots get through, no matter what. Are we clear?”

      “Loud and clear, sir,” Adeoye replied.

      “Time to kill some Leaguers,” Mateus said as she rolled into the last position of the finger-four formation.

      With adrenaline coursing through his veins, Justin lined up on an intercept vector with Echo One, Martin’s fighter. The battlespace was mercifully light on League fighters and interceptors, as most of the resistance came from the deadly frigates and their enhanced point defense. With the rest of the Ghosts loitering outside of weapons range, the four craft with Javelins and Alpha element pawed the vacuum.

      Red dots appeared on the HUD as a flight of four Shrike fighters launched from Master Four. They accelerated quickly and seemed to target Echo element over Alpha.

      Justin keyed his commlink. “Alpha One, break and attack inbound bandits. Weapons free, but watch your stores. Make every shot count.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Feldstein replied.

      Coming in at an angle, Justin lined the lead fighter up in his HUD. The missile-lock-on tone buzzed, and he squeezed the launch button. “Alpha One, fox three.” His last active LIDAR-tracking Vulture dropped out of the internal weapons bay and raced away. A moment later, the targeting reticle lit up, showing the enemy in range of his miniature neutron cannon. He pulled the trigger and sent a barrage of blue energy bolts into the void.

      The League pilot seemed to have a single-minded focus on another friendly fighter and didn’t maneuver in the face of Justin’s fusillade. The Vulture slammed into its shields, followed by a few dozen neutron-cannon bolts. The fighter exploded then disintegrated in the space of a few seconds with no trace it had ever existed.

      Justin didn’t bother to call out the kill—he was too busy tracking the next enemy. Two more red dots disappeared from the LIDAR, victims of Feldstein and Adeoye. Their destruction opened a hole for the Javelin-bearing Ghosts to press the attack on the League frigate. “Echo flight, you’re clear. We’ll cover your six.”

      The four craft of Echo element zoomed ahead on attack runs against Master Four. They launched four Javelin missiles toward the target then slid onto a new vector, sending streams of neutron-cannon bolts into the capital ship’s shields. Matched by Justin and the rest of Alpha, the light show was impressive but resulted in little damage to the energy barriers.

      Come on. Come on. Justin wished the anti-ship warheads on their way as they dodged point-defense fire from the frigate. The closer they got to the ship, the more accurate the incoming shots became. One Javelin disappeared, followed by another, and finally the last two. The vessel shifted its focus to the Ghosts and shredded Echo Four.

      “Pull out! Pull out!” Justin barked. “We’ll take another pass.”

      As the fighters tried to juke and evade the frigate’s bombardment, another Echo wingman exploded.

      “We’ll never get through this,” Martin replied. “Spencer, get my mates home.”

      Justin felt as if someone had stabbed his heart. He immediately knew what Martin had planned, which was doubly confirmed as the Aussie’s Ghost rolled back toward the League vessel. “Lieutenant, break off. That’s a direct order from your commanding officer.”

      The Ghost pressed onward stubbornly, juking on random headings but closing the distance steadily. “I’ve got two Javelins left, mate. If I can send everything up, including my reactor, at the right time, I might be able to even the odds.”

      “Not at the cost of your life,” Justin replied. He could do nothing to help his friend or stop him. It felt as if the universe were coming apart in front of Justin’s eyes. “We’ll find another way.”

      “I should’ve died back at Canaan, mate. One of my boys gave his life for me. I’m doing the same for you. Get our pilots home, Spencer.”

      A tear fell from Justin’s right eye. He had no time for emotion or grieving. Who am I kidding? I probably won’t survive the next five minutes. None of us will. Determined to take as many Leaguers with him as possible, he said, “If we make it out of here, I’ll never forget you, Francis.”

      “It’s been an honor to fly with all of you,” Martin replied. “Give these buggers hell.” His fighter entered terminal approach, coming in from behind the engines and avoiding most of the bow-mounted point-defense weapons. He popped up above the superstructure and dove toward the shuttle bay. At the last moment, four Starbolt missiles appeared on the sensor screen, presumably fired by a stealth raider.

      The resulting explosion was colossal, and the glare of it blinded Justin for a few seconds. When he could see again, a gaping, molten hole had grown where the frigate’s shuttle bay existed moments before. Yes! Elation took over as the point-defense fire immediately disappeared but was replaced by a somber realization that a good man had given his life for the result.

      “CSV Zvika Greengold actual to all fighters,” Tehrani’s said. “Evasive maneuvers. Maintain separation from Master Eight.”

      As Justin wondered what she had planned, twin beams of energy erupted from the Greengold’s bow and connected with the deflectors of the remaining operational League PD vessel. He’d seen the neutron beams fired many times, but something was different. They seemed even brighter than usual and were sustained for an extended period. After five seconds, Master Eight’s shields failed, and the blue spears blew through the hull and out the other side. Son of a… A moment later, the vessel exploded into one-meter chunks.

      “How’d they do that?” Feldstein asked.

      Justin pushed the shock he felt aside and cued his commlink. “Alpha One to all pilots, best speed to the Greengold now.” Taking his own advice, Justin rolled his fighter toward the beckoning flight deck of their carrier. “Push it up.”

      With the path cleared, the remaining friendlies streaked through the void. Some were noticeably slower than others because of battle damage and limped along. Justin slowed his craft, since they were the least able to defend themselves. While the CDF fighters retreated, numerous red icons appeared on his HUD. At least an entire squadron launched from the League destroyer still engaging the Zvika Greengold, while dozens more streamed out of the vessels approaching them at flank speed.

      It didn’t take long for Justin to realize the enemy fighters heading toward them would overtake the crippled Ghosts before they reached the safety of the carrier. What he must do was clear, especially after Martin’s sacrifice. Justin cued his commlink. “Alpha One to Alpha element, head back to home plate. I’m going to slow down the incoming bandits long enough for everyone else to dock. I hope, anyway.”

      “We’re not leaving you, sir,” Feldstein said, her voice strained with emotion. “You go, we go.”

      “I won’t ask you to—”

      “You don’t have to ask, sir. We stand with you,” Adeoye interjected. “God will bless us.”

      Some blessing. “Okay, then form up on my wing. We’ll fire what remaining missiles we have and try to mix it up with energy—”

      “Belay that order!” Whatley cut in. “Captain, you are to withdraw with your remaining fighters. I’ve got this.”

      Justin scanned his sensor screen, and to his surprise, eight new blue icons separated from the Zvika Greengold and raced toward the Ghost formation on full afterburners. What? Sabres! He quickly deduced that they were the pilots from the freighter raid and the few reserves they had aboard. “Don’t have to tell me twice this time, sir.”

      “Spencer obeying an order. Dear Lord, there’s a first time for everything.” Whatley’s voice was gruff, but it held something it rarely had: respect. “Captain, bug out bearing two-seven-eight.”

      “Aye, aye, sir. All pilots, break to heading two-seven-eight. Maintain formation with the slowest fighter.” Justin looped his craft around in a one-hundred-eighty-degree turn. Even though he no longer had a bird’s-eye view of the battlefield, the sensor display gave him a lifeline to how the battle was progressing. On it, dozens of blue dots representing missiles streaked away from the CAG and his flight of Sabres, headed toward the nearest group of Leaguers.

      While the enemy pilots dodged the incoming warheads, the damaged Ghosts pressed ever closer to the Greengold. Fighter after fighter landed on the deck at combat speed then were grabbed by the arrestor fields and dragged out of the flight line to make way for another craft. In less than two minutes, almost all of them were secured.

      Justin cued his commlink to Whatley’s private channel. “Major, all elements except Alpha are down. Time for you to bug out, sir.”

      “Giving me orders now, son?”

      “Just this once, sir.” Justin grinned. He was in awe of how Whatley had single-handedly blunted the League attack.

      “Way ahead of you—we’re headed back. Those piece-of-shit commie fighters can’t match our speed on afterburners. Get Alpha landed, and I’ll see you on the deck.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      Justin used the tactical network link to send an urgent “dock now” warning to the other Alpha pilots and lined up on the strobe beacon. It flashed yellow then green. He slowed to ensure Feldstein, Adeoye, and Mateus got in first. “Hurry up, people. High-speed landing protocol. Trust the arrestor fields. Our lives depend on it.”

      “This is the boss. Confirm all craft have positive control over engine and maneuvering systems.”

      “Confirmed, boss,” Justin replied.

      “Cleared to land on any available pad, Alpha.”

      The moment Mateus put down, Justin kicked up his speed and glided into the hangar bay. The tractor fields caught his craft and swung it onto the deck. The moment the Ghost touched down, he popped the canopy and climbed out. Not bothering to wait for the portable ladder to be brought over by the crew chiefs, Justin swung over the side and dropped to the deck with a bone-jarring thud.

      The rest of the friendly Sabres in space—Whatley and the other seven—thundered into the carrier two at a time. The second the last ones were aboard, the lights dimmed, a telltale sign of an impending Lawrence jump. All the while, incoming energy-weapon fire splattered against the Greengold’s shields, clearly visible through the force fields protecting the hangar.

      Justin held his breath as the volume of fire increased dramatically, then it was gone, replaced by the multicolored walls of the artificial wormhole. He let out the breath, stunned to be alive. At first, joy and elation swept over him. They’d pulled off the impossible: attacking Sol and living to tell the story—as long as they could make good on their escape.

      At the far end of the bay, a chant started. “What-ley! What-ley! What-ley!” Several pilots and aviation crew had hoisted the CAG onto their shoulders and were parading him forward. Applause, cheers, and whistles ran through the air as the throng of humanity pressed forward.

      Adeoye appeared next to Justin, grinning, but his face also held a tinge of regret. “That was some incredible flying, sir.”

      “From everyone out there,” Justin agreed.

      Feldstein and Mateus jogged up, flight helmets still on. They exchanged hand slaps with Justin and Adeoye before everyone embraced.

      “I told you God would bless us,” Adeoye said. He beamed. “He flew with us today.”

      Further conversation was interrupted by the arrival of the convoy of pilots, still carrying Whatley as they chanted his name.

      Justin brought himself to attention. “Thank you, sir. We’re all in your debt.”

