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        SHAEF Headquarters

        Canaan – Terran Coalition

        January 26th, 2463

      

      

      

      No rest for the weary. That about summed up David Cohen’s life, as he trudged into an internal security checkpoint within Canaan’s central Coalition Defense Force administrative installation. He’d already cleared the exterior scanners and identification check, proving he was in fact, General David Cohen, commanding officer of the CSV Lion of Judah. Twenty-two years in uniform, and it all comes down to this. A summons from the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff—General Okafor, and God only knew who else.

      It was only two days after the inauguration of the new president, Edwardo Fuentes. David listened briefly to his inaugural speech, calling for unity along with the usual beats of patriotism and self-sacrifice. Along with a pledge to end the war. How’d Fuentes put it? Peace at last. A smirk crept onto his face at the thought. He passed through the next line of inspectors and into the wing dedicated to the Saurian/Terran Coalition alliance. The joint military command was called the Allied Expeditionary Force, and its leadership held the label Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force. We’re so good at assigning long-winded acronyms to everything.

      “Whatever these stupid politicians say, we’re with you, sir.”

      The voice interrupted David’s mental reverie. It belonged to a young woman standing at crisp attention, who wore the stripes of a corporal on her battle dress camouflage uniform. She had the country flag of the United States on her shoulder, and below it in the religious position, the Crescent and Star of Islam.

      “As you were, Corporal. And, thanks. Though we shouldn’t be saying such things out loud.”

      She broke into a grin. “Yes, sir.”

      “Carry on.” As David walked away, he wondered how many others in the CDF shared her view. I know I do, and so do most of my fellow soldiers. The conference room loomed in front of him, its two large mahogany doors practically screaming “go away!” in his mind. He felt apprehension at the unknown. A private to the left of the entrance opened it, allowing him entry. He strode in to find most of those attending already there. Numerous flag level officers, General Okafor, General MacIntosh, and oodles of civilians in expensive suits lined the room.

      “Greetings, General Cohen,” a voice with a slight Spanish accent to it greeted him.

      It took David a moment to realize it came from none other than President Edwardo Fuentes himself. He immediately brought himself to attention, arms stiff as a board at his side. “General David Cohen, reports as ordered, sir.”

      “Ah, no need for such formalities here, David. May I call you David?” Fuentes replied as he flashed a smile.

      Try as he might, David couldn’t detect insincerity from the man. The smile was warm and seemingly genuine. He relaxed into a parade rest posture and eyed Fuentes carefully. “Of course, sir.”

      “Thank you. Please, have a seat over here next to Andrew.”

      David quickly crossed the steps to the indicated chair. I wonder why he’s so informal? A tactic to make us feel at ease before lowering the boom, maybe? He sat down next to MacIntosh and directed a glance with a raised eyebrow toward the older man.

      “We’ll be getting started in just a moment,” Fuentes replied.

      As the seconds stretched out, David sized up the new President. Shorter than the average human by about six centimeters, Fuentes had nearly black hair, carefully cropped, and a near-perfect complexion. To say he was photogenic was an understatement, even at sixty years of age. More personnel entered the briefing theater, mostly military, along with a few civilians. The last civilian was something of an additional shock—Daniel Barton.

      Determined not to let his anger get the better of him, David forced his face into a neutral expression, devoid of any emotion. Great. I suppose this is where I’ll be getting notification of my court-martial. He couldn’t help but think back to when Barton had tried to put him on trial for the near-loss of the Yitzhak Rabin, his first command. In David’s view, Barton was nothing more than a defeatist and a coward.

      A holovid projection of Vice President Jessica Rhodes came to life. Her face was plastered with a smirk, almost like a child who found she could get into the cookie jar without being caught.

      “Let’s get started, shall we?” Fuentes cut in. All eyes shifted to him. “I asked everyone here today to deal with the fallout from my predecessor’s strike on the League’s shipyard facilities. While I’m sure most of you, especially those in uniform, believe it was the right call… it has caused complications for my planned summit with the League.”

      David stared at him as he went on, referencing the need for unity. God, give me the strength to control myself.

      “I need to know before I go into this further, is there any truth to the assertion we fired on a civilian station without warning?”

      Before anyone else could answer, David leaned forward and opened his mouth. “No, sir. With respect, it’s insulting to even ask that of the men and women in this room.”

      Okafor turned, and his eyes bore into David like a drilling machine. “As you were, General Cohen.”

      Chastened, David adopted a rigid posture and stared straight ahead, forcing down the stream of words building in his throat. He’d found himself horribly depressed since returning home, but today was bringing out something new: anger.

      “I respect your candor, David,” Fuentes replied. “It’s not that I would fault you for those actions. I understand decades of war have done a lot to undermine our basic morals. That’s one reason I want to end it.”

      With a glance toward Okafor, David noted a small, almost imperceptible nod from the four-star general. I’ll take that as a green light. “Sir, I can’t speak for the millions of people in the CDF and the TCMC, but as for me and those I command, there is no undermining of our morals. We execute lawful orders. We’ve fought our own to stop unlawful commands from being carried out.” I know he’s been briefed on Erhart.

      The loud voice of Rhodes broke into the conversation with a haughty laugh. “Oh yes, the great Coalition Defense Force. Guardians of our country and heroes to all. The ones who do no wrong.” Her voice dripped with acid. “You deserve to spend the rest of your life on Lambert’s Lament with the rest of the war criminals, General Cohen. I won’t even set foot in your precious military headquarters, because I’m sure all of you are just waiting for Edwardo and me to be in the same place to stage a coup!”

      “Jessica, please, that is counterproductive. I simply wish to understand what I can push back on when I face the League’s ambassador.”

      David stared openly at the holoprojector. How did we end up with this idiot in charge?

      “Mr. President,” Okafor cut in. “We have a comprehensive report on the fleet's activities in Teegarden and Gliese 832 ready for you. It outlines hundreds of eye-witness accounts, backed by scan logs, and frankly, overwhelming technical proof.” His rich Nigerian-English accent made the words flow as he spoke. “There is no doubt in anyone’s mind of the accuracy of General Cohen’s account. There were no war crimes committed by the CDF or the Saurian battleship, RNV Resit Kartal.”

      “Oh, come on, Edwardo,” Rhodes interjected. “You can’t possibly believe these people. They’re all Spencer’s lapdogs—handpicked. I wonder how much money the defense industrial complex paid them to take out those shipyards and try to keep the war going.”

      Something stirred within David. He blotted out the voices as they argued with one another, and Fuentes tried to maintain control. Anger built like a boiling kettle until it exploded into white-hot rage. “I wish,” he began during a quiet lull, “Madam Vice President, that you had the intelligence to realize how stupid your comments are.” His voice was calm and collected, yet his statement might as well have been a thunderclap.

      Rhodes's face turned to him through the holoprojection. Her lips were curled back in a frown, while she resembled a maddened animal. All that was missing was froth on her lips. “How dare you speak to me like that. I am the Vice President of the Terran Coalition. You… are a nobody who couldn’t cut it in life, so you went for the retirement program the CDF offers.”

      She’s lucky she’s not in this room. David balled his fists up under the table, flexing them repeatedly and, as he did, felt MacIntosh’s hand on his arm. He paid it no heed. “You don’t know the first thing about me or my motives. Allow me to enlighten you. I love my country. I’ve fought for it, bled for it, given the best years I have to it. Seen friends die, killed God only knows how many Leaguers, and I’d do it again, gladly. No questions asked. It’s a shame the people who now run the Terran Coalition don’t love it one percent as much as me, and the rest of those who wear this uniform do—”

      “—You don’t love the Terran Coalition. You get off on killing people,” Rhodes interjected.

      “Shut up,” David replied. There was complete silence in the room. The breathing of those present registered, it was so quiet. “You’ve never served anything larger than yourself a day in your life. After dodging the draft, you what, got elected on a radical platform of peace at any cost, along with enough free cash for everyone to bankrupt the Coalition?”

      “—I didn’t dodge the draft. I have a documented medical issue with the arch of my feet that prevents military service!” Rhodes shrieked.

      “Right.” For a moment, David allowed a smug smile onto his face. “That might work on the constituents in your district who pull the lever for your particular party without thinking—but not in this room.”

      “General—” Okafor attempted to cut in.

      “You’re a disgrace to the millions of dead soldiers who’ve perished throughout this war, who fought under the flag of the Terran Coalition, and whose coffins are draped with it. You abuse the freedoms that they died for to give you when you stand at the forefront of a riot and burn that same flag in protest.” David’s voice rose to nearly a shout. “You and all the rest who think the same way disgust me, Madam Vice President. It’s a shame so many good men and women had to die to save the likes of you.”

      “I want him court-martialed, Edwardo!” Rhodes thundered. “Do you hear me? In leg irons and worked to death on that stupid asteroid.”

      David sat back and watched as the room erupted yet again. Well, at least I announced loudly that the emperor has no clothes.

      “Enough!” Fuentes finally shouted. “I will not have this. Act like adults, all of you.” His eyes shone with anger. “You’ve made your point, General Cohen. I’d already decided to relieve you of command of the Lion of Judah, on the advice of General Barton, but this put it over the top. Whatever you may think of me and my government, know that we are grateful for the sacrifice of the CDF. But now is the time for peace, and I will not allow the military to dictate terms to the civilian government. Anyone in this room who can’t follow lawful orders may resign instead. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” David immediately replied. Others did as well. For a moment, the words of the President didn’t register. Then they did. Losing the Lion… The thought of no longer serving on the ship that was so much a part of his life felt like a dagger through his heart.

      “Now. General MacIntosh, find a suitable replacement for General Cohen. General Okafor, put Cohen in a quiet billet, out of the way, where he can obtain enough time in grade to retire comfortably. There will be no court-martials or witch-hunts. It’s time for this to end. The Terran Coalition is moving on.”

      Okafor leaned forward and made eye contact with Fuentes. “Yes, sir.”

      “There’s no point in continuing this spectacle. I’ll review the written reports and follow up with any questions. Good day to you all.” With that, Fuentes stood.

      Okafor did as well, and before anyone could interject or move, he spoke in a loud voice. “Mister President, you deserve a Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff that shares your beliefs and will implement your policy without question. That person is not me. You’ll have my resignation on your desk within the hour.”

      His words were like another thunderclap. Junior officers openly stared, while MacIntosh sucked in a breath, loud enough for David to hear it.

      “I see.” Fuentes glanced toward Barton. “Well, Daniel. It appears I’ll be recalling you to active duty.”

      Dear God. Barton, back in uniform? That’ll be the end of us. David scrunched his face up and forced himself not to speak.

      Fuentes turned on his heel and walked out, followed closely by the presidential protection detail. The holoprojector blinked off and the conference space emptied quickly, leaving MacIntosh and David together—along with one other person—Barton. It became apparent he wasn’t leaving when he walked up to the two of them and smiled. “Scotch, it seems we’ll be working together again.”

      “Scotch?” David asked, his tone quizzical.

      “An old nickname of mine,” MacIntosh ground out. “One I never appreciated.”

      Barton glanced at David. “Pack your belongings and be off the Lion of Judah by tomorrow at 0800.”

      “You’re not in my chain of command, sir.” David set his jaw and stared at the shorter man. “Until you properly deliver the order, I won’t comply.”

      “Ah, going to act like a spoiled brat, are we?” Barton replied as a grin broke out across his face. “All the better, Cohen. I’m going to enjoy breaking you.”

      “You wouldn’t know how to break a real soldier, Barton. You’ve never spent a day in your life in harm’s way or fired a shot in anger.”

      Barton’s face turned blood red. “I’ve served the Terran Coalition for longer than you’ve been alive. You don’t have the right to lecture me about anything. Not with your record of hotdogging it up to get your fifteen minutes of fame.”

      It was David’s turn to flush as he balled his fists and considered—for just a moment—putting one of them through the man’s smug face. “Nice try, Barton. You can come relieve me when you work up enough courage to set foot on a combat vessel.” He turned on his heel and started to walk away. I have to get out of here before I do something I’ll regret for a long time.

      “I didn’t dismiss you, Cohen!”

      “No uniform, so no customs or courtesies,” David called over his shoulder. He nearly gave in to the temptation to add, “And kiss my rear end,” but didn’t. As he cleared the double doors, he noticed a small gaggle of officers standing around General Okafor.

      “General Cohen, a word, please,” Okafor called out.

      I guess I’m not getting out of here without being dressed down after all. David strode over quickly and assumed a parade rest position in front of the chairman. “Of course, sir.”

      “What was that?”

      “That was me not giving a crap, sir. I’ve done my part. The war is over, and so is my career. Why not go out telling the truth?”

      Okafor flashed a trace of a smile. “For what it’s worth, I greatly enjoyed you putting Rhodes in her place.”

      “Somebody needed to do it. Too bad that didn’t happen in public six months ago when it would’ve mattered.”

      “Godspeed, Cohen. I wish you fair winds and following seas.”

      “Godspeed to you too, sir.” David extended his hand and shook warmly. “Good luck with whatever’s next.” As he walked out of the complex and made his way toward the shuttle that would take him back to the Lion, he pondered what would be next and found himself in a strange place. Anger continued to feed him, giving energy and keeping the depression away. Twenty years in the CDF. What else can I do with my life? Maybe I’ll stick it to Barton for a little while longer.
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        CSV Oxford

        Deep Space – Near Freedom Station

        January 27th, 2463

      

      

      

      The normally loud and bustling operations center floor on the Oxford—the beehive of all intelligence analysis activity on the ship—was unusually quiet. It wasn’t that the normal amount of people weren’t there, Colonel Robert Sinclair reflected. They’re just in a funk. We all are. He stood on the top deck, staring down into the sea of computer consoles. The banner proclaiming “In God We Trust, All Others We Monitor” hung from the opposite end of the space. A quiet voice startled him.

      “I don’t believe it either, sir,” Captain Alon Tamir, one of the Oxford’s top analysts, began. He’d recently been promoted again, on Sinclair’s recommendation. “A complete stand down from any intelligence gathering in the Orion arm? How can we possibly hope to know what’s going on?”

      “The civilians don’t need to justify their orders to us, Tamir,” Sinclair replied in his trademark posh British accent. “General Ostrovsky told me he’s going to work on getting the orders relaxed. Until then, we’re going to push the limits of our authority and technology to keep an eye on things.”

      The invocation of the name of CDF Intelligence’s leader on the military side of things brought a stare from Tamir. “You spoke with him?”

      Sinclair flashed a grin. “He puts his pants on just like we do, Tamir.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “Anything interesting from the intercept board?”

      Tamir pulled his uniform down, smoothing it out as he did. He had a patch on his shoulder for the nation-state of New Israel, with nothing in the religion position. Given the Israeli flag was a Star of David, it wasn’t needed. “No, sir. It's quiet. Too quiet, if you ask me. There’s nothing to indicate the Leaguers are doing anything but what they’ve pledged – a ceasefire during the peace talks.”

      Memories of the last League “peace initiative” came back to Sinclair. “Stay vigilant.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I heard that General Cohen’s going to be relieved of command.”

      Sinclair whirled around in shock. “RUMINT?”

      “A friend of mine in personnel saw the order, along with a posting for Barton as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.” Tamir’s tone was one of disgust.

      “I’ll miss Cohen. Good man, good officer,” Sinclair replied. “Who’s replacing him?”

      “Didn’t get that, sir.”

      “Ah. The limits of RUMINT. Okay, Captain. I’d like to be alone. Dismissed.” Sinclair crossed his arms and continued his vigil. His mind was alive with ideas on how to circumvent the directive from Fuentes. One thing’s for sure; we can’t take the Leaguers at their word.
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        CSV Lion of Judah

        Canaan Orbit

        January 30th, 2463

      

      

      

      The formal order had arrived the day before, instructing David to turn command of the Lion over to her new CO. He’d spent the morning packing up his belongings, mostly from the desk in his office, directly off the bridge on deck one. The message contained specific instructions not to inform the crew. I suppose that’s Barton’s last insult. He wants me to disappear without a second thought. The more he pondered it, the better it felt. Competing emotions of shame, guilt, and anger still raged within. The buzzer to his day cabin hatch beeped. “Come in.”