      Whatley rolled out of the hands of those holding him and landed feet first on the deck. He returned the salute. “No thanks needed, Spencer. You should know that by now.” Whatley glanced between the pilots and back to where the Ghosts sat. All of them were scorched, with varying levels of damage. “No matter the odds!” he thundered.

      “No matter the odds!” The deck plates rattled as hundreds of men and women echoed the shout.

      “Okay, get these birds refueled, rearmed, and ready to fight, just in case the Leaguers show up again. Not that I expect they will after the pasting we just delivered.” Whatley’s tone was as stern as ever. He turned back to Justin. “Get some food, get cleaned up, and start resting our squadrons.”

      Then he leaned in and whispered into Justin’s ear, “Consider yourself promoted to air wing XO, Captain.”

      Justin beamed, standing straighter. “Yes, sir. You heard the CAG. Fall in, ladies and gentlemen.” The joy he felt continued until he turned around to walk out. Then Justin realized how many landing pads were empty. We lost almost half of our pilots. On my watch. And Martin. But he had a job to do, and it would be done—feelings be damned.
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      “Conn, Navigation. Lawrence jump completed. Within one thousand kilometers of expected target, ma’am,” Mitzner announced.

      Tehrani opened her eyes, surprised they were still alive. She’d spent the trip through the wormhole praying. The lack of sound on the bridge seemed to indicate that most of the Greengold’s crew shared her opinion. She stared at the tactical plot as the sensors came back online.

      “Conn, TAO. One contact, designated Sierra One, CSV Salinan, ma’am. Wait… aspect change, incoming wormholes. One, two—no, three wormholes.”

      They all waited for classification of the newcomers.

      “CDF signature, ma’am. Our stealth raiders.”

      Thank you, Allah. Tehrani blinked, trying to clear her mind. “Damage report, XO.”

      “Uh… hull damage fore and port quarter. Armor integrity is shot, venting atmosphere on decks five, eight, and eleven, port sections.” Wright paled. “The last volley missed our Lawrence drive manifolds by ten meters. Engines fully functional. Point defense online in manual mode only.”

      It could be far worse. We could be dead. “How many Ghosts made it back?”

      “Sixteen, ma’am. Major Whatley and the other three Sabres all returned as well.”

      Fifty percent losses of our small craft. By itself, that would force the Greengold out of service for a few weeks until replacement pilots could be found once they got home.

      “Casualties, XO?” Tehrani asked.

      Wright avoided eye contact. “Still counting, ma’am, but over a hundred. A lot of crewmen are trapped in sections cut off thanks to the hull damage. Damage control is prioritizing hull repairs and erecting temporary force fields.”

      “Conn, Communications,” Singh interjected. “I’ve got Colonel Fielding for you.”

      “Put him on my viewer, Lieutenant.”

      The screen came alive with an image of the CSV Astute’s CO. “That was the most impressive display I’ve ever seen from a carrier, Colonel. I’m in your debt.”

      “Team effort, Colonel.” Tehrani didn’t feel like a hero and certainly didn’t want to be called one. “Were you able to get any escape pods from the Leviathan?”

      “I’m afraid not, ma’am. We didn’t detect any launched, nor did we pick up distress beacons.” Fielding pursed his lips. “Hopefully, they’re in a better place and not held as POWs by the League. The Damyat took heavy damage. Do you have enough room in your hangar to park her? Her skipper informs me they can’t sustain more than one or two more Lawrence jumps.”

      Wright shook his head.

      “I’m afraid we sustained heavy damage as well. It’ll take some time to repair,” she replied.

      “Then with your permission, we’ll shuttle the crew over and scuttle the Damyat. I can’t take the risk of the Leaguers getting any technology off that ship. It’s bad enough we lost the Leviathan, but at least the ship was entirely gutted. Our sensors showed fine powder for debris.”

      “Granted. Major Wright, my XO, will handle billeting.” Tehrani forced herself to keep going. One word at a time, one thought after another—anything but focusing on how close she’d come to dying a few minutes before. Something as mundane as where a hundred new people would sleep was a welcome diversion.

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “Have them off within the next thirty minutes. I want to be underway for Canaan no later than forty-five minutes from now.”

      “Yes, ma’am. We’ll get started now. Fielding out.”

      The screen blinked off, and Tehrani let out a sigh. “Navigation, plot a course for home. And ensure it’s an entirely different route from the one we took to get here.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Tehrani turned to Wright. “I don’t know about you, but I’ll feel a lot better with five jumps between us and Sol.”

      “Makes two of us, skipper.” Beeping from Wright’s chair-integrated tablet attracted his attention. “Salinan reports they’re ready to jump and standing by for coordinates, ma’am.”

      “Good.” Tehrani let her head fall back against the headrest. Once more, they’d tempted fate and survived. She wondered when the good fortune the ship had would run out.

      Whatever they had going for them, it held long enough for the crew of the Damyat to transfer to the Greengold and the fleet to get underway. After a few jumps toward the void between the galactic arms, she finally allowed herself to feel relief.
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      A week later, the Zvika Greengold and the other four ships raced through the void, headed for home. Teams of engineering personnel supplemented by crewmen from all departments were still working on the battle scars visible throughout the vessel. Justin tried taking a day off from his duties, but with nothing to do on the carrier, what was designed to help him ended up forcing him to spend time thinking about their losses and what had gone wrong.

      It wasn’t my fault. The losses among the pilots shook him to the core, and worse, replaying Martin’s final seconds as he crashed into the League frigate brought emotions Justin didn’t want to deal with to the surface. Dejected, he ended up deciding to head back to his cabin and try to sleep after having a small meal in an officers’ mess far away from the hangar.

      The memorial set up for those lost during the Battle of Canaan had never gone away. Instead, it had been formalized in one of the ship’s long main passageways on deck seven. Walking down the corridor toward the gravlift, Justin pondered their efforts in the Sol system. In some ways, it felt good to deliver a small measure of payback. Yet the cost was so high—hundreds dead and friends gone, never to return. Alone in his mind, Justin wondered what the point was.

      He came to a stop and pressed the button to call the gravlift. Its doors opened, and Justin stepped inside. The other occupant was a private he found vaguely familiar.

      “Good evening, sir.” The young man came to attention.

      “As you were, Private.” Justin looked at his name tag. “Waters. Wait, I know you.” He grinned sheepishly. “The last time we ran into each other, you were in the gravlift too.”

      Waters smiled. “I spend a lot of my day in these things, moving equipment from place to place.” He gestured to the badge for logistics on his uniform.

      “Geesh, shouldn’t you have a promotion to corporal by now? Everyone’s getting a free step up, it seems, with all the new recruits coming in.”

      “I decided I didn’t want it, actually,” Waters replied. “I like what I do. It’s simple, and I enjoy it.”

      “I can respect that,” Justin said as he touched the button for the deck his quarters were on.

      “Some of my friends down in aviation said you and the pilots pulled off another holovid-hero moment out there.”

      “Yeah… no. We just tried to come home alive.”

      “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      “Of course.” Justin grinned and shrugged. “I don’t care much for customs and courtesies, anyway. Fighter pilot, through and through. What’s on your mind?”

      “You seem like a man who feels alone, sir. I can’t fathom why, with all these people around here that care about you.” Waters stared intently at him.

      For a moment, Justin felt as if the young man were somehow peering into his soul. “I, uh… Yeah, I guess I do feel alone, Private. My friends keep dying.” He chuckled bitterly. “I try to be the best I can. Push my skills to the limit and push my people to be better than the sum of their parts. But I can’t seem to get us all home.”

      “It’s war, sir. From where I sit, you do an admirable job.”

      Justin shook his head. “It’s not enough.”

      “Sounds like something you should pray about.”

      “To whom?” Justin turned angry in an instant. “There is no God. And if there were, He doesn’t deserve to be worshipped. What kind of entity that supposedly has complete control of the universe allows this to happen?”

      “Well, if He controlled what everyone did, what would be the point of that, sir?” Waters pursed his lips. “I’m sure He wants to stop evil, though. Don’t forget—people report miracles all the time. Maybe He acts through smaller interactions.”

      It took most of Justin’s remaining self-control not to bite the private’s head off. “I suppose anything is possible, but I don’t find the supernatural to be plausible.”

      “Any less plausible than random chance accounting for the universe at large? If a single constant of our physical reality were off by the smallest fraction, none of this would exist.”

      Well, when you put it like that. “I’m not equipped for a debate on the subject.” This lift is way too slow today.

      “I’m sorry if I offended you, sir. I… let me leave you with this. You’ve probably noticed the chapel has a lot more people in it lately, right?”

      “Yeah.” Justin forced the pique out of his voice.

      “Hardship has a way of driving us toward God. Maybe if you tried to open your heart just a tad, there might be something better. And if not, well, at least you gave it a shot, right?”

      Justin turned and stared at him. Earnestness seemed to radiate from Waters. “Why is this so important to you?”

      “Hmmm.” Waters tilted his head. “Because I don’t think anyone should go through life alone, sir. There’s this God-sized hole, you know?” He rubbed his belly. “We’ve all got it, and maybe you should take a chance on filling it in with the right thing.”

      “I suppose I’ll think about it.” Justin wanted off the gravlift more than he wanted to be back at Canaan—anything to make the uncomfortable conversation end.

      “If I remember right, the last time we ran into each other, you mentioned you prayed for help when you ended up on that League cruiser, right?”

      Justin nodded.

      “Sir, I’m just a lowly private, moving boxes. But if I’d prayed something like that and lived to tell the tale, it might make me do some thinking, you know?”

      The lift slid to a stop, and the doors opened. Justin stared out into the corridor like a man who was finally getting out of prison. He scooted into the passageway as fast as his legs would carry him. I shouldn’t be rude. I’m sure he means well. Justin glanced over his shoulder. “Good point, Private. I’ll give it some thought.”

      “Of course, sir. Have a good night,” Waters replied as the doors swished shut once more.

      Strolling toward his quarters, Justin thought back to the combat with the cruiser. The improbable nature of the victory was something he couldn’t ignore. Maybe praying gave me some sort of subconscious leg up. He forced the thought down and decided the best thing for him was to get some sleep.
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      Five weeks into the trip back, the Zvika Greengold reentered extreme communications range with Coalition Defense Force command. At first, all Tehrani could do was pass a text message back, saying they’d completed their mission, along with a casualty report. A few days later, throughput increased enough to allow voice communication as the carrier continued to make its way toward Terran Coalition space.

      As a result, she’d prescheduled a commlink discussion with General Saurez, as previously instructed. He was the overall CO for all CDF spaceborne assists, with the title of COMSPACEFLT or commander, space fleet. It felt odd to report outside of her defined chain of command, but nothing about the mission they’d just been on was ordinary.

      Taking the vidlink in her day cabin, Tehrani sipped her tea before engaging the app. A few moments later, a grainy image of Saurez’s face appeared on her tablet.

      “Colonel, can you hear me?”

      “I read you, General.” Tehrani noted some static in the video. “We’re still pretty far out.”

      Saurez wore a frown, and his eyes narrowed. “I’ve reviewed your after-action reports in detail. Impressive, capturing a fuel tanker with an impromptu VBSS team while executing the strike on Sol. I’ll overlook you disobeying orders and jumping the Zvika Greengold into Sol to pick up your pilots.” A small smile creased his face. “How’s your crew holding up?”

      “As well as can be expected, sir. We took more losses than I’d hoped.” Tehrani pursed her lips. “Such is the cost of war. I hope our actions were worth it.”

      “You have no idea.” He let out a sigh. “I should probably wait until you get back to tell you, but as far as I’m concerned, you’ve earned knowing. The League captured Eire two weeks ago.”

      Tehrani’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head. Eire was the capital of the Irish Republic and one of the Terran Coalition’s core planets. “Captured, as in landed ground troops?”

      “That would be the definition of the word, Colonel. Planetary militias didn’t surrender until the Leaguer bastards started orbital bombardments of civilian population centers. Our fleet didn’t arrive in time, and now they’ve fortified the solar system. It’ll take a major fleet action followed by a massive ground invasion to root the commies out.” Saurez made a face. “I’m under orders to instruct you not to reveal this information to your crew or the fleet.”

      His last sentence knocked around in her mind. An odd way to say that. Saurez obviously disagreed with his orders. “I see, sir. I don’t believe keeping bad news secret serves the interest of the Coalition Defense Force, sir. My soldiers will see it as a betrayal.”

      “Well, who’s to say you heard me correctly when we spoke. After all, there’s a great deal of background interference. Something to do with hyperactive pulsars in the Jewel Box.” Saurez flashed a grin. “There will be a large celebration, a press event, and a lot of grandstanding when you return. The population needs to see a victory, and the Greengold delivered.”

      On one hand, Tehrani heard the logic in that. On the other, it galled her to the core to have the men and women under her command used as stage props in a grand production. Oh, put a sock in it. If the Terran Coalition needs a win and a set of heroes to go along with the victory, then that’s what we’ll be. “We’ll be ready, sir.”

      Saurez nodded. “It’s taking a lot of transmission power to keep this link going, so I won’t keep you further, Colonel. Again, the entire Terran Coalition is in your debt. We thank you and your crew. Bravo Zulu.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Safe journey, and Godspeed on your way home.”

      The image blinked off, leaving Tehrani to stare at the black screen. She closed her eyes, contemplating what to do next. My soldiers aren’t timid, and neither are they weak. They deserve the truth—especially the ones who hail from Eire.

      After trying to knock out some of the never-ending paperwork associated with keeping the ship going, Tehrani thought back to her conversation with Saurez. She touched the intercom on her desk. “Lieutenant Singh, this is Colonel Tehrani.”

      “Yes, ma’am. What can I do for you?” Singh’s voice crackled on the speaker.

      “Tie me into 1MC.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am. You’re live.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Attention, all hands. This is your commanding officer, Colonel Tehrani. Command has been apprised of our success in the strike on Sol and its cost. Unfortunately, while we’ve been out of communications range for the past two months, the League expanded its campaign against our homes. The world of Eire has fallen and is now occupied by the enemy.

      “When we get home, the Zvika Greengold and the rest of Battlegroup Z will be treated to a hero’s welcome. It will likely strike many of you as discordant, as it does me. But the population needs a beacon of hope in the darkness. So it falls to us to be that beacon, regardless of what we think or feel. Rest assured, as soon as our carrier is back in fighting shape, the Zvika Greengold will be back at the front lines, doing its part. Semper tempus. Godspeed, and carry on. Tehrani out.”

      The connection clicked off, and she leaned back in her chair, pride filling her soul at her crew’s performance. What does the XO like to say? The truth will set you free. Tehrani went back to paperwork with renewed vigor.
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      Flames licked around Justin’s feet in the cockpit of his Sabre. He felt searing heat and smelled burnt flesh. As screams erupted from his throat, he woke with a start.

      Breathing rapidly, he took a few seconds to realize he was in his stateroom and safe. His forehead and the rest of his body were covered in sweat.

      Justin pushed the covers aside and stood. What is happening to me? He and everyone else on the Zvika Greengold should be jubilant. They’d hit the League where it hurt, and while they’d taken significant losses, the mission had gone far better than it could have. But his nightmares had progressed to the point that he was unable to sleep. He’d shied away from seeing the ship’s doctor for fear of being grounded or sent for a psych exam.

      This is no way to live. A glance at a digital clock told Justin it was nearly 0200 hours. He decided to head down to the officers’ mess and get some tea. It seemed to help on some nights, and after a week without rest, something had to give.

      Even though a quarter of the crew was on duty—the twenty-four-hours-a-day minimum staffing level—Justin encountered virtually no one else on his way to the nearest mess hall. He poked his head through the hatch, expecting to find at least a few people, but no one was there. Not even the steward was around.

      After retrieving a mug and hot water, Justin took a seat by one of the windows and stared out into the blackness of space as the tea steeped. It went on and on, seemingly into infinity. Briefly pondering the universe’s metaphysical aspects, he wondered if the essence, or what some would call the soul, of people who died in the void stayed there. Does it matter? My friends are still dead. Bitterness threatened to consume every nook and cranny of Justin’s mind. All the sacrifices made, yet the League pressed on like an unstoppable monster that absorbed whatever the holovid heroes threw at it. But we still won. Let the Leaguers crow about how mighty their empire is. One little escort carrier crashed the party and shot up space installations all over Sol.

      “Mind if I join you?” Feldstein asked from behind him.

      Justin nearly jumped out of his skin. The tea sloshed as he whipped around, spilling on his shoes and pants. “Good grief. You about gave me a heart attack.”

      She turned red. “I’m sorry. I thought you would’ve heard me with all the noise of making coffee.”

      “No. I was thinking.” Justin patted the seat next to him. “Looking at the stars is good for that.”

      “I know. For a few months, I served on a ship with an observation deck. It was so neat to project the stars and planets out and look at them through a telescope.” Feldstein smiled as she sat. “Couldn’t sleep either, eh?”

      Justin shook his head. “I haven’t slept right since we jumped out of Sol.”

      “That makes two of us.” She brushed a wisp of hair out of her face. “Honestly, I don’t think anyone is sleeping well. Part of me wishes the colonel hadn’t told us about the fall of Eire.”

      “And when we got home and found out, it would’ve been even worse.” He gulped. “I know I’m supposed to be strong enough for all of us…”

      Silence broke out between them, with only the soft mechanical whirring of the ventilation system audible.

      “Have you talked to someone?”

      “Who?”

      “Friends, a doctor, the chaplain? There’s always me, you know.”

      “No one wants to hear about my problems.”

      “Justin, do you think you’re the only person with nightmares? I close my eyes, and I can visualize Martin’s fighter going into the side of that League ship.” A tear, followed quickly by more, fell down her face. “We’re only alive today because of his sacrifice.”

      “I know that.” Justin set his jaw. “You know what bothers me more? When I close my eyes, I don’t see him. I see the ones of us still alive dying instead.”

      “That’s war.”

      “So we should just accept it? Embrace it?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      He turned away from her and looked back into the void. “You know, I don’t bother making friends with the new pilots, especially the ones with no combat experience.” His words hung over the room, an admission that neither of them wanted to hear.

      “Why?” Feldstein asked softly.

      “Because they’re the least likely to survive. Those of us who’ve made it for nine months will probably make it a while longer, until our number is up too.” Anger welled up in Justin, from a source he couldn’t explain. He suddenly wanted to punch the wall with all his might. “Who cares? We’re all going to die in this war.”

      Again, silence followed. Seconds passed, then a minute.

      Feldstein put her hand on top of his. “You don’t have to go through this alone.”

      Justin stared at her hand like he was in a trance before grasping it with his. The anger melted away into anguish, and tears began to fall from his eyes. It only took seconds for him to start sobbing. Months of pain and worry that he’d bottled up inside flowed out, and he ended up embracing Feldstein tightly.

      Once the tears had mostly stopped, she rested her forehead on his. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.” Staring into her eyes, Justin felt something akin to a rush of electricity go through him. He realized how close she was and allowed himself to consider what it would be like to kiss her. The moment he opened the door mentally, desire flowed through him. It swept aside all inhibitions and threatened to sweep him right along with it.

      Feldstein touched his face. “It will. I promise. We’re going to get through this together and go home.”

      As Justin stared into her eyes, a battle raged inside of his mind. No one would have to know. At the rate things are going, we’ll be dead in six months, anyway. But another voice fired back, No, it would be wrong. You know it’s wrong. You gave an oath to love Michelle and to treat her with honor and respect. How would you feel if she did this to you? The circumstances don’t matter. It’s wrong, and it’ll always be wrong.

      Justin pulled away as he made up his mind. “I’m sorry. I can’t. I can’t do this.”

      “What?”

      “What we were about to do.”

      Feldstein glanced out the window before locking her eyes with his again. “Would it be so bad to feel connected to another person for a few minutes?”

      “Dvora, we’re both married. I thought happily too.”

      Tears began to fall down her face. “Maybe we are.” She rubbed her eyes, trying to wipe the tears away. “I go to bed every night, wondering if I’ll wake up again. Or worse, if I’ll come to floating in space and dying a horrible death in my last few seconds.” Feldstein twisted her mouth. “I don’t want to die alone.”