      General Barton strode in, this time in a khaki service uniform, with a full array of campaign ribbons, medals, and insignia. Right behind him was an officer David hadn’t seen before. A middle-aged man with brown hair, blue eyes, right at two meters in height. He, too, wore a khaki service uniform.

      “General Cohen,” Barton began. “Allow me to introduce your relief. Colonel William Spier.”

      David’s eyes glanced over to the newcomer once again, to the American flag on his shoulder. There was no religious emblem. “A pleasure, Colonel Spier.” No reason not to treat this man with respect. It's not his fault Barton’s the biggest idiot in the CDF.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you, General,” Spier said as he stuck out his hand.

      There was something about Spier’s voice, how oily it was. When David shook his hand, it felt limp, like the man was dead. The effect was not one to inspire confidence in Spier’s ability to lead the Lion or her crew.

      “Let’s get on with it, Cohen,” Barton said, his voice tight and direct. “Are you ready to be relieved?”

      “I am, sir.” David locked eyes with Barton, defiance flashing until the bitter end.

      Spier spoke up. “I relieve you, General Cohen.”

      “I stand relieved.”

      “You’re dismissed, Cohen. I see you’ve taken care of your gear. I’ll have the Master Chief detail ratings to bring it to the airlock you’re departing from.” Barton had a broad smile on his face, like he’d finally accomplished something he’d wanted for a long time.

      “That won’t be necessary, sir.” David reached down and hefted the duffle—called a space bag. “I can carry my stuff. Good day. I’ll see myself out.” Without another word or a backward glance, he walked through the hatch into the corridor beyond.

      Waiting for him were several officers and enlisted personnel. Among them were Ruth and Hanson. They all came to attention.

      “As you were.”

      “Sir, please accompany us to the bridge,” Ruth said. Her tone was one of sadness, and her eyes were puffy.

      How’d they know? Well, it would be nice to say goodbye. David forced a smile to his face. “Of course, Lieutenant.” He followed behind her, while Hanson brought up the rear. The two Marine sentries that stood guard twenty-four hours a day saluted sharply, which David returned as he crossed through the hatch into the cavernous control center for the massive vessel.

      “General on the bridge!” the voice of Master Chief Tinetariro called out.

      Tears nearly came to David’s eyes as he took in the view before him. Everyone on the bridge was out of their seats as he came in, and they all snapped to attention, hands raised to their brows. He brought his hand up in a practiced motion, one he’d repeated tens of thousands of times over a career spanning two decades. After holding the salute for a couple of seconds, he let his arm return to its normal position. “As you were.” He glanced toward Tinetariro. “Master Chief, how’d you know about all this?”

      She flashed a wolf-like grin. “Oh, sir, the goat locker has its ways. That’s all I can say.”

      “I want you all to know that serving with you the last two years was the greatest honor of my life,” David began. As he spoke, his eyes filled with tears and his voice nearly broke. “This ship and crew are the best in the fleet. You’ve overcome so much, defeated the League more times than I can count, and did it all with a focus on honor, duty, courage, commitment—and faith.” A single tear slid down his cheek. “I’m sorry I can’t stay with you to finish the job, whatever that may be with the changing winds of our leaders. But I know you will serve the Terran Coalition faithfully, regardless of what the enemy throws at the Lion of Judah.”

      Dozens of faces stared back at him. Ruth, Taylor, Tinetariro, Hammond, plus the enlisted ratings that usually operated the backup consoles. Tears streamed down Ruth’s face along with many others’.

      David forced a sad smile to his lips. “Today is not goodbye. I’ll see you all again someday. Godspeed.”

      “Company, dismissed!” Tinetariro barked.

      Ruth took a step forward and threw her arms around David and whispered into his ear, “It won’t be the same without you, sir.”

      “I’ll miss you too,” David replied as he embraced her tightly. Taylor and Hammond shook his hand, as did most of the rest of the bridge team. He finally took his leave, walked out of the hatch, and back into the corridor to find it lined with enlisted soldiers in “crackerjack” dress white uniforms. They all stood at sharp attention. As he walked through the sea of people, he stopped to shake hands and wished those he knew good luck. It took almost an hour to get to the airlock on deck seven, where he would disembark to a waiting shuttle for what seemed like the last time. The entire way, the passageways were lined with personnel. Barton and Spier never reappeared.

      Aibek stood at the end of the honor guard, directly beside the airlock entrance. Instead of a CDF uniform, he wore traditional Saurian warrior’s garb, complete with a colorful breastplate of a deep purple color. On his hip was a large sword. As David rounded the corner, he bellowed, “Attention on deck!”

      David flashed a smile at his old friend and walked to the end of the line. “As you were.” He turned to find Tinetariro directly behind him. “Master Chief, you didn’t have to do all this.”

      “Oh, yes, I did, sir. It’s been an honor to serve with you, sir.” As she spoke, Tinetariro’s voice cracked.

      “Permission to disembark, Colonel Aibek?”

      “Permission granted, General Cohen.” Aibek stuck his arm out and shook David’s hand in the human way. “I wish you did not have to go.”

      “You and me both,” David replied, a sad smile present on his face.

      “If this was a Saurian vessel, you could challenge General Barton to blood combat, kill him, and retain your command.” Aibek’s voice was completely level, without a trace of irony or humor.

      David knew it was the big Saurian’s attempt at a joke. He laughed. “Well, if you can figure out how to get him over to Resit Kartal, let me know.” He glanced around one last time. “I suppose I’d better go.”

      “Stand by to pipe the side,” Aibek announced.

      Tinetariro stepped forward and brought a bosun’s pipe to her lips and trilled out the sequence required.

      A few steps later, and David was through the airlock. He made his way to the passenger compartment of the shuttle and stowed his gear. For the rest of the trip, he sat quietly in his seat and cried.
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        * * *

      

      David stood outside the door to Angie’s apartment on Canaan. He’d taken a circular route to get there, stopping at his place for a few hours. Eventually, he decided that even though he oscillated from depression to anger and back again, it would be better to be around others. Perhaps she’ll understand. He pressed the camera chime. A moment later, the door swung open, and he walked in.

      “Hey, stranger,” Angie said as she came into the foyer. “I wasn’t expecting to see you today.”

      “Oh? Why?”

      “I figured you’d get sent to the outer reaches of space to keep away from the peace talks.”

      “No,” David said, trying to find it within him to smile and coming up short. “I was relieved of command.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Lion of Judah isn’t my ship anymore.”

      “Oh, honey.” She ran and embraced him tightly. “I’m so sorry.” As Angie spoke, she took his hand and guided him to the couch in the living room. “Do you want some tea?”

      “No, not right now.” David’s voice was a monotone, devoid of feeling. “I knew it was coming, but it still hurts to the core.”

      “All things change eventually, right?” She frowned as she spoke and took his hand into hers.

      “I guess.” He put his head on her shoulder and started weeping. “It feels like everything we did was for nothing. All the loss, the friends gone… wiped away. It’s as if the entire galaxy just turned upside down.”

      Angie put her arms around him and squeezed. “I’m sorry. I can’t do anything, and that burns me up inside. I’d do anything to make it better for you.”

      “Just being here helps.” He bit down on his lip. “Anger… won’t stay down. I’m angrier than I think I’ve ever been in my life.”

      “Even during the angsty teenage years?” she asked with a quirked grin.

      Despite it all, David laughed. “Yes.” He paused for a moment. “I ripped Rhodes a new one the other day. That’s why they beached me so soon.”

      “You what?”

      “I told her exactly what I think of her.”

      “You cussed out the Vice President of the Terran Coalition?”

      David beamed. “I did.” The anger returned, breaking through the surface of the pain and guilt. “Letting my anger out seems to be preferable to moping about.”

      “Don’t be so sure of that.” Her tone was cautious. “All-consuming anger leads to some pretty ugly things. I see it every day, David. It’s destroying our nation… and us, right along with it.”

      “Maybe.” He closed his eyes. “I’m going to be assigned to a logistics post on Canaan.”

      “You’re going to move boxes?”

      David laughed again through the tears. “No, I’m going to oversee a few hundred people that do the paperwork to enable movement of boxes.”

      “You could retire.”

      “I won’t give Barton the satisfaction of running me out of the service.”

      Angie sat back with a frown on her face. “That’s not a reason to make yourself miserable. I know you well enough to know you’ll hate that position. You’ll loathe it.”

      “I probably will, but I’m not giving that defeatist piece of crap the pleasure of knowing I do. I’ll discharge my duties faithfully until I get enough time in grade to retire as a general.”

      She took his hands into hers. “Do you hear yourself? It's not healthy to focus on revenge or sticking it to someone else.”

      “It’s all I’ve got right now,” David replied, his jaw set. “So, for now, I’ll feed the beast and let it keep me going.” As he said the words, he realized how hollow they were. I was always the one that railed against giving in to anger and hate. Now here I sit, a hypocrite.

      “When do you start?” Her tone was one of caution. She stared at him as if trying to evaluate if he was still David Cohen.

      He sat back on the couch and closed his eyes. “A week from tomorrow. There’ll be an official change of command ceremony if you’d like to attend.”

      “Of course I would.”

      Ugh, way to step in it again. David reached out and pulled her toward him as he wrapped his arms around her. “It’ll be okay. Somehow, it’ll all be okay.” I don’t believe that, but I have to be strong.

      “Whatever happens, I’m here for you,” Angie replied and kissed him on the cheek. “I promise.”
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      Ruth stepped through the hatch into the deck one conference room on the Lion of Judah. She was a few minutes early. It had become a habit, thanks to David’s mantra of always being early. His voice almost rang in her ears. With a suppressed smile, she took a seat next to Master Chief Tinetariro. Taylor, Hanson, and Amir were already seated. “Good morning.”

      “And what’s so bloody good about it?” Tinetariro immediately retorted. “I’ve got a headache, the General’s gone, and I’ve got to break in some new space warfare officer.”

      Scattered chuckles swept the room. “Glass half empty this morning, Master Chief?” Hanson asked.

      “Oh, bullocks, Major.”

      Hammond and Calvin strode in together and quickly found chairs. Not more than a second after they sat down, in walked Colonel Spier.

      All present stood, and Ruth, as the most senior watch officer present, called them to attention. “Colonel on deck!” She appraised the newly arrived commanding officer out of the corner of her right eye. She’d met him the day before but hadn’t had much chance to talk. I should give him the benefit of the doubt.

      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Spier replied as he slid into the chair at the head of the table. “As you were.” After they’d all returned to their seats, he continued. “Allow me to introduce myself formally. I’m Colonel William Spier, and this will be my first major warship command. I look forward to working with all of you, and expect that together we’ll make this a successful tour of duty for the Lion of Judah.”

      First warship command? Is this a sick joke? Ruth could barely hide the contempt from creeping onto her face. She forced her expression to remain neutral. “I speak for all when I say we will do our duty, sir.”

      “There’s going to be some changes in how this ship is run,” Spier said, ignoring Ruth’s statement. “We’re going back to the book. Everything we do will be by the book. Period.”

      “Why is that, sir?” Tinetariro asked, drawing stares from the rest of the officers assembled.

      Spier locked his eyes on to her. “Because that’s how I work, Master Chief. I expect the rules and regulations to be followed to the letter. They exist for a reason, and that’s how I roll.”

      “We’re on the first anti-matter-powered warship the Terran Coalition has ever created. It combines the characteristics of a carrier and a battleship. To say it’s unique is an understatement.”

      “I realize that your previous commanding officer allowed things to… get out of hand on this ship,” Spier began as he glanced around the room, a snarl on his face. “I’m not him. You can either get behind my attempts to clean things up or put in for a transfer.”

      Tinetariro stood. “I’ll do one better, sir.” She took the rank insignia off her collar and tossed them on the table. “I’ve served thirty-one years in the Coalition Defense Force and am eligible for immediate retirement. Consider this my notice.” Without waiting to be acknowledged or for a reply, she marched out of the conference room, leaving stunned stares and hushed whispers in her wake.

      Ruth was speechless. Her jaw dropped open, and she made eye contact with Taylor, who shrugged. “Ummm—”

      “So that’s how it's going to be, eh?” Spier stood up and pushed the seat back angrily. “Anyone else want to quit? There’s no room in my command structure for people more loyal to a disgraced officer than the service.”

      “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      “Denied, Lieutenant.”

      “Sir, I must insist.” Ruth stared at Spier, her lips pressed tightly together.

      “I’m here to provide real leadership for one of the most important ships in the fleet. Either get with the program or move on.”

      Anger took over within Ruth. The source of her strength, it was also her greatest weakness. It burned brightly and bubbled over. “In that case, sir, I’m putting in for a transfer. I’ll do the paperwork this afternoon.”

      “That goes for me too,” Taylor piped up.

      Spier’s face turned bright red. “Fine. Get off my ship.”

      “It’s not your ship, sir.” Ruth’s voice was quiet and intense. “It’s the Coalition Defense Force’s ship. The last man to sit in your chair understood that, and the responsibility that came along with it. I hope in time, you do too.”

      “Dismissed. All of you. Anyone who can’t handle change is welcome to put your paperwork in by 1800 hours.” Spier turned on his heel and strode out, leaving the rest of them staring at one another.

      “That went well,” Hanson commented dryly.

      Ruth brought her hand down sharply on the table, which caused a loud noise. “Damn him. No one talks about the General like that.” She glanced around. “Come on, aren’t the rest of you angry?”

      “He is our appointed commander,” Amir stated quietly. “As much as I detest him and his words, I need to watch over my pilots.”

      “If Colonel Aibek were here, he’d have challenged that idiot to a fight to the death,” Ruth replied darkly.

      “But he’s not,” Taylor interjected. “And that’s not how we do things.”

      Ruth saw red—she flung the chair she was in back as she stood and started to march out the door. A moment before she cleared the hatch, she turned back at them. “Maybe we should.”
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      As the peace talks between the League of Sol and the Terran Coalition continued, there were near-daily protests between supporters of the Peace Union and their opponents across all ideological spectrums. While those protests raged across the core worlds, they were at their worst in Lawrence City. Tens of thousands of people congregated in pre-planned staging areas for either side. In one of those areas for Peace Union supporters, a middle-aged woman stood, barking out orders. “Got your signs, ladies? Good. Remember, we want to keep them positioned toward the cameras for maximum effect.” Her name was Rebecca Baker. A lawyer by trade, she’d been an outspoken member of the movement for years.

      Cheers met her in response. The few dozen activists she served as a community organizer for hefted their signs. “What do we want? Peace now!” The chant continued as they marched forward in a ragged line. And so the protest went. It took a good two hours for the group to gather up all its disparate elements and come together in one cohesive unit in front of the government annex. A thin line of riot police separated them from the counter-protesters waving Terran Coalition and Coalition Defense Force flags.

      One counter protester’s sign grabbed Baker’s attention. It read, “Killing never solved anything…” in big, bold letters, with subscript underneath that continued, “…except fascism, communism, and the League of Sol.” I’ll give them points for originality.

      As the two sides continued to hurl chants, curses, and slogans at each other, small scuffles broke out between rivals. The riot police tried to keep the peace, but there were far too few of them to stop every person that wanted to throw a punch. A few men got into a fracas, clearing out the officers for a several-meter area.

      Baker suddenly found herself face to face with another woman, who carried a sign that proclaimed, “Gold Star Mothers Against Surrender – Stop Fuentes Now!”

      “Traitor!” the woman screamed, an ear-splitting noise that rose above the cacophony of chaos around them.