      Justin shivered and shook his head. “I understand how you feel, because I have the same nightmares and fears.”

      She shrank back. “You think less of me now.”

      “Not at all. Dvora, you’re an incredible person, and under different circumstances, I’d have courted you quite hard.” He forced a smile to his face. “But it would be wrong. I know that I couldn’t live with it, and I don’t think you could either.”

      “We live with killing people every day.” The words came out hollow, almost without life force behind them.

      “Yeah, and how’s that working out for us? Think about how much more broken we’ll be inside if we do something we both know is wrong.”

      Feldstein crossed her arms. “For a guy who adamantly claims he’s not religious, you sure do have a moral code, there, Justin.”

      “You don’t have to be religious to know right from wrong.”

      She stared at him, the seconds ticking away. “Do you want me to transfer out of the Red Tails?”

      “Why would I want that? I hope we’re still friends, because there’s no one else I’d rather have watching my back out there. You’ve saved my life twice, Dvora.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “We both had a moment of weakness.” Justin touched her hand. “I came very close to kissing you.”

      “You did?” Feldstein cracked a small smile.

      “Yes.” Justin tried to collect his thoughts. “What’s that theory about there being different universes for every choice we’ve ever had?”

      “Uh, physics isn’t my strong point,” she replied with a chuckle.

      “Well, I forget the name, but it’s one of the leading theories of how the universe was created.”

      “What’s that got to do with us?”

      Justin smiled sadly. “Because if it’s accurate, somewhere out there, maybe we met each other at the right time, and everything worked out.”

      “That’s a… nice notion. But not applicable to the here and now.”

      “Yeah. We’re going to have to be careful going forward. Above all, we can’t be alone together.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t trust myself, knowing I have a weakness toward you.” At her frown, Justin pressed on. “That’s not because of you. It’s me.”

      “This is going to be weird, isn’t it?”

      “Probably for a while,” he admitted. “But in time, we’ll get back to what we were—good friends and nothing more.”

      “Best friends,” Feldstein corrected. “I thought of you as my best friend. I hope I still can.”

      “One day at a time.” He finished his tea. “We should probably go. On duty in four hours.”

      “Are we okay?”

      “We’ll be okay.” Justin stood. “Let’s try to put this behind us and not speak of it again.” It would be far more complicated than it sounded.

      Feldstein nodded. “I’m going to hang out here for a while and enjoy my coffee.” She again wiped her eyes. The tears had stopped, but her face was still puffy and red. “Good night, Justin.”

      “Good night, Dvora.”

      Justin turned and walked out of the mess, head spinning. As he made his way back to his stateroom, Justin pondered his actions. It had felt good to release some of the emotion that had built up. However, that release was overshadowed by the shame he felt at coming close to dishonoring his commitment to his wife and daughter. Am I a good person? What’s wrong with me? The questions plagued him as he climbed into bed and tried in vain to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      At 0500, Justin’s alarm blared, waking him from the restless sleep he’d drifted into an hour before. He sat on the side of the bed, trying to clear his mind. At least I didn’t wake up in the middle of my Sabre exploding again.

      The previous night’s events flooded back into his brain as he started his morning routine like an automaton. After he pulled on his workout clothes, Justin made his way to the gym. He felt simultaneously angry and ashamed. Instead of using the exercise bike and stair climber like he usually did, Justin settled in front of one of the punching bags.

      Blow after blow, Justin took out his anger and frustration on the fifty-pound leather sack. He uttered a guttural roar and kicked the bag so hard that it almost slid out of its holder. Before it could swing out too far, Justin delivered another kick followed by a series of jabs.

      “Hey, cool it off over there,” someone called.

      Justin turned to see Major Nishimura, the Marine commander. “Just exercising, sir.”

      Nishimura trotted up and stared at him. “Right, and I’m the pope. I know what anger release looks like, Captain.”

      Justin realized they were alone. He hadn’t been paying attention when he walked in, but he was glad no one else had seen him. “Yeah.”

      “Why don’t you finish your program and grab a shower, and we’ll get breakfast together in the Marine mess.”

      “It’s okay, sir. I should probably head out, anyway. I’m going to need more than one cup of coffee before I’m ready for duty.” Justin stepped away from the punching bag.

      “Not so fast. I wasn’t asking, Captain. That’s an order. We’re having breakfast in the Marine mess at oh seven hundred.”

      A Marine couldn’t order a fleet pilot to do anything, regardless of rank, but Justin bit his comment off before it came out. “Uh, yes, sir.”

      “Good. Finish your routine, and I’ll see you in a bit. Oh, and take it easy on the equipment. It’s as old as I am.” He stalked off toward the group shower.

      Justin completed a workout set that included weights and twenty minutes of treadmill time. It took forty-five minutes and left him drenched in sweat. By the time he hit the showers and changed into his flight jumpsuit, it was 0650, which forced him to almost run to the mess hall. He hurried through the hatch with two minutes to spare and no visible sweat marks. It wouldn’t do for the Marines to see me unkempt.

      “Over here, Spencer,” Nishimura called out, waving him over to a table near the windows with a prime view of the void.

      As he made his way through the lightly trafficked area—the Zvika Greengold didn’t have many Marine officers—Justin took in the square-jawed men and women around him. Unlike regular line CDF soldiers, the Marines maintained far higher personal grooming standards. I don’t think I would’ve survived TCMC bootcamp. He came to a stop next to the seated major. “Captain Justin Spencer reports as ordered, sir.”

      “Ha-ha. Very funny,” Nishimura quirked an eyebrow and gestured to the empty chair. “Have a seat. I took the liberty of ordering you a full breakfast. Bacon, eggs, toast, and oatmeal.”

      Justin slid into the chair, eyes widening. “You’ve still got those? We ran out of bacon and eggs weeks ago.”

      Nishimura’s eyes twinkled. “Marine quartermasters are wily beasts. I wouldn’t be surprised if they hadn’t snuck a few chickens aboard.”

      “I’m sorry I was beating up the equipment, Major. It’s been a rough few months.”

      “You made that obvious.” Nishimura took a sip of coffee. “My only reason for asking you here is to lend an ear. I know from personal experience how hard it is to open up to those around me, and combat is a difficult thing.” He shrugged. “Frankly, shooting someone up close and personal is even harder than blowing their fighter or bomber out of the void. At least you don’t have to see them die.”

      His words stung a bit, and Justin felt rebuked, perhaps not entirely unfairly. “Major, it may surprise you to learn this, but I’ve shot and killed an enemy soldier. When I stole the fighter from that League cruiser.” He stared off into the distance. “So I’m quite familiar with the feeling of watching someone die.”

      “Ah. I didn’t realize.” Nishimura sucked in a breath. “I suppose the point I’m trying to make is you’re not alone.”

      “I feel alone.” The words tumbled out of Justin’s mouth before he could stop them. “Utterly and completely alone.”

      Before more could be said, a mess steward appeared and dropped off two plates heaped with food. Once the man had withdrawn, Nishimura bowed his head and put his hands together. “Dear Lord, we thank you for this meal we are about to receive. Bless it to us in Jesus’s name. Amen.”

      Justin picked up his fork and speared one of the eggs before using a piece of toast to soak up the yolk. He bit into it and smiled. “That tastes awesome, Major.” After chewing and swallowing, he said, “I don’t recall you praying over the food the last time we ate together.”

      “Is that your way of asking, ‘What changed?’”

      “Yeah.” Justin frowned. “I’ve noticed a lot of my friends seemingly retreating into their religious beliefs over the last few months.”

      “I can’t speak for them, but as for me…”Nishimura set his fork down, as if what he was about to say required full concentration. “On the freighter we captured, I met a woman who, despite living under a communist dictatorship, kept her faith. Incredibly, in talking to her, I discovered her entire family was Christian, and they hid it from the authorities. If found out, all faced reeducation camps, torture, or death.”

      “How do you know she was telling the truth?” The idea seemed foreign to Justin. Why would someone risk everything over faith or a belief that couldn’t be proven?

      “Spencer, as God is my witness, everything that came out of her mouth was the gospel truth.” Nishimura pursed his lips and shook his head. “It’s made me do some hard introspection for the last few weeks. You’re looking at a man who didn’t get to church much and felt like having to get up early on Sunday was an imposition on his rest time. I could sit here and list dozens of ways I haven’t lived up to or shown what I believe through my actions.”

      Justin sat mutely as the Marine continued, pondering his words. As he played them over in his mind, a question emerged. He was willing to risk his life in fighting for the freedoms and ideals of the Terran Coalition. So why is it so difficult to accept that someone would risk their life and liberty for faith?

      “But that’s not the biggest thing I’ve had to confront.” Nishimura set his jaw. “I went into the fight wanting to kill everyone on that ship. Frankly, I was pissed off Colonel Tehrani had ordered the use of stun rounds. From my perspective, the only good Leaguer was a dead Leaguer after what those bastards pulled on us at Canaan.” He sucked in a breath. “I’ve had to admit to myself there are decent people in the League, and it’s wrong for me to hate them.”

      Justin took a few moments to process the entirety of what Nishimura had said. A light bulb turned on in his mind. “If we don’t hate them, how can we be okay with killing them? I thought the entire point was to dehumanize the enemy so they’re easy to kill.”

      “I suppose that’s the easy way out,” Nishimura replied. “Though I’d submit to you after reflection, the far healthier way to go about it is to count the costs and keep perspective in fighting the enemy. So we don’t become just like them.”

      “This is some deep discussion for breakfast.”

      “Hey, that’s what you get for coming to Marine country. We’re not only sharp uniforms and gleaming rifle drills.” Nishimura’s deep laugh seemed to fill the air. “Now, what’s eating you?”

      Justin took another bite and swallowed. “If I were to try to put a finger on it, I’d say I felt empty inside. Which I realize sounds stupid.”

      “Not at all. All of us feel the same way at some point. That’s what the shrinks are there for and the support groups when we get home. At least, I remember my father having them.”

      “He served?”

      Nishimura nodded. “Second Saurian War, TCMC. I come by my occupation honestly.”