      “We won the war!” Baker yelled in return. “There’s no need for our sons and daughters to keep dying.” She gestured at the sign the other woman held. “As a mother who lost a child, you oughta know that!”

      The other woman’s eyes flashed blinding rage. For a moment, she held her sign as a club. “My son gave his life so we could live in freedom! Surrendering to the League is the equivalent to spitting on his grave, you damn traitor!”

      “Can’t you see we’re free! What’s wrong with you warmongers!”

      As the two women had traded insults, the riot police did their job and corralled a group of men assaulting each other. They scurried to stabilize the demarcation line between the protesters, and one of them got between Baker and the gold star mother. “Stand back, or I’ll arrest you both!” he yelled.

      I’m not interested in being pepper-sprayed by some government goon. Baker took a step back and bared her teeth. “The Terran Coalition won’t be safe until people like you don’t exist!”
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        Chief Minister’s Palace

        Sauria

        February 25th, 2463

      

      

      

      Obe Sherazi stared at the glass of green liquid he held in his hand. Hot and sweet, the liquor burned as it went down his throat. Half of the contents of the tumbler went down in one sip. Damn the humans. No, not the humans, just their feckless new leader. He wanted nothing more than to hurl the glass across the room into the wall of his private bedroom. White-hot anger stewed inside his soul as he considered how the Peace Union had concluded a separate peace with the League. The door shuddered from a loud knock. “Who is it?”

      “It’s me, sir.” The voice of Sardar Ihejirika—one of his top aides—rang out through the thick metal.

      “Come in.”

      The door swung open, and Ihejirika strode in. “Do you have a moment, Chief Minister?”

      Obe took another swig from the glass. “I suppose. Do not tell me you warned me of this outcome. I am no mood to hear it.”

      The younger Saurian bowed respectfully and sat down in a chair. They were in what amounted to the living room of the old emperor’s quarters. Since the Saurian Empire had adopted democracy seventy years prior, the vast palace had been repurposed. “I have grown some, sir.” Ihejirika grinned toothily. “That has led to a slight increase in wisdom. I came to tell you an announcement came across the GalNet from Jessica Rhodes. The peace treaty was just ratified by both the Terran Coalition and the League of Sol.”

      “How bad?” Obe asked.

      “The Terrans gave up all territory seized in the Orion arm, agreed to return Freedom Station to the League, and pledged not to interfere in League internal matters.”

      Obe hissed loudly. “Those are terms a defeated coward agrees to, not a victor!” He gave in to his anger and threw the glass he held as hard as possible into the wall.

      It shattered into dozens of pieces.

      “Damn them to the abyss!” Obe roared. “Tens of thousands of honored warriors gave their lives for the Terrans’ cause. For this?!”

      “According to polling, most Terran Coalition citizens do not agree with the treaty,” Ihejirika stated. “Unfortunately, that means little. By the time the next election rolls around, it won’t matter. You should also know the League has announced a unilateral ceasefire with the Royal Saurian Navy. As long as we don’t attack them, they’ve pledged to leave us alone.”

      It’s a trick. Why can’t the humans see it? “How many ground troops do we have in the Orion arm?”

      “Why, sir?”

      “Because we paid for those planets in blood. Saurian blood shall not be spilled for naught.” Obe stared at the younger Saurian. “We can hold them ourselves, and if the League wishes to risk a fight with us, they can die.”

      Ihejirika frowned, and his tongue went in and out of his mouth, as if in distaste. “Chief Minister, the Sauria First party is planning to call a vote of no confidence tomorrow morning. There is talk they will challenge you to blood combat if you refuse to disengage from the League.”

      “What?” Obe screamed as his fury showed. “How did that abomination of an ideology get enough votes to topple our government?”

      “They don’t have the votes, yet, Chief Minister.” Ihejirika gestured with his hands. “But if you suggest spending Saurian lives to keep the humans’ gains in the Orion arm when they signed a peace treaty, based on the conversations I’ve had with the Chamber of Ministers, you wouldn’t have a chance.”

      If Obe had anything in his hands, he would’ve thrown it. Instead, he counted to ten and resisted the urge to challenge the leader of the Sauria First movement to blood combat. “This is disgusting.”

      “Because of the humans.”

      “Still don’t care for them, do you?”

      “No,” Ihejirika hissed. “I admit, some have honor. Most do not. They are not worth the blood spilled for their cause.”

      For once, Obe had nothing to say. The entire situation outraged him, and there was nothing he could do. Powerlessness wasn’t a feeling the leader of the Saurian Empire felt often. But today I do. He glanced at the younger Saurian. “Spread the word that I will withdraw our forces. We must strengthen our defenses, build up the fleet, and prepare for the League to attack us with a knife to the back, even as they smile.”

      “It will be done, Chief Minister.”

      “One last thing,” Obe continued. “Instruct the Chamber of Ministers to introduce a law renouncing the Canaan Alliance. We have no further obligations to the humans.”

      Ihejirika smiled. “With pleasure, sir.”
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        CSV Oxford

        X34-A15 – Unoccupied Blue Giant System

        April 4th, 2463

      

      

      

      Sinclair wiped his brow as he walked into a conference room within the sensitive compartmented information facility—or SCIF— on the Oxford. An hour before, they’d met up with a small civilian ship, clandestinely owned by the Coalition Intelligence Service. The fact that a meeting between members of CIS required tradecraft to carry out in Terran Coalition territory spoke to how screwed up things had gotten. Damn Rhodes and her constant witch hunts. Right behind him was Captain Tamir Alon, his now right-hand man and senior intelligence analyst. As they cleared the hatch, both men came to attention.

      “As you were, gentlemen,” General Levi Ostrovsky, the head of CIS, intoned gravely. “Please, have a seat. I apologize for the randomness of the visit and lack of warning. My movements are watched, and I didn’t want our little chat getting out.”

      Sinclair sat down across from the General. Ostrovsky’s white hair seemed a tad duller, and his face had more frown lines than he remembered. I’m sure I look a bit worse for wear too. “No worries, guv.” He grinned broadly. “We’re just out here minding our own business, trying to figure out what the bloody Leaguers are up to, with one hand tied behind our backs.”

      “I may not be the ‘governor’ for much longer,” Ostrovsky replied. “There’s a slow but steady purge going on. Barton’s leading it, but Fuentes tacitly approves. He wants people who think like him in positions of power within the CDF, CIS, and CBI. Anyone who openly supported Spencer or continuing the war is, well… it’s clear we’re not welcome.”

      “So what brought you all the way out here, old chap?” Sinclair asked, observing the General’s body language. What he doesn’t say might be just as important as what he does say.

      Ostrovsky sat back in his chair and glanced between both Sinclair and Alon. A good fifteen seconds passed without a word before he picked up his briefcase from off the deck and pulled a small device out of it. He unceremoniously dropped the device on the table and activated it. A single green light blinked. “Communication and eavesdropping equipment scrambler. One never knows who’s listening these days. Rhodes has made a sport out of gutting the careers of good officers if she gets a whiff of dissension.” He again paused. “I’m looking for a few good men and women I can trust, Sinclair. You’ve always been one of our best.”

      “I’m with you till the end, sir. Whatever it takes. Within the bounds of our oath to defend the Terran Coalition, of course.” Sinclair stared right back, searching the General’s eyes for some clue to what was coming.

      “It’s good to hear that.” Another pause, as if the older man was about to make a choice he couldn’t take back. “I’ve been trying to get eyes on Freedom Station. So far, the politicians have expressly forbidden any attempts to gather intelligence.”

      Sinclair let out a breath. “We’ve tried, sir. Every stealth drone we send out is jammed immediately, and then we lose contact with it. The Leaguers have the game dialed in.”

      Ostrovsky stared at Sinclair, his jaw set. “How far are you willing to go to get that intelligence, Colonel?”

      It was Alon that spoke up. He leaned forward in his chair. “If I may, sirs. Without knowledge of the League’s activities, in a month when our last forces disembark, there will be no way to know what’s coming. We have to figure out a solution. Even if the politicians disagree.”

      “That could be construed as treason, Captain Alon.” Ostrovsky’s voice was gruff. “How far are you willing to go?”

      “As far as it takes, General,” Alon said with finality.

      Sinclair put his hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “Now, don’t be in a rush to get your personal ticket to Lambert’s Lament. We’ve got a lot of ground to cover before any extra-judicial activities are required. First things first; we should work within the chain of command. Maybe you could get Fuentes alone, or at least with Rhodes, and brief them properly?” he said toward Ostrovsky.

      “Low probability of success, but yes. I plan to try it. In the meanwhile, you and your man here work on a contingency plan. Nothing is too outlandish, except harming CDF personnel. Allow me to underline that, Sinclair. I won’t have another Erhart situation. Clear?”

      “Crystal, guv,” Sinclair said with a grin. “We’ve got some friends left out there.”

      “Good. Now, I’m expected elsewhere in an hour. Good day to you both, and Godspeed.” Ostrovsky stood as he spoke and plucked his device from the table, returning it to the briefcase from whence it came.

      Both Sinclair and Alon sprang to their feet. “Godspeed to you too, sir,” Sinclair replied.

      The older general stalked out of the conference room without another word, leaving the two of them alone. Alon was the first to open his mouth. “What’s it all coming to, sir?”

      “I don’t know, butter bars.”

      Alon rolled his eyes. “I’m quite sure I’ve outgrown that nickname, sir,” the Israeli officer replied. “I’m serious. What are we going to do if the League moves its forces in? The bigger question is would Fuentes hold the Leaguers to account for breaching the treaty?”

      The terms were quite clear—no League military vessels outside of the Orion arm, and none, besides a small defense fleet, stationed at Freedom station. “I don’t know, Tamir. I pray we don’t have to find out.” The thought they had a feckless president, unwilling to stand up to the enemy, was never far from Sinclair’s mind.
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        David Cohen’s Residence

        Lawrence City – Canaan

        April 15th, 2463

      

      

      

      The months passed slowly for David as he toiled away in a dead-end posting to CDF Logistical command. Day in, day out, he reported for duty, filed mountains of paperwork, and oversaw the transportation of… stuff. All manner of items from ammunition to disposable plates to medical supplies. After a while, they all ran together, and he sank deeper and deeper into depression. This day, he’d come home early to an empty house. As he sat on his couch, nursing a cup of tea and pondering his life, the smart home system chimed.

      “You have one visitor, male, at the front door,” the disembodied computer voice announced.

      I wonder who that could be. David had few visitors, as most of his friends were deployed, and he hadn’t bothered to make any new ones since taking on the logistical post. “Camera on,” he replied.

      A projection of the exterior of his unit appeared. It showed Rabbi Kravitz standing there in a CDF uniform, overlaid with a frock coat and a simple black hat. He waved up at the camera.

      David broke into a grin and made his way to the front door. He pulled it open. “Rabbi! What an unexpected surprise.”

      Without a word, Kravitz stepped forward and embraced David. After a moment in the bear hug, he spoke. “It’s good to see you.” He stepped back. “I happened to be in the neighborhood and thought I would come to see an old friend.”

      I don’t buy that for a minute. David smiled and gestured inside. “Come on in. I was just having tea.” As they walked inside, he asked, “Would you like a cup? The water should still be warm.”

      “No, I’m too old to be having caffeine in the afternoon,” Kravitz replied, a twinkle in his eye. “My wife would not appreciate me waking her every hour all night.”

      The two men sat on the couch, and David picked up his mug. “I know the feeling. Since I’m rather restless in my sleep, it can be trying for someone trying to get some rest beside me.”

      “Nightmares?”

      “Yes,” David replied, not elaborating.

      Kravitz changed the subject. “How are you holding up?”

      “Surviving, I suppose.”

      The older man put his hand on David’s shoulder. “I worry about you.”

      “I’m just trying to keep putting one foot in front of the other. Get up every morning, do my routine, report for duty… and not let Barton beat me.”

      “Aaaaah,” the rabbi replied as a smile formed on his face. “You admitted something important. You’re making yourself miserable to avoid showing weakness to Barton.”

      “Maybe I am.” David stared off into space. “It’s the only thing I have going right now. I hate them, Rabbi.” He turned and faced Kravitz. “Rhodes, Fuentes… Barton. The lives of millions are now meaningless.” A tear slid down his cheek. “My friend's sacrifice was made in vain.”

      “I would disagree.”

      David locked his eyes on to the older rabbi. “Why?”

      “You—and the rest of those in the CDF—defend the rest of the Terran Coalition, do you not?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you looked around lately? The Terran Coalition is doing quite well. It exists, the League stays on its side of the arm—at least for now. While I agree with your assessment that we’ll see them again, the fact of the matter is you did your duty. Take pride in it. Allow yourself to move on.”

      “To what?” David made a fist with his right hand and slammed it into the cushion.

      Kravitz kept silent for a few moments and stared at him. “Rabbinical studies? A relationship with the woman you love, from what you’ve told me—to name a few?”

      “Let Barton win? Bail out?” David shook his head. “I hate giving up, and I hate to lose.”

      “Aaaaah.” Again the rabbi chuckled in a way that seemed to shake the very walls of the small apartment. “See, David, the more you talk, the more it becomes apparent that your pride refuses to allow yourself to let go. You’re like a man tugging on a rope as hard as he can as his opponent does the same. There’s another way. Let go of the rope. Make something with the rest of your life.”

      David sat quietly for a good thirty seconds as he considered his friend’s words and advice. He could almost see a different David Cohen across from him, wearing the garb of a rabbi with a full beard and curled sidelocks. A Jew that outwardly and inwardly proclaimed his faith, living as God intended. “I’m not sure most rabbinical schools would want a former military officer,” he began. “Especially not this one, given my recent controversies.”

      “Don’t make an excuse.” Kravitz stared at him with a laser-like focus. “I’ve already spoken with two chief rabbis who would be happy to admit you at any time. One here on Canaan, the other back on New Israel.”

      Something clicked together suddenly inside of David. Angie had told him roughly the same thing for months. He’s right, and so is she. I don’t have to stay. I’m only bringing the pain on myself. It was as if a weight lifted off his shoulders. For the first time in months, he felt free and not like a passenger watching his life play out before his eyes. “Let’s make it Canaan.” He smiled broadly. “I’ve decided I’m going to ask Angie to marry me once I’m in a better place. If I move back to New Israel, it would probably self-destruct our relationship.”

      “That’s the first intelligent thing you’ve said since I arrived,” Kravitz commented dryly.

      The visit continued, and David felt at peace. He looked forward to the idea of embracing his faith once more.
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        CDF Orbital Drydock

        Churchill

        June 5th, 2463

      

      

      

      The shuttle flight up to the shipyard where Kenneth Lowe worked was uneventful. He’d spent the time sitting in the cargo hold alone, staring at his tablet and reviewing email after email from his team. Three months of suspension turned into five. I’m not even sure why they didn’t fire me. Part of him wished they had. Going back five months later felt like the literal walk of shame. But it was all he knew. Now he found himself about to walk through the hatch into the small suite of offices that the company he worked for—Strydeclyth Shipboard Integrators—maintained on the outpost. Kenneth took a deep breath and ducked his more than two-meter-tall frame to fit through the doorway.

      “Welcome back, boss!” Harold Billings, one of his team leads—affectionately known as the Master Chief—yelled. Behind him was a small army made up of the people Kenneth had led for years. They all clapped as he came in.

      Joshua Carter, his right-hand man, held up a small bottle of champagne. “About time.” He extended his arm. “Good to have you back, sir.”

      “It’s good to be back,” Kenneth replied, his tone one of shock. He stared with his mouth open. “I, uh, didn’t expect to see everyone like this.” He smiled. “Thank you. It means a lot to me.”

      “We wouldn’t have missed it for the universe,” one of the engineers in the back called out.

      Kenneth took his time, shaking hands with each person individually before, finally, he, Carter, and Billings made their way to his old office. It hadn’t changed much. The knick-knacks were right where he left them on the desk, and his plaque that proclaimed “Do everything as if it is unto the Lord, and not unto men” still sat proudly, facing the entrance. “Have a seat, gents.”

      “Thanks, boss.” Billings dropped into one of the chairs facing the desk. “Did I mention we missed not having you around?”

      “And not just so you could run interference on Stephen Casey,” Carter interjected.

      The mention of Casey made Kenneth’s blood boil. He set his jaw. “What now?”

      Billings and Carter traded glances. “Well, while you were gone… let’s say he ran amok. We’ve made little progress on the refits. Supposedly because highly placed political sources asked for a slowdown. He’s transferred most of the personnel to other projects. We’ve only got a skeleton crew remaining.”

      “Ugh.” Kenneth put his head in his hands for a moment. “I almost resigned, you guys know that?” He shook his head and stared at them. “But I couldn’t. I didn’t want to leave everyone stuck with Casey. Did we get anything done?”

      “Reactor modifications are complete. No work’s been done on the shields or weapon systems,” Billings said.

      “Fine. Start drawing up plans to restart all work. I’ll talk to the government and see if I can get them to force the company’s hand.” Kenneth leaned back in his chair. “If anyone still cares.”

      Silence descended on the cramped office. After a few seconds, Billings asked, “Are you okay, boss?”

      “Yeah. I’ll be fine.”

      The sound of banging on the closed office door caused them all to turn and stare. “Come in,” Kenneth called out.

      It swung open, revealing the stooped form of Stephen Casey in his three-piece business suit. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything.” He walked into the room as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “I need to speak with Lowe.” After another moment, he continued. “That means leave.”

      Kenneth nodded toward Billing and Carter. “It’s okay, guys. I’ll catch up with you later.”

      The two men filed out, leaving Casey and Kenneth alone. Casey stood in front of the desk, arms crossed and practically sneering. “I see you slunk back in here. Couldn’t take the hint?”

      “You got something to say?” Kenneth replied, dropping any pretense of formality or civility.

      Casey glared down at him. “I don’t want you here, Lowe. You’re not a team player, you don’t do are you’re told, and I have little use for wannabe heroes.”

      Pent-up emotion in Kenneth, namely his anger for years over Casey’s behavior, finally overcame his carefully maintained, professional façade. “I’m glad we’re finally telling the other what we really think. Let’s start with this—I don’t give a damn what you think of me. You’ve stolen millions of credits from the CDF, put countless soldiers' lives in danger, and all so you can get rich.” By now, he was practically shouting. “Meanwhile, you go around cutting everyone’s pay, talking about shared sacrifice, and how we all need to help each other.”

      “Are you quite done?” Casey’s voice dripped acid.

      “I’m just getting started. Do you think the accounting department doesn’t talk with the rest of the company? I know you got half a million credits in salary last year, doubled by your bonus. Not only are you a liar and a cheat, but you’re also a hypocrite on top of everything else. So take your feel-good socialist bullshit that applies to everyone else but never you, and get the hell out of my office!”

      A pall of silence descended across the room as the two men stared each other down. Casey gathered himself up to his full height and sneered. “That idealistic CDF officer isn’t around to bail you out anymore, Lowe. I own you, and you’ll either do what I say… or else. Clear?”

      “I’ll meet you on solid ground, any day. Name the place and time.” Kenneth balled his fists and stood. He towered over Casey. “You won’t walk away.”

      “Was that a threat?”

      “No. I don’t make threats. That was a promise.”

      Casey smiled. “You’re gone, within the month. When I’m done, you won’t be able to get a job as a garbage collector. And I’ll be at my vacation home, sitting on my thousand-credit each home theater chairs.”

      “Enjoy it while it lasts. Now get out. Or I’ll throw you out head first.”

      The hatch slammed hard a moment later as Casey stormed out. Kenneth dropped back into his chair, staring straight ahead. Why am I doing this again? The only logical reason he could come up with was protecting the people who worked for him. An evil grin came to his face. Sticking it to that jerk is a close second.
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        * * *

      

      Master Chief Gordan MacDonald eased through the hatch leading to Alpha team’s little section of the Lion of Judah. His nearly forty-year-old frame felt the pain of a punishing morning workout, followed by a fifteen-kilometer run with a weighted pack. He’d lapped one of the decks six times. While he’d never admit it out loud, age did eventually begin to catch up with a tier-one operator. Waiting inside the room, with its six cages of gear, were Senior Chief Dennis Harrell and Petty Officer First Class Esmail Rostami. MacDonald’s face brightened, and he strode over to Harrell, embracing him tightly. “Brother. Good to see you back.”

      Harrell grinned and fiercely returned the hug. “Those Leaguer bastards weren’t keeping me out of the fight.” He pointed at Rostami. “Heard the kid did well the last few weeks in training.”

      “The kid always does well, and isn’t a kid anymore,” Rostami stated with faux annoyance in his voice.

      “You’ll always be the kid around here.” MacDonald laughed. “You guys already exercise this morning?”

      “I had physical therapy,” Harrell replied. “Which is, you know, like a weak workout run by the elderly.”

      Rostami smirked. “Hey, there’s a ninety-year-old woman at my gym back home. I see her lifting two-hundred-pound weights. Puts everyone in there to shame.”

      “Don’t ever admit that again,” Harrell shot back.

      More raucous laughter swept the room. MacDonald stared at his old friend and second in command. “I was worried about you. Clean bill?”

      “Yeah, Master Chief. I’m medically cleared.” Harrell shifted his footing. “I hear we’ve got a new cake eater in charge.”

      MacDonald’s face contorted. “You know I’m not one for officers, but at least Cohen had a set.”

      “I’m sure Master Chief Tinetariro helped with that process.”

      “Or cut them off,” Rostami said as he chuckled. “Lieutenant Goldberg’s out too.”

      “You ask me, we got some political limp-wristed piece of shit coward in charge on the bridge and the White House.”

      “Now now,” MacDonald began. “That was dangerously close to a violation of the UCMJ.” His eyes twinkled. “How about we get the team together and barge into Spier’s dinner tonight in the officer’s mess? I bet the little jerk would piss his pants.”

      Harrell laughed loudly. “Now that’s an op I’m down for, Master Chief.”

      “I’ll hack the security cameras so we have a record of it to give to our grandchildren,” Rostami chimed in.

      “Grandchildren? What woman would possibly want to procreate with a nerd like you?” Harrell asked.

      MacDonald laughed, his frame shaking from the exertion. Damn politicians. I wish they’d get out of our way and let us finish the job. Forcing the thought aside, the crusty operator went through training plans for the week. Because whatever else happened, the Space Walkers would be ready.
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        * * *

      

      The main headquarters of Coalition Intelligence sat far outside the reaches of Lawrence City. Away from the gleaming skyscrapers and massive government complex, it was a series of nondescript buildings ringed by farmland. There was a public HQ building, but this was where the real action took place. Colonel Robert Sinclair cleared the entry portal and scanned his biometrics—fingerprint and retina—to gain access to the helicar parking garage. Once he’d glided it to a halt, Sinclair got out of his vehicle and did one last inspection of his uniform. Assured it was in order, he made his way to building 902—known as the Taj Mahal—where the Director’s offices were housed.

      Once clear of the next security checkpoint at the entryway to the building, Sinclair paused for a moment. Directly ahead of him was a wall, known within the intelligence community as the Memorial to the Fallen. Thousands of small gold stars adorned it, each representing an agent killed in the line of duty. Their names and operations classified, they would never be known to the public like the heroes who died in battle for the CDF were, but it was a small way in which CIS could honor their sacrifice. Above the stars, the motto of intelligence was chiseled into the marble. “In God We Trust; All Others We Monitor.” It always brought a smile to his face, and today was no different.

      A few minutes later, Sinclair reached his objective: the Director’s conference room in the administration suite. He pushed open the door to reveal a woman he’d never met and a man in CDF uniform—General Barton. It was all Sinclair could do not to allow the disgust to show on his face. Instead, he came to attention. “Colonel Robert Sinclair, reports as ordered, sir, ma’am.”

      “Have a seat, Colonel,” Barton replied as he gestured toward an empty chair. “I don’t think you’ve met Director Elizabeth Balodis yet.”

      Sinclair flashed a smile at Balodis, who displayed a grim expression on her face.

      Unlike Barton, she wore a gray pantsuit of the latest style. Long brown hair fell to her shoulders and matched her eyes. Balodis didn’t return the grin. “Your request said this was an urgent matter of national security, Colonel. I wouldn’t normally take a meeting like this out of channels, but you are a man of some renown inside of CIS.”

      I knew it wouldn’t be easy. He leaned forward. “We’re unable to complete remote drone scans of the former Freedom Station.” Sinclair couldn’t bring himself to call it Unity Station again. “In fact, neither CIS nor the CDF has had any success in updating our intel picture since the last CDF forces pulled out several weeks ago.”

      “And?” Barton asked, his tone one of impatience.

      “General, you must see the grave risk this presents to the Terran Coalition. The League could be massing for an attack. At the very least, we need to do a sneak and peek operation, and find out what’s going on.” Sinclair furrowed his brow, and sweat started forming on his forehead.

      “I disagree,” Balodis interjected. “Upsetting the League at this time could provoke the type of response none of us want to see.”

      My God, it’s another one of Jezebel Rhodes hand-picked useful idiots. “Jezebel” had become the preferred insult when officers referred to Rhodes. Sinclair struggled to keep a neutral expression and maintain his professionalism. “Since when does the Coalition Intelligence Service care about the League’s feelings?”

      “Since the change in administration,” Barton replied. “Look, Colonel. We’re not approving any direct actions that would serve to jeopardize the peace. Period. End of story. The Leaguers aren’t stupid enough to start another war. Entire legions of analysts agree on it, and Fuentes isn’t authorizing a mission. Do your job and don’t bring it up again. Otherwise, we might have to investigate the Oxford’s involvement in the Hestian uprising a bit more closely.” He finished the sentence with a decided bite to his tone.

      Sinclair smirked, and for a moment, considered giving Barton a piece of his mind. Bastard Barton. A disgrace to the CDF. He recalled hearing David had delivered a tour-de-force verbal beatdown on both Barton and Rhodes. I wish I’d been there. He forced his expression back to neutral. “I understand completely, sir.”

      “Perhaps we can revisit this in a few months,” Balodis smoothly interjected. “Depending, of course, on the political situation.” She flashed a smile, one that seemed to highlight every crease on her face. “I’m sure you can understand how delicate a time we’re in, Colonel.”

      “Of course, ma’am.”

      “Well, in that case, we’d all better get back to our work. Thank you for coming by.” Balodis stood, followed quickly by Barton.

      Sinclair stood and came to attention. “I appreciate you hearing me out, Director, General.” As the two of them departed, he stayed behind in the conference room. Well, that’s that—on to plan B.
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        Lawrence City – Residential District

        Canaan

        June 20th, 2463

      

      

      

      Robert Sinclair was a man just as used to being out of uniform as he was to wearing it proudly. Right now, trying to blend in and remain inconspicuous was the order of the day. To that end, both he and Tamir wore regular civilian clothes. Sinclair had a hat on his head and an umbrella in his hand. The forecast called for rain, and the device had an entire electronic jamming suite built into it. Anyone trying to listen in on them would be disappointed.

      The two men strode up the steps to a nondescript townhome in Lawrence City on Canaan. Near the outskirts of the vast downtown area, it was done in the brownstone style from centuries before—something to do with the neo-classical architecture style that was seemingly in vogue again. Sinclair pressed the buzzer.

      A moment later, a woman’s voice issued from the speaker. “Yes?”

      “Ahem. This is Robert Sinclair,” he began in his rich British accent. “Congratulations on your promotion. We need to talk, Captain Goldberg.”

      There was no response except for the gate opening. Tamir walked in first and tried the front door. The handle turned, and it swung open. He disappeared inside the home.

      Sinclair thought briefly about drawing his sidearm but decided against it. It was unlikely the asset was compromised, and if she wasn’t, flashing a gun might wreck the operation. He slipped in the same way and closed the door behind him, to find Ruth, Taylor, and Tamir standing there in the foyer. “Ah. I wasn’t expecting you, Lieutenant,” he said toward Taylor.

      “We’re in a relationship,” Ruth ground out, “as I was just telling your junior spy here. Now what’s this all about? The last thing we need is for word to get out we’re hanging out with spooks. My career’s almost down the toilet as it is.”

      “You seem to have been promoted since we last spoke, so it must not be that bad.”

      “General Cohen pushed it through on his way out.” Ruth stared at him, and anger flashed in her eyes. “Aside from that, I might as well have the plague.”

      “Well, they just got rid of my boss and made it clear I’m no longer welcome. I suppose that makes us peas in the same pod,” Sinclair replied, his tone ever chipper. “We need your help.”

      “Who’s we?” Taylor asked. He wore a frown, and his arms were crossed in front of him.

      “The Terran Coalition.”

      Ruth laughed bitterly. “Colonel, you were respected by the General, and he thought you were a decent man. That’s the only reason I’m talking to you, but really… the Terran Coalition has gone to hell in a handbasket. I don’t know see the point anymore.”

      She’s not entirely wrong. Sinclair found it difficult to summon the will at times to keep going, especially when he knew what he was planning would ruin his career, no, his entire life. “The point,” he began quietly, “was we all swore an oath. Yes, circumstances are challenging, yes, our politicians have made grievous errors. But it’s our job to fix the mess. As I said, I need your help to do it.”

      “I’ll bite,” Ruth replied. “What exactly are you up to?”

      Sinclair grinned broadly. “Could we retire to a more comfortable location? Perhaps your living room?”

      “Is it time for tea and crumpets?” Ruth barely concealed an eye roll. “I’ll get my maid right on it.”

      “Was that a British joke, Captain?”

      “Quite.”

      “I’m not the Queen, so I don’t typically do crumpets. But if you have a scone, I’ll happily indulge.” Sinclair smiled broadly. “They’re perfect right out of the oven.”

      Ruth turned on her heel and walked out of the foyer, deeper into the townhouse. The rest of them followed her; Taylor first, then Sinclair and Tamir. By the time the men got there, she’d already sat on a loveseat that sat at a ninety-degree angle to a long couch, forming a rough L shape. “Please, sit, put your feet up, enjoy yourselves.”

      “I understand your anger, Captain.” Sinclair gently eased himself onto the sofa. “Most days, I have it too. But I also know the danger. The League is up to something at Freedom Station. The terms of the treaty forbade them from having military resources there, yet we get whispers through recon drones of military-grade Lawrence drive usage.”

      “Uh, Colonel,” Taylor began. “Why not send in some drones?”

      “I already tried. The Leaguers set up enough jammers that anything we send loses telemetry almost immediately.”

      “What do you want from us, then? I’m a tactical action officer—you know, the person that blows up the enemy ships.” Ruth adopted a smug smirk. “In other words, I’m not much use for spy work.”

      “Well,” Sinclair glanced down at his umbrella and ensured the ECM was still fully functional, “I’m going to get a ship and recon the area. I need a crew because my talents extend to, as you put it, spy work.”

      Ruth and Taylor both stared at him. Her eyes opened wide as saucers. “Where are you going to get a ship from?”

      “I have a line on something.” Sinclair kept an utterly straight poker face. While he knew the risk was high, it wouldn’t do to betray any hint of doubt in the operation. “I know the location of stealth raider under refit. It has a skeleton crew, and best of all, it’s almost finished. Shakeout cruise is scheduled for next week.”

      “I’m not sure about this,” Taylor said. “You’re talking about multiple felonies, Colonel. God, we could be charged with treason. CDF officers don’t do this sort of thing.”