      “I think I’m the first person in my family to serve in some time. A few generations back, some cousins were in the CDF, but we don’t have a big family tradition of service.” Justin shrugged as he sipped his coffee. “Truthfully, I didn’t realize what it meant to be a part of something bigger than myself until this war started.”

      “You’re not the only one,” Nishimura said with a snort. “Lots of young Marines don’t seem to get it until people start shooting at them.” His expression softened. “But that’s okay. What matters is you youngsters get it in the end.”

      “I’ve tried to fill the emptiness, but nothing’s worked so far.”

      Nishimura furrowed his brow. “Without trying to offend you, I’d mention I’ve found solace in my faith as of late.”

      “That would be one of the few things, besides getting drunk every night, I haven’t done yet.” And there it is again, the enjoinment to try God. Justin crossed his arms.

      “Hey, I get it. You’re tired of hearing people tell you about religion, right?”

      “Well, to be fair, no one’s pestered me. It’s just all around the place, and yeah, I get sick of it.” Justin shrugged. “I don’t believe in a higher power. There’s little evidence to support it, and it’s more likely to me we’re a result of random chance.” As he uttered the words, a voice tugged at the back of his mind. Do I really believe that? Some of the incredible luck he’d experienced came to the forefront. I probably shouldn’t be alive, yet I am. Is it proof that low-probability events occur or something else?

      “It’s something you’re going to have to figure out for yourself,” Nishimura replied. “But for the sake of your squadron mates, you’ve got to do something about the mood,” he said frankly. “Mental distractions are deadly, not only to you but also to your brothers and sisters fighting beside you.”

      Justin processed Nishimura’s words. Oh, if the major only knew. “Got any other suggestions besides going to church?” His tone was harsher than he’d intended.

      “Well, maybe talk to a shrink? There’s a few in the doc shack now.”

      “Yeah. I might do that.” Justin shook his head. “The idea of going down there makes me feel silly. I should be able to deal with this stuff on my own.”

      “That’s what we all think, Spencer. If only it were true.”

      Justin finished his last bite. “Well, I’d better get down to the ready room before Major Whatley sends a master-at-arms after me.”

      Nishimura laughed loudly. “You’re welcome here any time… and if you need someone to talk to, my hatch is always open.”

      “Thank you, sir.” His comment touched Justin. He could hear the sincerity, and it felt good to know he had an outlet for his emotions. Especially since I need to avoid Dvora for a while. Justin stood and took his plate. “I’ll see you around, sir.”

      “Godspeed, Captain.”

      As Justin walked away, he pondered Nishimura’s comments. Seeing a hardcore Marine officer so obviously affected by a Leaguer was something of a shock. Forcing himself to consider why he detested religion when he’d asked God for help was another thing he had to deal with. I suppose I’m just another hypocrite, like everyone else. Still troubled, Justin pushed the thoughts out of his mind and focused on what he hoped would be another dull day, jumping through the void. If the League caught them, it wasn’t likely to end well.
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      Once the Zvika Greengold had returned to Terran Coalition space, Tehrani started sleeping in her expansive quarters below decks. She had much to be proud of in her pilots’ and soldiers’ performances, but it didn’t assuage the guilt she carried for leaving a few behind. She’d chosen to believe all had perished rather than confront the possibility of someone being held by the League. Almost anything would be better than that fate.

      When she’d gone to sleep, they were three jumps out from Canaan. Tehrani had, on order from General Saurez, given instructions to hold at the final jump. The next morning at 0430, Tehrani was up like clockwork. After a workout, a shower, and breakfast, she arrived on deck one. The doors of the gravlift slid open to reveal two Marine sentries stationed where they always were, directly before the hatch to the bridge.

      Tehrani exchanged quick salutes with the Marines, who stood at attention before opening the portal. She strode onto the bridge to find it fully staffed with first-watch personnel, including Wright, Bryan, Singh, and Mitzner.

      “Colonel on the bridge!” a senior chief called out.

      “As you were,” she said and smiled at Wright as she walked to the CO’s chair. “This is Colonel Tehrani. I have the conn.”

      “Colonel Tehrani has the conn,” Wright said formally and returned her smile. “Sleep well, skipper?”

      “As well as can be expected, I suppose.” Tehrani sat in the leather chair and pulled up the interface attached to it. “Ship status, XO?”

      “All systems go, ma’am. Ready to jump to Canaan on your order. We have details in both hangar bays standing by to man the sides.”

      Now, we go home. She assumed Saurez had some kind of ceremony or celebration planned. Probably lots of media. The thought of the press brought out a grimace. “Thank you, Major.” She turned to Mitzner. “Navigation, confirm Lawrence drive coordinates.”

      “Coordinates confirmed, ma’am. Lawrence drive is green across the board,” Mitzner replied.

      “Very well. Navigation, activate Lawrence drive.”

      The same jump process Tehrani had been through thousands of times played out in front of her.

      “Navigation, all ahead full,” Tehrani ordered once the wormhole formed.

      A few seconds later, the ship flew through the beckoning maw of the artificial vortex and almost instantaneously exited the other side. The stars changed and came back into focus as the lights came up, and regular operation of the vessel’s systems resumed.

      “Conn, TAO. Sensors online. No hostile contacts,” Bryan announced.

      “Conn, Navigation. We emerged within five thousand kilometers of our projected destination.”

      Wright nodded. “Welcome home, skipper.”

      “Indeed.” Another successful mission and most of my crew safely returned to their families. She had to focus on small victories. “Navigation, bring us into a parking orbit around Canaan.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Mitzner said. “ETA to Canaan is roughly an hour.”

      Tehrani laid her head back on her chair, taking in the sights of the Terran Coalition’s capital system, which was bustling, as always, with numerous civilian vessels. The Canaan defense fleet was clearly bolstered. Two large fleet carriers stood watch—the CSV Saratoga and the CSV Abraham Lincoln—along with their escorting battle groups. Such beautiful warships. The lines of the American-built ships were striking, and the two hundred plus combat spacecraft each held were able to project power in ways the Zvika Greengold could only dream about. But it was still our little escort carrier that attacked Sol.

      Singh’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “Conn, Communications. I have General Saurez for you on the vidlink, ma’am.”

      “Put him on my viewer, Lieutenant.”

      The screen above Tehrani’s head came alive with an image of Saurez. It appeared as if he was on a ship. “Colonel, do you read me?”

      “I do, General. What can the Zvika Greengold do for the Coalition today?”

      Saurez grinned. “Take a victory lap, Colonel. I’m transmitting a flight plan to you now. Follow it, and we’ve got something special planned. Oh, and be prepared to receive VIP guests. Several news crews want to interview you and your senior officers. Some of the pilots, too, if you can scare them up.”

      “Yes, sir.” Inwardly, Tehrani groaned, though she kept a tight smile plastered on her face.

      “I’ll see you when you dock, Colonel. Congratulations again on a job well done. Saurez out.”

      As the screen blinked off, Singh spoke. “Receiving course instructions from General Saurez, ma’am.”

      “Patch them over to Navigation, Lieutenant,” Tehrani replied. She turned toward Mitzner. “Navigation, lay in a new course based on our orders.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am. One moment.”

      The view through the windows at the front of the bridge shifted as the Greengold altered its heading. A formation of Coalition Defense Force vessels came into view, lined up in two neat rows.

      “Conn, Navigation. The course requested takes us through that formation, ma’am.” Mitzner turned her head. “Ready to engage on your mark.”

      Tehrani nodded. “Ahead twenty-five percent thrust.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      As they passed each vessel, magnetic cannons flashed in the void along with the blue hue of Terran Coalition neutron beams. Tehrani took in the display. A twenty-one-gun salute fit for the victors of war. She looked at Wright. “They’re pulling out all the stops.”

      “Looks that way, skipper,” he replied and leaned in closer. “I think it’s strange to celebrate, with Eire fallen to the League too. But the higher-ups probably know what they’re doing.”

      “Morale is ever important,” Tehrani said sotto voce. “As the ever-present dutiful soldiers, we’ll man the line.”

      “Amen.”

      “Communications, 1MC to my chair, please.”

      “Aye, aye. 1MC tied in, ma’am.”

      “Attention, all hands. This is Colonel Tehrani. Man the sides. I say again, man the sides and render honors as we pass the assembled flotilla.” She clicked the mic off and nodded almost imperceptibly toward Singh. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

      The Greengold flew through the dozens of warships, like the battered but triumphant warrior she was. As the vessel cleared the last of the assembled CDF ships, Canaan loomed ahead. With its massive oceans, vast continents, and numerous orbital installations, the sparkling blue ball was their home—the cradle of humanity in the Sagittarius arm. Even after so many years of working in outer space and seeing the beauty of the universe daily, Tehrani still found it an incredible sight.

      “Communications, transmit a picture of a broom to the fleet.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      “Clean sweep?” Wright asked.

      “If there’s ever been one by this ship, it was the attack on Sol,” Tehrani replied.

      “Agreed, skipper.”

      As they steadily closed in on Canaan’s central military station and the Greengold’s docking berth, Tehrani thought of the refit they would have to execute over the next few weeks along with all the other tasks to be done. They would have little time for rest. She allowed herself a few minutes of pride for a job well done, knowing the next day would be another fight.
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        * * *

      

      Even when the events of the war were at their worst, Jason Nolan tried to find something positive to focus on each day. The practice became vital for him, especially after the loss of Eire. One of the Terran Coalition’s founding planets, it was the capital of the Irish Republic and a crown jewel of the core worlds. While Eire lacked a significant shipyard or large CDF spaceborne installations—which might explain why the Leaguers had picked it to invade—the morale blow was incalculable. Rumblings that perhaps a negotiated surrender was the best option they could hope for had broken out within his cabinet. They could somehow preserve some of the freedoms the Terran Coalition enjoyed while allowing the League to claim victory.

      Nolan rejected those calls out of hand. Even though he ran on a platform of keeping the nation out of far-flung wars—police actions had plagued them since the end of the Second Saurian War—they were in a war of survival. Only one side could emerge from the conflict intact, and it wasn’t going to be the League. We hope, at least. He stared out of the window directly behind his desk, gazing into the skyline of Lawrence City.