      “This won’t succeed without trained bridge personnel. I hate to say it, but I need you. There are others on my list, but, Captain, if you won’t do it, I doubt anyone else would.” Sinclair calibrated his words carefully, hoping to emphasize the dire threat they faced. Truthfully, if she won’t join up, I probably can’t convince anyone else on my list.

      “What are the odds if we succeed that you can publicly shame Fuentes and Rhodes?” Ruth stared at him with a hawk-like expression. “Because I want payback for what they did to General Cohen. He didn’t deserve getting summarily tossed off the Lion of Judah like a piece of garbage.”

      Sinclair allowed his lips to curl up in a smile. There we have it. Everyone has a trigger or a price. “You can be assured if we can prove the League has a military force at Freedom station, the entire galaxy will know.”

      Ruth glanced at Taylor. “I’m in.”

      “Dear—”

      “Don’t dear me,” Ruth quickly replied. “I want some payback.”

      “Then I’m coming too.”

      “Good, because I needed a top-notch comms officer with a cryptology background.” Sinclair stood. “Pack a uniform, anything else you need that will fit in a small bag, and be ready to move in five minutes.”

      “We’re leaving now?” Ruth asked, shocked.

      “No time like the present, Captain. I don’t know how long that ship will be waiting for us. We must act as if our very lives depend on it.”

      As the two of them quickly got ready to leave, Sinclair found himself thinking ahead. He’d had a contingency operation on the table for months, but never thought it would come to this. I suppose I was naive to think the office would change Fuentes. Their next stop would determine if the op was viable or not.
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        * * *

      

      Halfway across Lawrence City, David was busy fixing dinner at Angie’s apartment. He’d installed a couple of cooking devices specifically designed to enable Orthodox Jews to prepare food in a fully kosher manner. For one thing, there were two of them: one for dairy, the other for meat. Each appliance was an alloy box with individual preparation trays. To allow kosher preparation in a non-Jewish household, the company that made them also supplied vacuum-sealed meal packs, so all he had to do was drop them into the machines and cue up the computer. Somewhere, a rabbi is spinning in his grave over these contraptions. With a grin, he went back to the book he had out, a commentary on the Torah by Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki. An actual bound hardback, its paper pages were inviting as he thumbed through a section on the book of Deuteronomy.

      The buzzing of the home’s access control system interrupted David’s reading. “Mr. Cohen, there is a visitor at the front door,” the disembodied computer voice announced. “Three males, one female.”

      David stood and walked to the front door, wondering who it might be. He swung the door open to find Robert Sinclair and his protegee, Tamir Alon, along with Ruth and Taylor. “Uh, hi,” he began, somewhat startled. What’s going on here? Something in the back of his mind immediately screamed they weren’t here on a social call. I’m done with the CDF, so I hope they’re not here on some mission. They’ll be disappointed if they are.

      “We need to come in, sir,” Ruth said as she pursed her lips together. “Now.”

      “By all means,” David replied, and stood aside. He gestured inward.

      With Sinclair in the lead, the four of them tromped in. “Thank you, General,” he began. “Kind of you.”

      “Now, what’s this all—”

      Sinclair held up his hand and shook his head. “One moment, please.” He pulled a small device out of his pocket and turned it on, holding it in his hand. “Bug jammer. Just in case you have unwanted listening devices in here.”

      It was all David could do not to roll his eyes or throw them out. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on here, but I’m retired. I’m done with the CDF, Fuentes, the war, all of it.” He gestured to the beard and curled sidelocks his face sported. “In case you can’t tell, I’m pursuing religious studies now. Whatever you’re up to, I’m not the guy.”

      The group took seats around the modernistically decorated living room that was just off the short hallway the exterior door led in from. The entire apartment was less than a hundred and twenty square meters, and Angie was a minimalist. Sinclair leaned forward and addressed David. “General, I understand your reluctance. I’m here because the Terran Coalition needs your help.”

      The base appeal to David’s patriotism was almost too much to bear. It had taken months to finally set aside the anger, no, the rage he felt at Fuentes and the government for throwing away decades’ worth of sacrifice by the military, along with millions of lives lost or forever touched by physical and mental trauma. I don’t have much patriotism left. To heck with the Terran Coalition. Someone else can deal with this mess. He held up a hand and closed his eyes for a brief moment. “Sinclair, I’m sure whatever you’re up to, you think is right. That’s evidenced by those with you. But… I don’t think one tired old Jew is going to make the difference.”

      “Ah, and there you’re wrong. I need a ship driver for what I have in mind.”

      “There are tens of thousands of those to choose from,” David deadpanned.

      “He’s planning to steal a CDF ship, sir,” Ruth blurted out. “This op is unsanctioned.”

      “What op?” David demanded. His eyes focused on Sinclair, lips pursed together in a frown. Spooks.

      “Recon of Freedom Station. I won’t say more until we’re underway, and in space.” Sinclair crossed his arms in front of him. “Let’s say that this option has been in my pocket for months, and recent events have forced my hand. If intelligence is right, the League has stationed a sizable military force there, in violation of the peace treaty. Our objective is to bring it to light and make the current government take action.”

      David sat back on the couch. The desire for revenge reared its head as he considered how making a fool out of Fuentes and Rhodes would make him feel better. At the same time, he pondered the pettiness of his feelings. If I’m going to do this, the only reason I should embark on this mission is to defend my home and those I love. With a start, he realized he’d already come mentally close to committing to join Sinclair and his merry band. The realization slapped him in the proverbial face. What’s going on here? I’m retired… I’m done. After a few more seconds ticked by, he spoke. “Why now?”

      “Because the League’s already broken the treaty by frying our surveillance assets around Freedom station. We were supposed to be able to keep tabs on them. Instead, we can’t get eyes on the thing. The President is unwilling to do anything to jeopardize the peace. I don’t need to tell you what’s happened in the top ranks of intelligence and the military. Rhodes has led a purge the likes of which we’ve never seen before. Anyone O-7 or higher with a pair is gone.”

      “I’m aware.” David glanced at Taylor. “How in the blazes did he get you to go along with this?”

      “Ruth, er, Captain Goldberg signed on, sir. I go where she goes.”

      With a chuckle, David shook his head. “I was aware for months you two were seeing each other. Don’t worry about it now.” He turned his glare back to Sinclair. “What ship are you planning to,” he paused and smirked, “requisition?”

      “A stealth raider at Churchill’s primary shipyard.”

      “You realize I’m a capital ship driver, right? I’ve set foot on a raider maybe twice in my career. It's not the same thing… the folks with gold nebulas on their uniform operate far differently than space warfare officers.”

      Sinclair stood. “With respect, sir. It’s the best play we have. Sneak in, sneak out. Stealth is paramount, and the only way we can accomplish our objectives. Please, we need you. But if you’re not interested, tell me now, because this mission is on a strict timetable, and I’ll move to the second option.”

      For a few moments, David’s brain and heart fought each other. The memories of all those who’d perished, the sacrifices made—if the League could be exposed one more time, maybe it would be enough to make them matter again. His heart won. “When do we leave?”

      “Now, sir.” Sinclair gestured to the hallway leading to the exterior of the building. “I can permit you five minutes to gather some personal effects and a change of clothes.”

      “Okay.” David stood up and gathered a few things together in a small space bag. This is a one-time deal, he repeated to himself. He didn’t believe it. It dawned on him that he’d never really left the CDF. It might’ve left him, but he was a soldier through and through.
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      Orbital habitats were typically dull places to work. Kenneth certainly thought so, though he avoided postings to less secure space stations like one would find on the edge of the frontier. I’m sure there’s lots of excitement to be had on a “freeport.” Every time he considered stretching his legs and trying something new, the idea of ending up dead at the hands of a mugger crossed his mind. For now, I’ll stick with my boring daily routine. At least until the government increases its taxes to the sixty percent levy Rhodes is continually blathering on about.

      Officially, his team continued working on the refit of the mothballed reserve fleet that President Spencer had ordered six months prior while he was suspended. Unofficially, there was so much red tape, to accomplish anything, they might as well have been paddling in the mud. The only thing they’d been able to get done was upgrade the reactors. Anything regarding weaponry seemed to have a near indefinite government approval period.

      The chime to his office hatch sounded. “Come in,” Kenneth called out.

      To his surprise, David Cohen was the first person through it. His appearance wasn’t as Kenneth remembered. Gone was the smartly pressed CDF duty uniform, and in its place was a simple black suit with a white-collared shirt. A black-brimmed hat covered David’s hair, and his face sported a bushy beard and curled pieces of hair hanging down from around his ears. What happened to the General? He looks like a mountain man. Kenneth found himself more than shocked.

      “General, I wasn’t expecting you.” Kenneth scrambled to his feet.

      “I’m retired,” David replied with something of a grin. “As if you can’t tell from my appearance.”

      Behind him, Ruth and Taylor stepped in, followed by two other men, one of whom Kenneth recognized as Robert Sinclair, a spy from the CSV Oxford. “So, what I can do for CIS?”

      “I’m not CIS, Mr. Lowe. I’m military intelligence. There is a difference, I assure you.” Sinclair flashed a grin. “Now, we’re here on official business. You have a stealth raider under refit, the CSV Virginia, in docking port seventeen alpha, correct?”

      “Yeah, she’s doing a shakedown cruise next week and returning to the fleet as soon as possible. We just completed a refit of her LIDAR arrays and sensor-deadening tiles.” Kenneth glanced between the five of them. “Why?”

      “We’ll be taking her out for a few days.”

      Kenneth’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets at the matter-of-fact pronouncement by Sinclair. Okay, something’s wrong here. He considered his words carefully before he spoke. “Ummm. With respect, Colonel Sinclair, do you have the proper authorization?”

      David took a step forward and leaned down. “Consider it a favor. For me. Repayment of dealing with one of those various problems you had with government civilians.”

      Every alarm bell in Kenneth’s head clanged at maximum volume. He bit down on his lip. “Look, I want to help, but that’s not good enough. I can’t just give you a multi-billion-credit CDF warship. That’s nuts, sir.”

      Sinclair’s hand darted into his coat pocket, and for a moment, Kenneth thought he was going to pull out a weapon. Instead, David reached over and put his hand on Sinclair’s. He shook his head before turning back to Kenneth. “I can’t tell you why we need it. Except that it's important to the continued wellbeing of the Terran Coalition. If I go further, it puts you in danger too.”

      “I’ll take that risk, sir. Until I sign off on the Virginia heading back to the fleet, she’s my responsibility. One I take seriously.”

      An unspoken conversation occurred, which consisted of David lifting his shoulder in question and Sinclair shrugging in reply. “Kenneth,” David began. “We’re going to perform a recon of Freedom Station. Try and figure out what the League is hiding. Colonel Sinclair believes it's of vital importance to the continued existence of the Terran Coalition. Now, will you give us the access codes?”

      Silence came over the room. Kenneth leaned back and stared ahead. His mind ran wild, trying to determine what the right thing to do was. He owed David—that much was certain. At the same time, what they’d asked for was, at the very least, a series of felonies. One could argue it was treason to steal a military warship. He put his hands on the desk. “Okay, but I’m going with you. I’ve got to make sure government property comes back in the same condition it leaves in.” He wasn’t quite sure what voice was speaking—it sounded like his own, and it came from his mouth. But since when did a defense contractor volunteer for what might be a suicide mission? It dawned on him that many times throughout his career, he’d done the same thing. Probably because I’m still ashamed I didn’t stay in the service and do my part.

      David glanced at Sinclair and nodded. “Fine by me. When can we get started?”

      “Not until shift change. There are active work crews until 1800 hours. Once they’re off, and the station’s second watch is on duty, we’ll board and get going. I’ll have the oxygen reserves topped off, but there’s not much in the way of food onboard.  The best I can do is have some field rations sent down. Anything else will arouse suspicion.”

      “Mr. Lowe, if this works out, remind me to talk to you about a job with intelligence,” Sinclair said with a chuckle. “You’ve got the mind of a spy.”

      “Thanks, I think.”
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      Every time the little group passed someone in a passageway, David felt like their eyes immediately went to him. Probably because I look like I just walked out of a rabbinical school.  Still, no one challenged them. It took some time, but eventually, they reached the outer hatch to the Virginia. Two CDF masters-at-arms stood watch, in uniform and sporting sidearms.

      Without seemingly an ounce of fear, Kenneth strode up to them. “Private, I have a VIP tour scheduled with these folks.” He turned and gestured to the motley crew following him. “Wave us through, please.”

      The two guards exchanged glances. “We had no notification of a VIP tour.”

      Kenneth shrugged as he grinned. “Probably not. We’ve got General Cohen here, and he doesn’t like attention, you know what I mean?”

      Both masters-at-arms settled their eyes on David and openly gawked. The one in charge came to attention. “I apologize, General, sir. You’re out of uniform, and I didn’t recognize you.”

      “It’s okay.” David stepped forward and flashed a smile. “Technically, I’m retired. But I happened to be in the area today, and an old friend told me I needed to see what they’ve done with this stealth raider.”

      “By all means, sir.” The guard stepped aside. “I’m sure the entire crew would be honored to have you pay them a visit.”

      “Thanks, Private.” David again flashed a smile then stuck his head through the hatch. Growler class boats were small, far smaller than any CDF warship he’d served on. He was pretty sure Lowe was too tall even to be considered for posting on one. That was seemingly confirmed when the lanky defense contractor came in behind him and almost hit the overhead as he stood up straight. “Watch your step, Lowe.”

      “I’ll do that, sir.” Lowe stepped to the side as Ruth, Taylor, Sinclair, Alon, and Billings followed him in. “We should get to the control room.”

      “You mean the bridge.”

      “Ah, no, actually, General,” Billings interjected. “On stealth raiders, it’s the control room.”

      David raised an eyebrow. “Golden nebulas are an odd breed.” He turned on his heel and marched off, sure the rest would follow. It didn’t take long, following the central passageway that ran the length of deck one, to reach the control room. David ducked under the hatch and emerged into a tightly packed room filled with consoles and screens. Just like his old destroyer, the CO’s chair was in the middle of the chaos, the XO’s chair directly beside it. Aside from them, the space was empty. Even though it was a far cry from the bridge of the Lion, he couldn’t help but feel at home. As if he was supposed to be there.

      “Okay,” Lowe said as he walked in. “Now, we just need to get everyone else but us off.”

      “We could gas them and put them into a lifepod once we undock,” Sinclair said as he dropped into one of the empty chairs. “I brought a couple of knock-out grenades with me, just in case.” He hefted the small satchel he carried.

      “Not needed, Colonel,” Lowe replied. He broke into a broad grin. “I had all afternoon to figure this out. However we’re dividing up the stations, go ahead and take them. I’ll kick off my plan, and we should be out of here in a few minutes.”

      I wonder what he’s got up his sleeve… “Going to enlighten us?”

      Lowe continued to grin and showed his teeth. “Nah. This is going to be fun.” He climbed into a harness for one of the backup engineering consoles and started tapping at the controls.

      “General,” Billings said as he came in. “I served on a stealth raider… while it's been a few years, I could probably fill the role of COB.”

      “COB?”

      Billings smiled. “Sorry, old hat. Chief of the Boat. Senior enlisted rating, makes sure things get done. More involved than your master chiefs in the space warfare side of things.”

      “If you remember how the controls work, you can call yourself the Tzar of the League of Sol for all I care,” David retorted. He chuckled and inwardly marveled that just being on the raider had lifted his spirits.

      “Everyone get strapped in,” Lowe called out. “It’s about to get real.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” David said dryly. “Anything else, sir?”

      Laughter rippled across the control room. Ruth, meanwhile, set herself up at the tactical console. “Looks pretty similar to my station on the Lion. Except I had a lot more weapons.”

      “If we do this right, we won’t fire a shot,” David replied.