      One of the doors to the Oval Office opened. “Mister President?” Abdul Karimi, his chief of staff, called out.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re fifteen minutes late for your next meeting, sir.”

      Ah yes. An agriculture planning session. If they weren’t smart, thanks to League invasions of their border worlds, hunger or possibly famine could ravage the Coalition. A year prior, that would have been unthinkable. We used to provide food and support to any neutral planet or nation that needed it on humanitarian grounds. “Have a seat.”

      “Sir, we need to keep moving.”

      Nolan turned around and gestured to one of the antique chairs in front of the Resolute desk. “Abdul, I’m the president of the Terran Coalition. If I want to sit here in silence and contemplate what the heck is going on around here, I will.” He cracked a sad smile.

      “Consulting your Bible for inspiration?” Karimi replied as he slid into a seat.

      “Yes. I’ve been clinging to it more and more. Isn’t it interesting how in the best of times, we hold God at arm’s length, but the moment they fall apart, after trying everything else, we go back to Him?”

      “The imam at my mosque preached on that very subject last week.” Karimi’s eyes lit up. “You ought to send him your thoughts.”

      Nolan let out a chuckle. “The Zvika Greengold’s return was at precisely the right time.”

      “That it was. Polling data suggests the strike on Sol provided most of our citizens the hope they needed to carry on. Jason, we’ve known each other for a long time, and we’ve been through many a tough scrape.”

      “Is this where you tell me privately it doesn’t look good?”

      “We’ve seen the same intelligence briefings. The League outnumbers our fleet ten, maybe even twenty to one. The only reason the Terran Coalition isn’t already crushed is they’re not committing the balance of their forces to engage us.”

      “Yet we hold our own. Yes, there are setbacks, but General Saurez assures me in six months, we’ll retake Eire.”

      Karimi shrugged and spread his hands out in front of him. “I hope he’s right. But you should be thinking about the use of the Exodus fleet.”

      “Absolutely not,” Nolan snapped. The Exodus fleet was one of the most closely guarded secrets in the Coalition. A collection of spacecraft, it held enormous population transports, cargo ships, and long-range military vessels to escort them. It had been created and maintained over the centuries since the landing on Canaan and the Terran Coalition’s formation. “We won’t abandon our citizens.”

      “It wouldn’t be abandoning them if the fleet was used for its intended purpose. At least two hundred million civilians could be saved—possibly more if we allowed more capable merchant ships to join.”

      Nolan gestured to the open Bible. “You know what I was just reading? When about to be wrecked at sea, Paul told the Roman centurion not to allow the sailors to abandon ship. The soldiers aboard cut the ropes to ensure everyone stayed.”

      “You’ll have to forgive me. I don’t know that story.” Karimi smiled. “But I think the point is we’re stronger and more likely to survive together?”

      “Exactly. Even if we sent the Exodus fleet off with no CDF personnel except the purpose-built vessels already assigned to it, the morale of those left would collapse. They would lose the will to fight. No, we have to take a stand here, just like we have so far. God willing, we’ll continue to stand against this evil. If not, then at least the galaxy will know we did our best and died for something worth fighting for.” Tears came to Nolan’s eyes. “Did you get a response from the Saurian ambassador yet?”

      “Well, you know how those things are.”

      “What did she say?” Nolan’s eyes drilled into Karimi. “And don’t spare me the bad news.” He knew the facial expressions and tone of voice of his chief of staff like a mother knew the cries of her baby.

      “The Saurian Empire flatly rejected any attempts to discuss an alliance. While they acknowledge the League is a hostile power, they’re not interested in spilling blood for us.”

      And why would they? It wasn’t too long ago we occupied their home planet and forced radical changes to how their empire functioned. Of course, being occupied by the Terran Coalition was possibly the best thing to ever happen to the Saurian Empire. The extreme industrial pollution on Sauria was being cleaned up, thanks to credits and technology supplied by the Coalition. The two powers had become friendly, if not friends, as a new crop of Saurian leaders pushed the empire firmly into being a republic rather than an imperial monarchy. “Did anything come out of it?”

      “Ambassador Lee offered to be a broker between us and the League for a peace treaty, though she advised winning several major battles first.” Karimi smirked and shook his head. “I think they’ve been paying attention to how humans behave. There was one thing, sir. She indicated the Saurian Royal Navy has some older destroyers in its inventory. They’re willing to sell them to us.”

      “For a reasonable amount?”

      “Twice what they cost to build, adjusted for inflation.”

      Nolan came close to uttering a curse word in the Oval Office, even though defaming the people’s house with his words was something he never allowed. He let out a breath. “I see. Do the deal.”

      “Mr. President?”

      “We’ve got to have them. You saw the same projections on ship losses I did.”

      Karimi nodded. “I’ll take care of it, sir.” He pointed at his wrist handcomm. “It’s past time to get moving.”

      “I know. Give me five more minutes then bring the team in. I need to clear my mind and pray.”

      “Of course.” Karimi stood and walked out briskly.

      Left to the quiet of the room, Nolan closed the Bible and placed his hands on top of it. He thought of how close they’d already come to destruction and those who’d paid the ultimate price. With a bowed head, he prayed, “Lord, please bless the efforts of our men and women in battle. And help us to be worthy of the sacrifices they make. Grant me the wisdom to lead this nation so that it may not perish from the galaxy. In Jesus’s name, I pray. Amen.”

      With the prayer concluded, he set his mind back to matters of state. Another long day awaited.
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      The simple pleasure of a hot meal, eaten without the risk of combat, was a luxury to Tehrani and one she immensely enjoyed. The chef had prepared what a few weeks ago would’ve been considered a feast—steaks, potatoes, grilled mushrooms, and onions along with freshly baked bread. The meat was also halal, as part of her Muslim dietary requirements. Tehrani had recently decided to ensure she kept halal as much as possible.

      Seated alone at the table reserved for her in the CO’s mess, she stared out into the void.

      “Got room for another, skipper?” Wright asked as he strode up next to her. “As long as I’m not disturbing you.”

      “Not at all.” Tehrani smiled at him. “Company would be nice.”

      “Can you believe the rations we got? I don’t eat this well at home.” Wright slid into the seat across from her and propped his elbows on the table. “Don’t tell my wife that.”

      Tehrani laughed. It felt so good, after all the trial and tribulation they’d been through. “Never fear, XO. Your secret is safe with me. Did you get the steak?”

      “Is the pope Catholic?” Wright deadpanned. “Medium rare. Salt and pepper, with a hint of garlic. I’m hoping the chef gets it right.”

      “Another successful mission.”

      “Quite. I inspected the engineering spaces this afternoon and reviewed the refit plans with Captain MacIntosh before he shipped out back to special projects. We’re gonna miss him. You should’ve heard what the enlisted personnel think about you, skipper.”

      “Good or bad?”

      “Oh, excellent. They all seem to think you’re a lucky commander. Whatever happens, Colonel Tehrani will bail us out. The stunt you pulled, saving the pilots with the double jump, cemented an already-deserved impression that you never leave a man or woman behind.”

      “Except when I must, to save us all.”

      “It’s always the last option.”

      Two stewards walked up carrying trays of food, which they expertly set down in front of Tehrani and Wright.

      “Thank you, Corporal,” Tehrani said to the lead steward.

      “Of course, ma’am. Let us know if you need anything else.” He turned and hurried away to get the next table’s plates.

      “You want to say grace, skipper?”

      “Of course.” Tehrani bowed her head and spoke in Arabic. “In the name of God and with God’s blessing.” She switched to English for Wright’s benefit. “Thank you, Allah, for this food and the hands that prepared it. Allow it to strengthen us and our cause. Praise be to God.”

      “Amen.” Wright cut a piece of his steak off immediately and put it into his mouth. “Oh, yeah. Chef outdid himself.”

      “I’m glad you’re enjoying it.” Tehrani dug into her mushrooms.

      “It’s okay to enjoy some things in life. Even with all this going on around us.”

      While meant as an encouragement, Wright's words brought up a deep-seated belief that as long as those under her command were suffering, she ought to as well. “I find that difficult under the circumstances.”

      “Do you remember War Patrol?”

      “The old holoshow from the Saurian War?”

      “That one. It’s back on the air with new episodes. The master chief is setting up a viewing in the hangar tonight. You should come.”

      Tehrani shook her head and laughed. “I hate War Patrol.”

      “Why?” Wright exclaimed. “It’s got everything you could want in entertainment… drama, bad guys blowing up real good, and the CDF always wins.”

      If only it were like that in the real world. “It’s too escapist for me. Besides, they get the little things wrong. Soldiers saluting without cover, enlisted personnel giving orders to officers, and don’t even get me started on the storylines of people in the same chain of command falling in love.” Tehrani made a face. “I just sounded like a real snob, didn’t I?”

      “Yup, skipper.” Wright winked and chuckled. “Like I said, it’s plain fun. I think we could all use a break, and seeing some League ships blow up might be nice.”

      “Is this your way of telling me I should come for the general morale and well-being of the crew?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      While he was right, something about war movies and shows had always bothered her. They tended to glorify fighting and the thrill of hunting down and killing the enemy. While there was something to the intensity of combat, most of the time, popular culture didn’t show what came next. Human beings weren’t designed to be okay with killing others, especially not in large numbers. It is said that God wrote his law on our hearts. Perhaps that was one of the reasons why killing was so difficult. “I’ll consider it,” she finally replied. “I wish the entertainment producers would show the cost of war.”

      “Probably doesn’t drive ratings.”

      Continuing thoughts of the commercialization of their shared suffering drove Tehrani’s mind in a negative direction. She decided it was best to move on, as nothing she could do would change what the Terran Coalition’s various holonetworks aired on their stations. “How is the refit progressing?”

      “Good. We’ve got a bunch of civilian contractors crawling all over the engineering spaces and our hull, fixing stuff along with our snipes. She’ll be as good as new in a couple of weeks.”

      Tehrani snorted. “Observe the civilians. Those money-grubbing contractors always figure out how to get the job extended or break things that aren’t broken to generate more repair tickets.”

      “Cynical much, Colonel?” Wright replied.

      “I’ve had my share of contractors after twenty years in the CDF.” She took another bite of steak. It was amazingly flavorful and tasted like a dream. “This is hitting the spot.”

      “Did you hear the draft passed? Nearly unanimously in both chambers of Congress,” Wright said after he swallowed a helping of potato. “How about that? We’ll have millions of recruits in six months to fill up all these new ships they’ve been building.”

      Between bites of steak, Tehrani ruminated on the effect those recruits would have. “Which we’ll have to train, and as soon as they start getting good at their jobs, poof, they leave.” She shook her head. “I’d prefer to keep the military as a professional, all-volunteer unit, myself.”

      “You’re not the only person I’ve heard say that, skipper. I suppose the devil is in the details, right? The news article I read said it would be a four-year enlistment period. So not as bad as the old two-year draft from the Saurian Wars, eh?”

      Tehrani snorted. “Have you ever noticed how each war we fight is the one that will end all future conflict?” She sighed and put her fork down. “Yet there’s always another. And another.”

      “What’s bugging you, skipper?”

      What, indeed. Tehrani thought through her general low mood. “Aside from short combat refits, all leave and shore duty rotations have been canceled. The general order will be issued tomorrow, but O-6 and higher got a head’s-up this afternoon.” She closed her eyes. “I was so looking forward to a three-month rotation off with Ibrahim to recharge my batteries and recover a bit.”

      “But with the fall of Eire…”

      “All hands on deck.” Tehrani picked her fork up again and took another bite. “Ultimately, we must carry on. I tell myself I should be thankful I’m still alive and my husband isn’t being shot at.”

      Wright leaned forward. “Skipper, it’s okay to feel and to let your guard down every once in a while. We’re all here for you. I’m here for you too,” he said quietly.

      “I know, Benjamin. But you’ll understand someday when you sit in the big chair. The commanding officer is the rock that anchors the ship and her crew. I can never afford to look or act weak in any way.”

      “Showing emotion isn’t a weakness. Though I realize that might be odd to hear coming from a guy.”

      Tehrani snorted. “Yes, I suppose.” She turned somber again. “We’re going to keep on fighting until we can’t fight anymore.”

      “Then we’ll get some sleep and give ’em hell.”

      “Quite.” Tehrani ate another mouthful. Wright’s positive spirit seemed to rub off on her after a while, making the future seem less bleak. She determined to seize that spirit for her own. “I think I will come down to the hangar bay to watch War Patrol with you. How much of the crew do you think will be there?”

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure half of us will be there. What else is there to do on this tub, anyway?” Wright grinned. “Try to remember you’re not alone.”

      “I know.” Tehrani dug into her baked potato. “Let’s eat up so that we can have dessert.”

      Wright’s eyes lit up at the mention of sweets. “What’s on the menu?”

      “Chocolate cake with peanut butter frosting and cream.”

      “Yeah, I’m going to need two servings of that.” Wright took a big scoop of onions and shoveled it into his mouth. “Maybe three. One for a snack during the show.”

      Feeling somewhat better, Tehrani continued to eat and pondered a better day when they no longer had to fight the League of Sol. Not being able to see Ibrahim again for what was probably the better part of a year bothered her, as did the constant churn of battle. But it came with the territory. She’d served faithfully for twenty years, and with Allah as her witness, Tehrani would continue to serve until the CDF didn’t need her anymore. And on that day, I will retire and enjoy life with my husband as God intended.
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      After eating dinner, which had been hearty, thanks to their resupply, Justin wandered through the passageways of the Zvika Greengold. In the week since they’d gotten back to Canaan, he’d mostly avoided being alone with Feldstein, engaging only during official activities and with others. Their relationship was still weird, but part of him supposed it was to be expected. Meanwhile, he’d made little progress in digging himself out of the funk he seemed to be stuck in.

      Perhaps it was random, or maybe it was his subconscious, but he ended up on the same deck as the various chapels on the Greengold. Standing in front of the door to the Christian worship area, which was directly across from the Jewish shul, he stared at the door. What do you have to lose? Have a conversation with the chaplain. Maybe he can help.

      Summoning more courage than it took him to roar into space to fight the League, Justin pushed the hatch open and walked through. Well, I didn’t burst into flames as I crossed the threshold. I guess that’s something. He smiled and strolled down the aisle.

      At such a late hour, the chapel was empty. At least, it seemed that way to Justin. He ended up outside the door to the chaplain’s office. He’s probably not even in there. Part of him wanted to turn and walk out as fast as he could, but another force inside his mind refused. Justin rapped on the hatch a few times.

      “Come in! Come in!” someone called from the other side of the door.

      Justin pushed the hatch open to find a man sitting behind the desk. He wore a CDF khaki service uniform and a clerical collar. The room was small and cramped but maintained in a tidy manner.

      “Uh, hi. Chaplain?”

      “The one and only Father George Elliott, at your service.” He smiled brightly then narrowed his eyes. “Wait, I recognize you. Captain Spencer. An honor.” The man stood and towered over his desk—he was at least two meters tall. Elliott extended his hand.

      For a moment, Justin stared at the hand like it was an alien appendage. Finally, he shook it. “I, uh, well… I’m honestly not sure why I’m here.”

      “Son, regardless of your faith, I’m here to minister to you.”

      Justin peered at him. “What about people who don’t have faith?”

      “Same. If you’re an atheist or agnostic, my job is to counsel you as best as possible, just like I would any other soldier, regardless of belief system. You look troubled. Why not have a seat?” Elliott gestured to the closest chair. “Would you like some water?”

      It took Justin a few seconds to process the chaplain’s words before he nodded and sat down. “No, I’m good.” He furrowed his brow. “I’m not sure where to begin.”

      “The beginning?” Elliott’s eyes twinkled. “Or perhaps the middle or end? It doesn’t matter to me. Wherever you feel comfortable.”

      It seemed as if warmth radiated from the priest. Justin wasn’t prepared for it. He’d thought he would receive immediate condemnation for his lack of belief and instead found a jovial man that kept asking to help. “Well, uh, Father—”

      Elliott held up a hand. “George, if you would, please. I don’t stand on formality in here.”

      “Sure.” Using someone’s first name was so out of character for him, as the military engrained use of last names at all times. “I’m having some problems, George. I, uh, have nightmares. Bad ones.” He looked away. “I see myself or one of my friends dying in the cockpit. There’s nothing I can do as the flames consume us.” Once Justin started to explain, the story flowed out of him like a river. “Lately, it’s a nightly thing. Ever since we jumped out of the Sol system, it’s gotten worse.”

      “I’ve heard similar things from many of the Zvika Greengold’s crew. You’re not alone, Justin. May I call you Justin?”

      “Uh, sure.”

      “Is it just the nightmares and PTSD that bring you here tonight or something more?”

      Isn’t that enough? But he pushed the thought down. “I feel completely alone.” The words tumbled out of his mouth. “Like I’m trapped in a maze with no way out.” A tear fell down his cheek. “Last week, I, uh… I almost cheated on my wife. I’m not proud of it, but at that moment, I thought maybe I wouldn’t feel so alone anymore.”

      A frown formed on Elliott’s face. “I feel for you, Justin. Truly, as a Christian and a fellow soldier, I know how life has been this past year. Whatever you need, I’m here to help in any way I can.”

      “Can you make the pain stop? The war end? Every time I get into that cockpit, I know there’s a decent chance I’m not coming back. But I do, anyway, because I’m good at it, and I think the Terran Coalition is worth defending.” Tears streamed down Justin’s face. “What the hell is wrong with me? The Leaguers deserve what they get. It shouldn’t bother me. None of it should matter except when one of ours dies.”

      “Justin, listen. There’s nothing wrong with you. We all cope differently with violence and death. Let me assure you that almost every one of your fellows has the same fears—the same pain. It’s perfectly okay, and you’re no less of a soldier or a man for these feelings.”

      “Well, then why do some of us seem to handle it better?”

      “Because some of us have stronger support systems.”

      “I’ve got a loving wife and daughter that I adore waiting for me at home.” Justin tried to dry his tears on his uniform sleeve. He felt like something less than a human after the emotional display. “They should be enough.”

      “Nothing is ever enough. We all suffer setbacks and breakdowns. Is there something specific that brought you here tonight?”

      “Fath—George, I’ve never really believed in God.”

      “May I ask why? Were your parents atheists?”

      “No, they went to church every week,” Justin replied. “And dragged me along.” He shrugged. “I figured out when I was four that Santa Claus didn’t exist by faking being asleep until my father started dragging the presents in. I’ve never had much room for things I couldn’t put my fingers on and know it was real.”

      “Which you can’t do with faith. Its very nature is abstract.”

      Justin nodded. “Exactly. If I can’t put my hands on it, I don’t tend to believe it.” He paused. “This is going to sound insane.”

      “Try me.” Elliott shifted his position and continued to stare.

      “Things have happened to me that I can’t explain as purely random chance. I made it onto a League heavy cruiser, stole a fighter, and somehow disabled the thing from the inside before making it back to the Greengold.” Justin locked eyes with him. “I’m good, but my combat successes have been beyond good. They were lucky and great, over and over.”

      “So, you think God’s helping you out there?”

      “No, I…”

      “Do you want my help as a therapist, Justin? Or as a pastor?” Elliott spread his hands out on the desk. “I ask that specifically because I don’t want to offend you in any way. My job is to minister to all in a way that helps them. I come to you, in other words, wherever you are.”

      “When I was headed toward the League ship, I prayed.” Justin nearly whispered the words. “I asked God to help me get home to my wife and daughter and hold them one more time.” Clashing emotions and thoughts filled his mind. Part of him wanted to believe in something bigger than himself. The rest of his brain held on to the idea that anything beyond their plane of existence was hogwash, almost to the level of irrational fear.

      “It would seem your prayer was answered,” Elliott replied.

      “Or low-probability events do occur.”

      “Yes, that’s certainly a possibility.” Elliott raised an eyebrow. “I won’t get into a debate with you about the existence of God. You’ll have to do that with someone else. While there are certainly some facts and science I could point you to, I ultimately believe faith is a thing we must take on faith.”