      An alarm klaxon sounded, and the lights flashed yellow. The team traded glances as the noise got louder. Kenneth reached over and turned on the ship-wide intercom. “Radiation leak detected in fusion reactor number two. All personnel evacuate the boat immediately. This is not a drill.”

      “Fake radiation alarm?” David asked, his tone one of surprise.

      “Yup. It’ll clear the remaining workers and get us released from drydock without incident.”

      I’m not so sure about that. David sat back in his chair. The contractor had clearly planned out what was happening, so he’d let it play out in the meanwhile.

      Billings spoke up from his station. “I show all personnel but us have cleared the airlock.”

      “Lock it down,” Kenneth began. “Then disengage the umbilicals and docking collar.”

      The Virginia shuddered as the various gantries and cabling that provided station-based power retracted and disconnected from the stealth raider.

      “Conn, communications. Churchill Shipyard control is demanding to know what’s going on,” Taylor called out. “Orders?”

      “Route it to my console,” Kenneth called out. “I’ve got it.”

      Taylor made eye contact with David, who nodded. “Do it.”

      A moment later, the image of a rather stern-looking female warrant officer appeared on one of the screens on Kenneth’s station. “What’s going on over there? The Virginia’s not cleared for undocking! Identify yourself at once.”

      “Kenneth Lowe, security ID 47-Delta-Foxtrot-Echo. I’ve got a reactor shielding failure with mass radiation casualty. Open the space doors so I can get this tub away from the shipyard before it blows.”

      The woman’s mouth dropped open. “Identity print confirmed. Will you have enough time to get to a shuttle?”

      “Maybe. Sure would help if you opened those doors.” Kenneth smiled slightly.

      “Opening. I’ll get SAR spun up and ready. Godspeed, Lowe.”

      “Thank you. Godspeed.” He clicked the channel off and let out a heavy sigh. “Okay. Somebody want to fly us outta here?”

      “I’ve got it, boss.” Billings slid into the navigation station, and within a few seconds, the stealth raider started to maneuver. “Clearing the shipyard.”

      David called up a navigation display on the CO’s screen that showed him their position relative to the moon and other space-borne objects. “Billings, adjust heading to zero-seven-eight, mark negative ten. Maximum speed. Plot a Lawrence jump for the nearest uninhabited system and power up the drive.”

      The engine on the small vessel came to life at flank burn, generating maximum delta-V. The increase of G-force was evident, even as the inertial compensator system raced to keep up. A few minutes passed without incident. “Conn, communications. Station control again. They’re demanding we cease thrust and heave to.”

      Kenneth glanced back at David. “Sorry, sir. Only a matter of time.”

      “I’m impressed your ruse got us this far,” David replied with a smirk on his face. “Quite impressed.”

      “Well, a reactor going critical in spacedock is about the worst thing that could happen.” Kenneth shrugged in reply. “Wasn’t too hard to write a small batch program to generate the right false alarms.”

      “I told you that one thinks like a spy,” Sinclair interjected.

      “No response to station control,” David said as he adjusted himself in the CO’s chair. “EMCON alpha protocol. Shut down all external transmission sources.” Just like riding a bike.

      “Uh, sir, we should also rig for ultra-quiet.” Billings’ voice cut into the crosstalk. “Secure everything but essential machinery.”

      “I’ll defer to you, COB. Since you’ve done this before.” David offered a smile. “I’m learning on the job.”

      Half the lights on the control room dimmed, and the air handlers cut out for the most part. Non-used consoles winked out, and onward the little ship rode. So it went for another fifteen minutes.

      “Conn, TAO. Multiple launches from Churchill shipyard. Two Ajax class destroyers, designated Sierra One and Two. One Meade class frigate, designated Sierra Three. They’re overthrusting by at least ten percent and are on a direct intercept course.”

      I suppose the CDF doesn’t care for us stealing their ship. David cracked a grin. “Any chance of intercept before we hit the Lawrence limit?”

      “None, sir.”

      With a satisfied nod, David went back to studying the navigation plot. He was busy determining the best route through Terran Coalition space and how to avoid the still robust CDF patrols. No matter what Rhodes and Barton say, I know the fleet’s doing its job. Being on the other side of his comrades in arms was a suddenly sobering and scary thought. It’s worth it if we can get the evidence to expose the Leaguers.

      “Approaching the Lawrence limit,” Billings said.

      The sound of the other man’s voice broke into David’s thoughts. He glanced up. “Activate Lawrence drive the moment we’re beyond the limit.”

      “Well, sir, I’m all done here. The ship is yours.” Kenneth turned in his chair. “One other thing. I was able to get twelve live Hunter missiles transferred into the tubes. Just in case we run into any unforeseen issues.”

      “Boat,” Billings interjected. “Stealth raiders are boats.”

      David chuckled. “Point taken—and thank you, Mister Lowe. We’ll try to get it back to the shipyard in one piece.” He turned back to the display as the lights dimmed, and a wormhole appeared in front of the vessel. Once more into the breach we go.
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        * * *

      

      It was all Edwardo Fuentes could do not to bury his head in his heads. Whatever he thought being the President of the Terran Coalition would be, this wasn’t it. Grandiose ideas of bringing peace, reforming the economy, and reshaping the Coalition into something fairer had gone by the wayside. Instead, he faced a day-to-day struggle to keep various parts of his governing alliance—made up of parties from center-left to far-left—from destroying themselves. As he reviewed a threat from a politician who wanted more money for his district on a far-flung planet, Fuentes despaired.

      The door to the Oval Office swung open, and in came his Vice President, Jessica Rhodes, along with a gaggle of staffers—and General Barton.

      “The CDF’s done it now, Edwardo!” Rhodes thundered. “We should’ve arrested the entire officer corps when we had the chance!”

      If only I hadn’t needed her to motivate the young via social media. Fuentes had grown to detest his VP, to the point he’d already decided she wouldn’t be on the ticket when he stood for reelection. “What now?”

      Barton cleared his throat. “Sir, a group of officers from CDF Intelligence—the military branch, not CIS—and the fleet have stolen a stealth raider.”

      “What?”

      “Sinclair and that damned war criminal, Cohen! It’s a conspiracy to start a new war with the League!” Rhodes shrieked.

      “Madam Vice President, that’s overstated. I believe Colonel Sinclair intends to run a covert recon operation on Unity Station. That’s what he asked us to do, and all indications are, when we refused, he took matters into his own hands. He got help from former members of the Lion of Judah’s crew, defense contractors at Churchill’s main shipyard, and General Cohen.”

      “Oh, stop covering for them, Barton!” Rhodes cut in. “They’re all war criminals. They want to keep profiting off the suffering of our citizens and the Leagues.” She turned from him to Fuentes. “We need to send out the fleet now. Hunt them down and destroy the ship they stole to send a message to our citizens and the League that we won’t tolerate this.”

      Even Barton seemed taken aback by her tone and words. He glanced at Fuentes but said nothing.

      Fuentes recalled a conversation he had many years before with another politician who had mentored him as he rose through the ranks, as it were. Sometimes, a man has to know when to take a stand. He set his jaw. “There will be no ‘hunting down’ of Terran Coalition citizens,” he began quietly. “Colonel Sinclair, as misguided as his actions are, is a patriot.” He cast his gaze toward Rhodes. “I’m sick and tired of the shrill attacks splitting our society coming from this administration. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Crystal, sir,” Barton replied crisply.

      Rhodes sat with her arms folded and a look on her face that, if it only took looks, would melt the hardest alloy. As Fuentes stared her down, she finally spoke. “Fine.”

      “General Barton, what do you think their chances of success are?”

      “I’m not sure, sir. One ship, operating alone… though that particular boat, the CSV Virginia, has the latest stealth technology. She’s been refitted over the last six months. A decent enough chance, I suppose.” Barton sighed. “I worry more about Cohen. Somehow he got a load of Hunter missiles onboard before they launched. He could do some real damage. Maybe enough to restart the war. I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      “I took the measure of General Cohen,” Fuentes began. “I believe he’s a patriot too. Maybe he enjoys combat too much, but the man is a patriot. The truth is, it wouldn’t be so bad to know what the League is up to at Unity station. They’re not upholding their end of the treaty. If Sinclair gets proof, that plays to our advantage.”

      “Assuming they come back to the Terran Coalition after this stunt, what do you want done with them, Mr. President?” Barton asked.

      What indeed. Fuentes sat back in his leather chair for a moment. “Violating orders and acting outside the chain of command cannot be tolerated, can it, General Barton?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then,” Fuentes shrugged as he spoke, “they’ll be arrested and charged with the appropriate crimes.”

      A bright smile came to Rhodes's face. “Well, it looks like Cohen will get his appointment with Lambert’s Lament after all.”

      “We’re done here,” Fuentes announced. After the rest had filed out, leaving him alone in the bastion of Terran Coalition power and the symbol of its democracy, he closed his eyes and pondered recent events. If I could go back two years, I would’ve never stood for election. That much, he was sure of.
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        CSV Virginia

        Deep Space

        June 25th, 2463

      

      

      

      Running at full EMCON Alpha, the stealth raider CSV Virginia made like a hole in space as it cruised toward their objective. With most systems running on automatic, David found himself spending most of his time in the CO’s cabin, which was directly behind the control room. It doubled as a small office, but the entire thing was barely the size of his rack on the Lion of Judah. He had his tablet set up on a fold-out desk while he sat on a rather uncomfortable chair, which also folded out from the wall. There was little to do, given the nature of their mission—no paperwork to occupy his mind.

      He’d brought along a series of rabbinical commentaries on the Torah that dated back a thousand years and spent his time studying them. It helped to clear his mind from thoughts of Angie and how angry she’d been when she got his message that he was going off with Sinclair. I wonder if I’ll even be welcome if I make it home. As he pondered it, he realized she had a point—and he’d have to deal with it, sooner rather than later.

      David hefted a bound reference edition of the Torah itself and laid it out on the table, while he set the tablet carrying the other works he was reading next to it. Leafing through the Book of Proverbs, he focused on its first chapter. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and instruction.” As he was about to read a commentary on the passage from the tenth century AD, the hatch chime buzzed. “Come in!”

      Ruth’s face appeared in the doorway as it opened up. “Got a moment, sir?”

      “Always, Captain.” David forced a smile and gestured to the other pull-out chair. “Sorry about the cramped quarters. I forgot how small these Growler class ships are.”

      “Boats, sir.” She fumbled with the latch before pulling the seat down. “I got an earful about that when we had one docked in the Lion’s hangar bay.”

      “What’s on your mind?”

      She paused for a moment. “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      “Ruth, I’m not even in uniform.” David shrugged. “I’m here only as a friend, and someone concerned with exposing the truth. There’s a reason I don’t have my duty khakis on.”

      “I see.” Ruth smoothed down her black CDF sweater. “Seeing you in a frock coat is a bit of a shock. Since when did you go full Hasidic?”

      The mention of his clothing brought a grin to David’s face. “Well, I’m not observing all of Hasidic Judaism’s tenants. You could say I’m still deciding what the future holds there. But I needed to do something drastic. Does that make sense? I’ve spent most of my life getting out of Mivtzot because of my occupation. It became far too simple to justify avoiding them. If I’m candid with myself, at some point, I used the necessities of war to get around my faith.”

      “I find myself believing that God doesn’t care if your eggs are cooked in a pan that had bacon in it earlier in the day, when we’re losing a war for survival.”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. For this Jew, though—I needed to find my way back to God. I’ve tried to do it by embracing the Mitzvot as much as humanly possible.” David leaned back, trying to find a comfortable position. It was no use. His legs, thighs, even his bottom hurt from the hard surface. “Ruth,” he continued, finally adjusting himself so one leg crossed over the other. “You have to understand I was heading down a dark road.”

      “How so, sir?” Her eyebrows bunched together as she furrowed her brow.

      “I realized that if I channeled my anger, I could use it to motivate me.”

      “What’s wrong with that, sir? I’ve done it most of my life.”

      David tilted his head to one side. “The problem is it consumes you. I got to the point within weeks that I simply nursed the rage inside of me and used it to propel me forward. In turn, I became short with those around me, damaging what relationships I had left. Rabbi Kravitz helped me understand that I had to let go… and find my way back to God.” He spread his hands out on the table.

      “If it’s that simple, why’d you jump at the chance to get back out here?”

      Touché. He sat mute for a time, pondering a response. If nothing else, she deserved the truth. But what was the truth? “I believe with all my heart that the League is evil and can’t be trusted. I detest how the government has behaved and this farce of a peace treaty.” His expression turned dark. “Giving back Freedom Station was a betrayal of everything we fought for. I hope I’m doing this because I want to correct that wrong and force the President to do the right thing. What I fear is that I’m doing it because I want to get my pound of flesh. I want Fuentes and Rhodes to pay.” David made eye contact with her. “I’m sure that’s not what you wanted to hear.”

      Ruth reached out and put her hand on top of his. “Sir, I get it. I wrestle with my disdain for the government and the League daily. There’s nothing wrong with admitting we might have less than pure motives. In fact, I’d say it takes a real Jew to do so.”

      “Do not tell the rabbi that.”

      “So, after this, what will you do?”

      David shrugged. “If I don’t end up in jail, I suppose I’ll go back to the shul and continue my studies. The rabbi I’m studying under is quite forgiving, though he’s a bit exact.” He flashed a grin. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I was making some progress on my most recent assignment.”

      “Oh? What’s that?”

      “The concept that fearing God is the beginning of wisdom. I’m supposed to write a defense of it for the rabbi.”

      “Good luck,” Ruth said as she stood. “See you on the bridge, sir. Godspeed.”

      “Godspeed, Ruth.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few days later, the Virginia had made its way across the deep void between the galactic arms of the Milky Way and was holding steady, fifty light-years from Freedom station. While the rest of their small band wore civilian clothing or CDF duty uniforms, David retained his black frock coat and black hat. A little past 0700, he sat in the command chair in the cramped control room of the ship, nursing his second mug of hot CDF coffee. It tasted like battery acid. Oh, I miss my kosher food now. His lips curled up in a grin. A week of field rations would make any level of dietary laws seem like a walk in the park. “Chief,” he called out, toward Billings. “Status of Lawrence drives?”

      “Fully charged, sir,” Billings replied. “If I may, sir, the proper title for my position is COB. It’s what I’m used to and helps remove the cobwebs.”

      “Oh, cute, a pun,” Ruth piped up from her post at the tactical console. “That was almost funny.”

      Scattered laughter swept through them.

      “Okay, people,” David interjected, his tone all business. “We’re doing this by the book. Jump in at extreme range, stick our nose in and get a scan, then we get out as fast as possible. Any questions?”

      From his seat toward the back of the room, Sinclair’s posh accent rang out. “Does the book include stealing CDF property, old chap? Just wondering.”

      David couldn’t suppress a grin as he cranked his head around. “I suppose not. Still, no heroics on this one. We’re in a stealth raider. Underline the word ‘stealth.’”

      “Aye, sir,” Ruth said.

      “Good. TAO, please tell me you studied the sensor functions of this boat. Normally, there’s an entire group of techs reviewing the information coming in.”

      Ruth turned around. “I won’t be as good as them, sir, but all we need to do is prove there are League military vessels here. That, I can handle.”

      “Excellent. COB, spin up the Lawrence drive and confirm our coordinates.”

      “Conn, COB. Coordinates confirmed and ready to engage.”

      Here goes nothing. David leaned forward in his seat. “COB, activate Lawrence drive.”

      Unlike the wormhole generated by the Lion of Judah, or destroyer, the stealth raiders used a unique version of the drive that didn’t create anywhere near the same sensor or visual signature. The technology was classified at the highest levels, and unusable on vessels above a specific size. The lights dimmed in the control room, and a small vortex opened in space, which the Virginia shot through. It emerged on the other side, the wormhole dissipating within moments.