      “I see how my friends who are religious handle this war. Maybe it’s not easier on them, but they have some kind of X factor.” Justin didn’t understand it, but he’d made the observation consistently for months. All of them, even Mateus, seemed to have more peace than he did when strapping into the cockpit. Repeatedly, he’d wondered why.

      “And you want that for yourself?”

      Justin nodded. “Of course.”

      “Having an easier time blowing up enemies isn’t a reason to believe in God.” He chuckled. “This feeling of helplessness, being alone, wanting something more… Most if not every human experiences it at some point in their life. It’s okay. I’d say it means you’re normal. The question is what do you do about it? If I were speaking to you as a Christian minister, I’d say what you’re going through is the exploration of the God-sized hole we all have. On the other hand, if I were speaking to you as a counselor, I would urge you to do an inventory of your inner thoughts and process the specific trauma you’ve been through.”

      “Trauma?” Justin bristled at the word.

      “Yes. You’ve seen people die, up close and personal. Would I be right in assuming you had direct contact with the enemy on that ship you stole a fighter from?”

      “Yeah.” Justin looked away. “I shot two men. Pretty sure I killed one of them.” He closed his eyes. “I can still see the blood running out of his wounds and onto the black alloy of the deck.”

      “That memory is mental trauma. It affects you, even if you won’t acknowledge it. To move past it, you’ve got to recognize and deal with the pain.” Elliott smiled sadly. “On second thought, I should be clear that I think you need counseling to deal with such things, regardless of religious belief.”

      Justin stared at the chaplain. “I don’t want to be weak. My fellow pilots don’t need or deserve it.” Psychiatric speak had always hit him as mumbo-jumbo he wanted nothing to do with. A man should be able to deal with anything thrown at him. Justin’s father had drilled it into him since he was five.

      “Admitting pain and working past it is the very definition of strength.”

      “So, what do I do, then?”

      “Why don’t you schedule an appointment with me for tomorrow, and we could begin by talking about specifics.” Elliott pulled out a tablet. “I’ve got an opening at sixteen hundred thirty.”

      “Okay.” Justin nodded slowly. “What if I, uh…” The words didn’t want to come out of his mouth, as if by saying them, he would be openly admitting something he feared to utter. “I… wanted to talk to you about faith?”

      “You seem conflicted.”

      “Very.” Justin furrowed his brow. “It’s like something inside of me won’t let go of the experiences I’ve had. I keep trying to forget about it, but I can’t make it go away.”

      Elliott nodded. “I know what you mean. But that’s a story for another day. Have you ever read the Bible?”

      “Not really, beyond what I was forced to in Sunday school as a kid.” Justin cracked a grin. “I’ll admit to going out of my way to forget it too.”

      “I’ll send a few verses over to your fleetlink profile. They’re all psalms in which the author was lamenting hardships. I’ve found them to be comforting these last few months. Have a look if you get a chance. Again, I want to stress that I’m here to help you in any way I can.”

      “Thank you, George.” Justin briefly pondered the idea of what he was coming to, going to the chaplain and asking for spiritual help. “Oh four thirty comes early.” He stood. “And thanks for your kind words. They helped.”

      “I’m glad. Tomorrow, sixteen thirty hours?”

      Justin smiled. “Don’t worry. I’ll be here with five minutes to spare.”

      “Good. Godspeed, Justin.”

      “You too,” Justin replied and turned to walk out.

      As he made his way back to his cabin, he pondered the conversation but also, more importantly, where Justin Spencer was going as a husband, father, and human being. Setting everything else aside, Justin felt like he was at a crossroads in life, with two paths before him. Which one is the right one to take? If only he had a way to prognosticate an answer to the age-old question.

      Few crewmembers were out and about that time of night, and it didn’t take Justin long to reach his stateroom. He shut the hatch behind him and stripped off his duty uniform. A mental tug-of-war broke out between going straight to bed and looking through the link the chaplain had given him. In the end, he sat on his couch and begrudgingly turned on his tablet.

      A few moments later, the passages Elliot had sent him loaded on the screen. Justin read one aloud. “Be strong and courageous. Do not tremble or be dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.” He traced down the list with his finger. “Under His wings, you will find refuge.” Emotion bubbled to the surface as he continued. “Even if my father and mother abandon me, the Lord will hold me close.” Tears streamed down his face and fell onto the tablet. Something about the words gave him comfort.

      “Fear thou not, for I am with thee. Be not dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you. I will help you. I will uphold thee with my right hand.” Justin set the tablet down as the tears continued to fall. He looked deep within himself as the pain and anguish came to the surface. There has to be something more. Justin stared at the overhead. “I, uh… well, I suck at this. So, God, if You’re up there, I’ve tried it my way for my entire life.” He sniffed and sucked in a breath. “Maybe it’s time I do it Your way. I prayed to You before, and it seemed like You were there.” As Justin prayed, part of him felt silly, but he pushed it down. “I don’t know where this leads, and I don’t know what to do, but I’m going to try. Please help me. Amen.”

      Nothing immediately changed. No pillar of fire magically appeared in his quarters, but somehow, Justin felt better. Some of the weight he’d carried seemed to lift away, and for the first time in many months, Justin Spencer had a measure of peace. As he drifted off to sleep, nightmares gave way to dreams about his family and happier times.
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      Three thousand light-years away from the front lines of the war, Admiral Chang Yuen admired the scene below him. Thousands of dutiful sailors of the League Navy moved war matériel and supplies around a cavernous hangar, which was one of eight on Unity Station, the ultimate statement of the power of the State and a testament to the great socialism of the League. Anything can be accomplished by sheer force of human willpower. He took a sip of brandy and turned to find Admiral Yegor Voronin, the station commander, standing directly behind him.

      “Ah. I see you like to observe our progress, too, comrade,” Voronin said.

      Yuen appraised the Russian. While many who obtained the rank of admiral knew little of war and mostly had the proper Communist Party connections, he’d grown to respect Voronin. The man had repeatedly proved, at the least, that he understood how to handle logistics and supply the fleet. “Yes, comrade. The handiwork of your sailors is impressive. I doubt our offensive would be as successful as it’s been without your ability to get damaged vessels back into the fight.”

      “All for the glory of the League.” Voronin touched his fist to his chest, the proper response to invoking the phrase. “What will you do now? One of their vaunted core worlds has fallen before us.” He smiled thinly. “After all the prattling by the Coalition Defense Force that we’d never succeed against a hardened target.”

      The question brought anger up within Yuen. He’d spent the afternoon outlining the next steps of his planet-capturing campaign with the Social and Public Safety Committee, only to be overruled at the last moment. “I am unsure,” he admitted. “We were close to convincing the chairman of the need to send a significant portion of the home-defense fleet.” Yuen snarled and turned his head. “But that damn Terran attack on Sol.” His eyes blazed with fury. “The doddering old men back home can’t see it was only one ship. At best, a gimmick. I doubt they could do it again.”

      Voronin frowned. “We’re not getting reinforcements? The Eire campaign cost the fleet twenty-five percent of its ships, and it will be some time before my crews can get the rest repaired. A few battleships will be out of commission for months.”

      “Some but not enough.” Yuen calmed himself with a deep breath. “The committee believes the bulk of the fleet is needed to protect Earth, all because an escort carrier with three squadrons of fighters blew up a fuel depot and a few ships!” Again, anger raced through the calm he always projected.

      “I suppose some allowance must be made to reassure our citizens that the capitalist dogs of the Terran Coalition can’t strike whenever and wherever they want,” Voronin replied cautiously. “Besides, if the workers aren’t safe, we won’t get the ships needed to fight the war.”

      “This observation lounge is swept for listening devices daily by my most trusted staff,” Yuen snapped. “You need not worry about political commissars questioning us later.”

      With a frown, Voronin nodded. “Still, be careful what you say. Any whiff of defeat or individualism… You know what the punishment is.”

      Yuen sincerely believed in the cause of the League. Deep within his soul, he knew humanity’s solidarity was the only way to ensure everyone was properly looked after. The wars brought by reactionary elements such as the capitalists and those who clung to their outdated superstitions could never happen again. Only united as one League of Sol could humans gain their rightful place in the galaxy. Still, he also believed the model could be improved upon. But he couldn’t voice that opinion. “I would rather focus on fighting the Terrans than dealing with internal politics,” Yuen snarled.

      “Comrade, I fear for our efforts. Without overwhelming firepower, our campaign will turn into a war of attrition.” Voronin pursed his lips. “I don’t want to see a generation of brave sailors die in the meat grinder of a great patriotic war.”

      “Nor do I,” Yuen replied. “Our duty is to win this war as quickly as possible, with as little loss of life as possible. On both sides.” He stared out the window again, watching the legions of people hurrying to and fro across the deck below. “The Terrans deserve to know what it means to be free of their bad thoughts and how great humanity can be.”

      “We need a new strategy, then. Something to affect their hearts and minds.”

      Yuen turned and narrowed his eyes at Voronin. “Yes. Like they did to us with that ridiculous attack on Sol.” Wheels churned inside Yuen’s head as he pondered what they could do, then he smiled “Thank you, comrade.”

      “For what?” Voronin asked, puzzled.

      “Look how a simple act caused so much fear even in the League. Now the men and women who did it are venerated as heroes in the Terran Coalition. These individualists focus on having heroes to look up to rather than worship the real power of the state and its citizens. I think it’s time we lay a trap for the CSV Zvika Greengold. Let the Terrans understand what it means to lose a hero.”

      Voronin nodded. “The idea being it will shake their morale and perhaps give us political capital back home with the Social and Public Safety Committee?”

      “Exactly, Admiral. Until then, we’ll keep doing what works. Strip their border planets from them, especially those with useful minerals, and grind down the capitalists. They don’t have the stomach for a long war like us. Oh, give it a couple of years, and they’ll be crying about the human cost, the lost mothers and fathers and sons and daughters.” He turned back to the scene below. “But we can keep going for three generations if that’s what it takes. Though we value the lives of those lost, the League cannot—ever—be defeated. The revolution must continue, no matter the cost.”

      “To the revolution,” Voronin replied.

      “Always.”
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        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

      

      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
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