      “Conn, TAO, we’re through,” Ruth said. The seconds ticked by as they collectively held their breath, waiting for the sensors to come on. “Location confirmed, we’re roughly ten million kilometers from Freedom Station.”

      “I think they’re calling it Unity Station again, Captain,” Sinclair called out from across the control room.

      “Do I look like a Leaguer to you, Colonel?”

      “We need to start keeping score on the zingers here,” Taylor interjected. Laughter again rippled through the team.

      David reflected for a moment on the distinct lack of professionalism and realized he had no place to complain. After all, he was out of uniform himself. We’re a group of people trying to do what’s right, probably scared to death, and nothing awaits us except personal ruin… if we even survive. He cleared his throat. “Time to get on point, people. We’re on the clock. COB, plot a course that gets us within close sensor range of Freedom Station, so we can gather as much intel as possible.”

      “Aye, aye, sir. Course laid in.”

      “Ahead one-tenth of maximum thrust.”

      Time passed slowly as they crept closer to the League station. Over an hour later, David blinked a few times to clear his blurry vision. His eyes were tired from staring at the screen attached to the CO’s chair. There was something incredibly claustrophobic about the tiny control room—especially the lack of windows to see the void of space.

      Ruth turned around in her seat. “Conn, TAO. I’ve got Freedom Station on my scopes. Lots of sensor ghosts too.”

      “League warships?” David asked.

      “We’re too far out for me to tell, sir.”

      “Keep working at it.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Simultaneously, on the bridge of Unity Station, a full crew of League sailors manned the essential functions and defense grid of the installation that was, to them, the crowning achievement of human technology. They were watched over by the probing eye of Fleet Captain Astrid Monet, freshly released from a Terran Coalition POW camp and appointed to her old post by none other than Admiral Seville himself. She was a few hours into her daily watch standing rotation and looking forward to the arrival of another wave of League vessels.

      “Captain, sector eighty-six is showing an anomalous sensor reading,” the tactical officer called out. “Possible enemy ship.”

      Monet stood up and walked to his station. “Show me, Lieutenant.”

      The younger man blew up an image of the imaging array, which showed a possible contact moving toward the station at a constant speed. The computer classified it as a radiation burst.

      “When will it hit our EMP field?”

      “Assuming it maintains current speed, fifteen minutes, Captain.”

      “Order the alert squadron to prepare to intercept. Normal procedures.” Monet smiled coldly. Let the Terrans come. We’ll make short work of them.

      “Aye, aye, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      “Anything, TAO?” David asked. Something was bugging him as they made their way ever closer to the enemy. He’d been in combat so many times, there was almost a sixth sense ingrained into his psyche. It screamed something was wrong. This was far too easy, unless the League wasn’t breaking the treaty and had nothing to hide. David dismissed the concept out of hand.

      “Negative, sir.” Ruth glanced back toward him. “I’ve got the passive scanners going as high as possible. I can’t tell you anything else without going active.”

      For a split second, David considered ordering to use the active sensor array—which, on a Growler class boat, was especially powerful. The problem was it would light them up for anyone in range. They’d be impossible to miss. “Keep trying. Something’s off here.” It probably went without saying, but he wanted to impress the stakes on her.

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      The Virginia continued its advance, slowly inching, in galactic distance terms, toward the target. Beads of sweat appeared on the foreheads on most of those present, despite the air being at a comfortable temperature. David leaned forward in his seat, staring at the plot. Just a few more minutes.

      “Conn, TAO. I’m showing a series of faint energy signatures, dead ahead.”

      Alarm bells went off in David’s brain. “COB, all stop! Emergency back, maximum thrust.”

      “Sir, we’ll be visible—”

      “Do it!”

      The strain of the engines kicking into full reverse was felt by all as the Virginia shook and rattled. Their forward momentum slowed, and David started to consider what was out there. Ships? Mines? Who knows what the League has built up.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, energy spikes!” Ruth yelled, a split second before the deck pitched upward, and every electronic interface around them, including the lights, went out.
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        * * *

      

      “EMP detonation successful, Fleet Captain.”

      Monet stared at her tactical officer as he spoke, and a grin curled up on her face. “Send our ships forward while they’re dark. Their orders are to board and capture the Terrans for interrogation.”

      “Aye, aye, sir!”

      She turned on her heel and walked back to the raised platform the station commander sat on. With a sigh, she sat and pondered what award Admiral Seville would foist on her for ensuring the success of the operation at large.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The first sixty seconds after the lights died was a frantic scramble for emergency flashlights and an initial diagnosis of the problem. David nursed a welt on his skull from slamming it into the back of the chair’s headrest. Otherwise, he was fine. “COB, status?”

      “Same as it was a few seconds ago, sir,” Billings replied. “Nothing’s got juice up here.”

      “Do either Lowe or you have engineering experience on a Growler?” David asked pointedly.

      “Not as it were, sir,” Kenneth replied. “But we’ll do what we can. Harold, with me.”

      Sinclair stood. “I have some unique talents. Lieutenant Alon and I will join in. See if we can get this tub running again. Why don’t you join us, Lieutenant?” He glanced toward Taylor. “Your skills are wasted here, and I suspect we could use the extra pair of hands.”

      “Get moving,” David practically barked. As they scurried away, he went over and over the last few minutes. Nothing had registered on his screen, but then, he wasn’t on a scanner. An emergency light flashed on, illuminating the area in a soft red hue. The consoles, however, were still dark and lifeless.

      “General, this is Lowe. An EMP of some sort hit the ship, judging from the number of fried circuit breakers down here. We’re working on it. It’ll take a few minutes to reset everything.” His voice crackled from the handcomm on David’s belt.

      “Acknowledged,” he replied after bringing the device up to his lips. “Concentrate your efforts on sensors and propulsion.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      The minutes wore on, with the mostly deserted bridge quiet except for barely audible breathing. David found his mind wandering, considering if he’d led his friends to their ultimate demise at the hands of the League. I’m confident they were expecting someone to show up. We really stepped in it.

      “Sir, I’ve got limited sensors back,” Ruth said.

      That got David’s attention. “Anything on them?”

      Ruth didn’t reply for a moment. “Sorry, sir. I’m not used to this system.” She paused and let out a sharp breath. “Oh, shit.”

      “Report, TAO.”

      The harshness of his voice seemed to kick her into high gear. “Sir, we’ve got six League vessels bearing down on us at maximum sub-light. One Rand class heavy cruiser, designated Master One, five Cobra class destroyers, designated Master Two through Six. They’re fifteen minutes from weapons range, sir.”

      David’s eyes went wide, considering the implications. As bad situations go, this one takes the cake.
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      “Mr. Lowe, if you can’t get us engines and shields in the next ten minutes, we’re dead,” David matter-of-factly stated into his handcomm.

      “Working on it, sir!” came a harried reply.

      David thought he could hear grunts and crashes through the commlink before it went dead. He forced himself to stay focused and stared at the overall status display he’d called up on the now functional CO’s console. “Well, we’ve been through worse.”

      “Really? When?” Ruth turned around in her chair. “I can’t think of any point in time where we’ve been without power and hurtling towards a League fleet in a tiny ship that can barely defend itself with all systems functional.”

      “Boat, Captain. It’s a boat, remember?” Repeating the lame joke was his only defense against mounting desperation.

      Ruth laughed, tinged with a hint of panic. “Thanks, sir.”

      “Engines back online, sir!” Lowe’s voice came through the ship’s intercom, loud and clear.

      “About time. Now get me shields and the Lawrence drive!” David yelled as he jumped out of the CO’s chair and slid behind the navigator's station. “I’ll fly, you track,” he said with an eye toward Ruth.

      “Aye, aye, sir. I was never any good at flying these things anyway.”

      The indicators that displayed available engine power suddenly went from zero to sixty percent. With fierce determination, David adjusted the vessels heading away from the pursuing League force and pushed their thrust to the maximum available.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, Masters One through Six. Rate of gain has slowed and continues to fall.”

      “How much time did we gain?”

      “At least a few more minutes, sir.”

      David blew his breath out through his mouth as he bit down on his lip. “It won’t be enough.” He brought his handcomm up. “Lowe, we’re not gaining fast enough. I need more speed.”

      “Sorry, sir, best we can do. One of the circuits is fried.”

      For a brief moment, David lost control and slammed his fist into the console while he grunted in anger. “What about shields?”

      “Momentarily, sir.”

      While the bridge team and the rest of them tried to repair the raider, the League ships opened fire with their plasma cannons. Balls of superheated plasma shot toward them, filling the blackness of space with streaks of red. Thankfully, they were just out of range, but every shot was a few hundred kilometers closer. The navigation computer suggested evasive courses to David’s console. He tried to remember how to fly a ship in combat—something he hadn’t done in fifteen years. There’s no way we’re getting out of this without taking a few of these guys out. That realization led him to inventory a Growler class boat’s munitions mentally. The neutron cannon on these things are just for show. Their real stopping power is the few Hunter missiles we’ve got. “TAO, please tell me our missile tubes are functional.”

      Ruth glanced over at him. “All twelve tubes locked and loaded, but the outer doors are closed, sir. We can’t launch, not even manually.”

      David spoke into his handcomm. “Lowe, where are my shields?”

      “One damn minute, General.”

      Without warning, the boat rocked violently. Ruth, strapped into her harness, held firmly in place. David, on the other hand, hadn’t bothered to engage his restraints—and paid the price. He cried out as his body went flying across the control room.

      “Sir, are you okay?” Ruth screamed, concern evident in her voice.

      “Uuuugh.” David picked himself up, fighting through a wave of pain. He first ensured that his arms and legs weren’t broken, then quickly got back to the navigation station.

      “We’ve got shields, sir,” Ruth announced.

      Finally, some good news. “Lowe,” he barked into the handcomm. “Get the missile tubes ready to fire. I don’t care what it takes, or if they still work once we launch the Hunters.” David ran the calculation for a course to avoid the two Cobra class destroyers trying to bear on them, and adjusted the boat’s heading to port. He spent the next few minutes flinging them from side to side, trying to avoid direct hits by the enemy's weapons suite. The League vessels played their deadly game of cat and mouse, trying to drive the Virginia into range of the Rand. I wonder if this is where we die. The thought went through him as the losing battle continued.

      “Conn, TAO. Power restored to tubes one through four!”

      Ruth’s announcement went through David like a lightning bolt. Four Hunters was enough to cause some damage. But what do I attack first? I could knock the Rand out, or two destroyers. He made up his mind quickly. “TAO, firing point procedures, tubes one and two, Master Four, tubes three and four, Master Six.”

      “Firing solutions set, sir.”

      “Make tubes one through four ready in all respects. Open outer doors.”

      “Tubes one through four ready in all respects. Outer doors are open, sir.”

      “Match bearings, shoot, tubes one through four!”

      On the tactical plot David had integrated into the navigation console, four blue dots raced out away from the Virginia. They broke off into pairs of two. For the thirty seconds it took the Hunters to close the distance, they bobbed and weaved while avoiding desperate League point defense fire before each missile went into their terminal homing mode. The linked A.I.s coordinated their assault, allowing one warhead to hit a couple of seconds before the other. The result was two destroyed Cobras and twin debris fields.

      “Conn, TAO. Master Four and Six neutralized, sir.”

      The control room rocked from another salvo of incoming enemy fire. David managed to strap himself into the navigation station’s harness, then checked the board. He glanced at Ruth. “TAO, I need to know the moment we’ve got power to any other tubes.” Taking out the two destroyers had helped, but they were still on the losing end of the Leaguer force. Not to mention whatever shorted out their systems before. “Scan the area where we lost power. Try to localize what hit us, because we’ve probably got to go through it again to get out of here.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.” Ruth remained bent over her console as if getting closer to the screen would make it work faster.

      The next five minutes were more of the same; violent maneuvering to avoid League plasma balls, coupled with a mental prayer every second David’s mind wasn’t occupied with trying to save their lives. Why did I agree to this again? Annoyed at the lack of an updated damage report, he brought the handcomm to his lips. “Lowe, what’s going on down there?”

      The sound of a high voltage electrical discharge came through the speaker. “We’re crisscrossing cables to get auxiliary power to the weapons. Stand by.” Kenneth yelped, the noise echoing through the control room. “Okay, you should be good on tubes five through twelve.”

      David made eye contact with Ruth, who nodded. Okay. The playbook just opened back up. The obvious strategy was to eliminate the Rand and two more escorts. But the most obvious solution isn’t always correct, no matter what Occam said. “TAO, I need your best guess on what caused the EMP. Now.”

      “I…I don’t know, sir. Either they have stealth sats out there with EMP generators, or maybe mines?”

      “But we adjusted our sensors on all ships to account for the stealth coating they outfitted mine with previously.”

      “It’s possible they improved the coating, sir.”

      “Options?” David stared at her.

      “We could detonate four to six Hunter missiles in a pattern around where we were disabled. That might damage the League tech enough for us to slip through. Of course, if it’s something like a field generator, it probably won’t help.”

      As David ran her suggestion through his head, he hated the finality of it. If he used up their precious offensive weapons, there’d be nothing to stop the League vessels trying to chase them down. If we don’t get out of here, it doesn’t matter how many Hunters are left in those tubes. Then it hit him. He wasn’t using the advantages a Growler class boat had going for it. With a quick motion, he brought the handcomm back up to his lips. “Lowe, are the decoy drones loaded?” God, please let them be there.

      “Yes, sir! We loaded them last Tuesday, did dry run tests too.”

      “Get power to them immediately,” David barked. “That’s your top priority as of now.”

      Ruth cranked her head around. “Sir? Am I missing something? Those drones would only fool our pursuers for a few minutes. I don’t see what they buy us.”

      “Watch.” David grinned fiercely. As the plan clicked together, he finally went from reacting to the League to proactively plotting their defeat. The moment the drones went green on the navigation board, he plotted a course for one. “TAO, direct lateral sensors to monitor heading zero-eight-seven, mark positive twenty.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      The button to launch one of the decoys gave a satisfying click as David depressed it. “Drone away.”

      A few seconds later, Ruth glanced over. “Oh, you’re going to fly one of them along our previous route. And see if whatever hit us will attack the drone so we can get a firing solution.” A grin came over her face. “Clever, sir.”

      “That is what they pay for me, Captain.” David couldn’t help but feel it was his responsibility to figure a way out of their predicament, since he’d gotten them into it in the first place.

      Silence reigned in the control room as the drone raced toward the invisible danger that awaited the Virginia as she hurtled through the void of space. Seconds seemed like an eternity, and each tick of the mission clock brought them closer to doom. The next two Cobras closed to within plasma cannon range, and while most shots missed, a few didn’t—taxing the Virginia’s weak shields.

      “Conn, TAO! Decoy disabled,” Ruth began. “I got a sensor echo on three, maybe four small objects.” She paused for a moment before looking at him. “They could be emitters for an EMP field, sir.”

      “Best guess to counter?”

      “Drop a fusion warhead on each one and hope it’s enough?” As she spoke, the control room rocked again. “Aspect change, Masters Three and Five. They’re almost within optimal weapons range, sir.”

      Only one chance to get this right. David silently prayed he was making the right choice. “TAO, firing point procedures. Tubes five through eight, target one each on the sensor echoes.”

      Concern came to Ruth’s face as she turned and faced him. “Sir, I can’t get a hard lock.”

      “I know.” He forced a smile. “I have faith in you, Ruth.”

      “Aye, sir.” A moment later, she continued. “Firing solutions set.”

      “TAO, firing point procedures, tubes nine and ten, Master Three, tubes eleven and twelve, Master Five. Make tubes five through twelve ready in all respects and open outer doors.”

      “Firing solutions set, tubes ready, outer doors open, sir.”

      “Match bearings, shoot, all tubes.”

      Ruth depressed a series of buttons on her console and stole a glance at David. “All units running hot, straight, and normal, sir.”

      As the groups of blue icons raced away from the Virginia, dread filled the pit of his stomach. David brought the handcomm up. “Lowe, you’ve got sixty seconds to get the Lawrence drive back online, or we’re probably not getting out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      Simultaneously, in the engine room of the Virginia, Kenneth glanced at Billings in alarm. “Shit.” He ripped the handcomm from his belt. “Understood, sir. We’re working on it.”

      “We need at least five minutes to uncouple the charge cables on the Lawrence drive and replace the fuses, boss,” Billings called out from his position behind a large panel where they’d pulled out the guts to the drive and its assorted fuses and safety relays.

      “Forget that,” Kenneth replied. He yanked the older man back. “Give me that big set of pliers.”

      “You are not doing what I think you’re doing.”

      Wordlessly, Kenneth snatched the tool out of Billings's hands. “Sorry, Master Chief. Stand back.” He grabbed the spent circuit board with the pliers and yanked it out of the socket. That’s the easy part. Without giving the Billings a chance to intervene, he quickly picked up the replacement and started to slide it back into the socket.

      “Boss, for crying out loud, if you twitch, it’ll fry your insides!”

      “Shut up,” Kenneth hissed as he focused entirely on keeping the device from touching the sides of the energized drive. Centimeter by centimeter, he moved it backward, toward the interlock that would grab the board and reconnect the Lawrence drive. There was a reason you never did what he was attempting, which demonstrated itself as a practical lesson when he accidentally shifted too far, and the contraption arced. Blue electricity, charged at ten thousand volts, shot through the panel and into his arms. Kenneth screamed at the top of his lungs and flew backward. Pain, unlike anything he’d ever felt, vibrated throughout his body, like thousands of nails hammered into him at once. And then, mercifully, he blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      David stared at the portion of the navigation console that displayed Lawrence drive charge and XYZ spatial coordinates for setting the ship’s destination. Something about the desperation of the situation again reminded him of the Artemis. He briefly recalled jumping the frigate out of danger after the bridge crew perished. Being unable to affect the outcome was something he could barely abide. It took every bit of self-restraint not to throw off his harness and rush back to the engine room.

      “Conn, TAO. Master Three destroyed, sir.”

      The announcement from Ruth was a welcome point, as it meant one less warship trying to destroy them, but they were out of missiles. David focused on the tactical plot as the other blue icons raced toward their targets. One by one, the warheads exploded on the coordinates pinpointed as satellites in the EMP grid. At least, that’s what Ruth thinks. Thankfully, she’s right far more often than not.

      “Conn, TAO, aspect change! Sensors just registered energy pulses all over the place,” Ruth said with a fierce grin. “We popped their EMP field generators, sir.”

      “Nice shooting, Ruth,” David replied as his fingers went to work, adjusting their heading toward what he hoped was a sustained break in the EMP field. He pressed Virginia’s speed up to the maximum it could do on one primary engine, even bleeding off life support power to get a few more kilometers-per-second out of the stealth raider.

      All the while, the Rand class cruiser and its remaining escorts closed the distance. Incoming plasma cannon fire smacked the Virginia’s shields as two more Cobras ranged on them. If there was any silver lining, it was that the enemy vessels weren’t in position to cut them off from escape.

      “Conn, TAO. Master One is less than thirty seconds from weapons range, sir.”

      “Shield status, Captain?”

      “All at maximum except the aft quadrant, which is down to thirty-one percent deflector energy.”

      David’s eyes went back to staring at the Lawrence drive charge indicator. He murmured a prayer and then tried willing the electronic display to change by the sheer force of his mind. It sat, displaying a red error message. As the Rand crept closer and closer, he found himself accepting that this was probably it. Once that cruiser gets a hard lock, this boat is toast. In the space of ten seconds, he second-guessed every choice he’d made the last hour. God, please don’t let me have gotten my friends killed for nothing. Then, at the last possible moment, the indicator turned green. He blinked, not sure of what he saw or if his mind was playing tricks on him. The destination was already locked in, so David reached out and pressed the button to engage the drive.

      The moment he did, the small raider began to shake. It shook like no ship David had ever been in before, except perhaps a combat shuttle that crashed due to enemy fire. The shaking seemed to go on for an eternity, but onward the Virginia raced toward the wormhole opening.

      “Conn, TAO. Aft shields have failed, sir!” Ruth’s voice was a shout above the din.

      Just as suddenly as started, the noise ceased, and the vessel resumed its regular movement pattern. David checked, then double-checked that they’d made the jump successfully. The stars are different—we made it. He turned and stared at Ruth. “TAO, please confirm absence of enemy vessels.” His voice was quiet.

      “Confirmed, sir. Sensors back online… we’re clear.”

      David leaned back in his seat and let out a deep breath. “Okay.” He closed his eyes. “If I ever suggest doing something like this again, you have advance permission to shoot me.”

      “I’ll take you up on that, sir.”
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      A few hours later, David sat in the infirmary of the Virginia, along with the rest of his impromptu crew. They were gathered around a bed that contained Kenneth Lowe, still recovering from his wounds. Sinclair and Alon stood, while Ruth, Taylor, and Billings sat near the medical apparatus.

      “According to these readings, I can safely revive him,” Sinclair announced in his ever posh British accent. “Any objections?”

      There were none.

      A few moments later, Kenneth opened his eyes and blinked a few times. “Uuuuuuh.” He moaned. “Hey. Where am I?”

      “Sickbay, boss,” Billings began. “You got zapped by ten thousand volts. I told you not to pull that damn board.”

      Sinclair shifted to the side. “You experienced high voltage shock, with no lasting damage. Congratulations. If we’re not all dropped on Lambert’s Lament, you might get into a medical textbook. Though with low amperage, it’s been known to happen.”

      “I feel surprisingly okay for someone who should be dead,” Lowe deadpanned.

      “Don’t joke about it,” Ruth replied. “Besides, you might wish you were dead after you hear what we found.”

      Lowe stared from person to person, then at Ruth. “That sounds, uh, ominous.”

      “The League has brought out its home defense fleet. That’s the only explanation for the number of ships present at Unity station,” David said after he cleared his throat. “They’ve been playing Fuentes for a fool. Big surprise there.”

      “How many ships are we talking?” Kenneth asked. “I mean, what’s a few hundred League ships, right?”

      Sinclair snickered. “Captain Goldberg’s scans were quite thorough. Lieutenant Alon and I reviewed and cross-checked them at length. The League has nearly two thousand warships at Unity station.”

      “That’s a joke, right? You guys are screwing with the guy who just woke up from a coma. That’s mean.” Kenneth laughed nervously. “I’ve been out a couple of days or something, we got away, and you’re razzing me.” His voice trailed off as no one spoke.

      David let out a sigh. How I wish that were true. “We’re trying to decide what to do about it. Since you’re responsible for us being alive, I decided your input was valuable.” He offered a small smile. “Also, everyone here volunteered, so I don’t have the right to order you to take actions that could put us all in jail.”

      “General,” Sinclair began, his voice soft. “It's almost a foregone conclusion that CBI and CIS know we stole this ship. I think from here on out, our own fate is forfeit.”

      How did we get here? David kept coming back to the question over and over. A year ago, they were well on the way to defeating the League once and for all. How did it get so screwed up? He made eye contact with Sinclair. “When the time comes, I’ll tell them it was my idea, and I forced all of you to aid me.”

      “Sir,” Ruth interjected. “I get it. You want to protect us, and I respect that. But I decided to join the op because I know the League, Seville, and all the rest of them are full of shit. I’m happy to stand with the rest of you and take my punishment.”

      Taylor pursed his lips together and nodded. “That goes for me too.”

      “Me too,” Billings announced.

      “I stand with Colonel Sinclair,” Alon stated quietly.

      “Don’t forget me; I gave you the Hunter missiles,” Kenneth said with a smile.

      For a moment, David sat there quietly with a blank expression on his face. A feeling of doubt and disdain for himself he hadn’t felt in months roared to the surface. I don’t deserve their loyalty. Even as it did, another voice in him spoke. You don’t have the time or the right to feel sorry for yourself. Focus on the mission and honor their loyalty by ensuring success. He set his jaw. “Okay. We’re all in, then.” David glanced at Ruth. “In that case, you’ll remember my rules against swearing.”

      “No uniform, no rules, sir.” Ruth tried to keep a straight face and failed.

      David let the remark pass. The truth was, he was in no mood to joke. “The way I see it, we’ve got two options. We can take this to the press and let the chips fall where they may, or we could try the government.”

      “Rhodes will have us shot,” Taylor said, his tone dark. “We can’t go to the government, sir.”

      “Not even Rhodes can suspend the Terran Coalition’s constitution. I could turn myself in, and as a condition for doing so, make them review the intel seriously.”

      “Ah, General, forgive me,” Sinclair interjected as he adjusted his stance. “I think you may be missing an option.”

      “Do enlighten me.”

      Sinclair flashed a grin. “The most popular politician in the Coalition today is Justin Spencer. Amazing what six months does for someone’s reputation. Why don’t we give this to him? He has the credibility to do something about it. You all know how his polls numbers are through the roof. Perhaps he could even get pardons for us.”

      The suggestion was like a lightning bolt hitting the room. The team exchanged glances at each other, and David found himself nodding along. From a practical perspective, it made sense. The former president would have the ability to gain traction where a group of fugitives would not. “How do you suggest we pull that off? This ship is flagged, and we’ll have a squadron of Coalition Defense Force vessels on us the moment we show up on any planet’s sensors.”

      “I’m not interested in fighting our own,” Ruth said. She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Not that we have anything left to fight with.”

      David glanced at her. “I’ll never shoot at a fellow soldier doing their duty. Period.”

      “Discretion is the better part of valor, I think, folks.”

      All eyes turned toward Kenneth.

      “We need to ditch our current ship and take something less conspicuous into Coalition space. Spencer lives on New Washington, right?”

      “Quite right, old chap.” Sinclair stroked his chin. “I’ve got a few assets left. I’ll see about getting one of—”

      “No.” David’s voice was forceful. “Anyone you ran is compromised and being watched. We need a third party.”

      “Captain Henry,” Kenneth interjected.

      “Somehow I doubt James Henry wants anything to do with the CDF or us,” David replied quietly. “I know he’s a friend, Kenneth, and I respect the man, but the last time I saw him…” He shook his head. “I know what being broken looks like, because I’ve been there.”

      Kenneth cocked his head toward David. “With respect, it wouldn’t hurt to ask, sir.”

      “No, it wouldn’t.” Sinclair held up a hand. “And if he’s not willing to, he might put us onto another trader who would. No questions asked, especially if we can pay in credit chips as opposed to bank transfers.”

      This is a long shot. Then again, we’re out of options. “Okay. Who wants to make the call?” David asked.

      “I’ll do it, sir,” Kenneth said. “We go way back.”

      “Alright, then. We’ve got another week until we get back to Terran Coalition space, so go get some rack time. I’ll see everyone at 0730 for repair assignments tomorrow morning.” David stood and started to walk toward the door to the cramped medical bay as the rest got up as well.

      Kenneth cleared his throat. “General, could I speak with you a moment, privately?”

      “Of course.”

      Everyone else cleared out, leaving the two men alone. David stared down at the bed. “What can I do for you?”

      “If it comes down to it, I need you to back me up that Billings was here under duress. He’s only here to make sure I didn’t get myself killed.” Kenneth’s voice trailed off, and he gestured in the air. “Probably the only reason I’m still here. Please, it's important. He’s a good man and a single father. His kids need him.”

      One thing David understood was the need of a leader to safeguard those he commanded. He squeezed Kenneth’s shoulder. “No problem. I’ll make sure that’s the party line.” Again, he turned to go but stopped. “Trying to change a circuit board in a live Lawrence drive controller takes some balls. Thanks for saving our hides.”

      “All part of the service.” Kenneth cracked a grin. “I think I’m getting too old for this crap.”

      “You and me both.”

      “Think Spencer can scare the Terran Coalition into doing something about the League, sir?”

      David snorted. “Who knows. I don’t recognize the country I’ve spent my entire adult life defending. I guess we’ll find out.” He made eye contact with Kenneth. “But, you know what? Even if they don’t, we can hold our heads up high because we did everything that could be done.”

      “Cold comfort if the League invades our homes.”

      The quiet observation was one David couldn’t escape and didn’t want to ponder. “Indeed, Mister Lowe. Get some rest. You’ll need it, because I want all hands on deck tomorrow at oh dark thirty.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll be there.”

      As he took a step forward, David decided to do one more thing. “Kenneth,” he began to get the other man’s attention. Then he brought his hand to his brow. “Bravo Zulu.” The words were from the signal flags that used to mean “Well done.”

      Kenneth slowly brought his right arm up and returned the salute. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Now, go to sleep.” Without another word, David strode out of the medical bay. Unlike the Lion of Judah, where walking between the bridge and his stateroom in officer country would take fifteen minutes, the Growler class stealth raiders were tiny. It barely took him a minute to reach one of two individual cabins on the boat, marked with “Commanding Officer” on the hatch. He closed the door behind him and pulled on the chair that folded out from the wall. With a thud, David collapsed into it. None of us should be alive.

      He removed his black-brimmed hat and reached for his tablet, pulling up the Torah as he did. What sort of hypocrite am I to wear the garb of a rabbi while killing God’s creations? David flipped through the electronic pages, settling on one of the Psalms of lamentation. He opened up his space bag and removed his yarmulke and tallit gadol, before putting them on his head and around the shoulders respectively. He stood and started rocking as he prayed. “In You, Lord my God, I put my trust. I trust in You; do not let me be put to shame, nor let my enemies triumph over me. May integrity and uprightness protect me, because my hope, Lord, is in You.” Over the next few minutes, he completed the evening prayers and recited the Shema. Finally, David stripped off his clothing and collapsed into the bunk, searching for rest. It did not come.
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      It had taken a couple of days of Kenneth working his magic to track down James Henry. David hadn’t been surprised when the independent captain declined to pick them up. He was shocked, however, when Henry promised a friend would pick them up and get them to New Washington—free of charge. And when David had insisted on payment, Henry told him to donate it to the Little Sisters of Divine Recompense in his name. Perhaps with his exoneration, the captain has dealt with some of his distaste for the Terran Coalition.

      “Did Henry say who we were meeting?” Sinclair asked as he adjusted a hidden holster under his jacket.

      “No.” David flashed something approaching a smile. “Same answer as ten minutes ago.”

      The spy kept quiet.

      They were both in the back of the Virginia’s lone shuttle. Alon was in the cockpit, flying them toward a rendezvous with an independent freighter. Proper intelligence authentication codes were exchanged before the craft launched. David grinned to himself. Probably a CIS ship running off the books. Little more was said until the docking collar latched on to the vessel with a loud thud.

      The side airlock opened, and a woman strode in. She had brown hair, paired with bronze skin, and flashed a smile. “Miri Gaon, commanding the Venture Star, at your service, gentlemen.” Her eyes flickered to David, then to Sinclair. “Colonel… at the risk of making a joke, since when does intelligence have a rabbi on the payroll?”

      “You two know each other?” David asked in surprise.

      “Ms. Gaon was one of our top operatives,” Sinclair replied. He extended his hand out to her and shook hers warmly. “It has been too long. It appears life as an independent spacer suits you.”

      “HaShem guided me to where I was needed.” She offered a simple smile in return as her eyes focused on David. “I recognize you from somewhere, but I can’t place it.”

      “Brigadier General David Cohen, retired.”

      “Ah.” Gaon broke into a grin. “Welcome, then. I understand you both need a trip to New Washington, no muss, no fuss… and absolutely no paperwork?”

      Sinclair chuckled and picked up a small piece of luggage. “Not unless you want to spend the rest of your life on Lambert’s Lament. By now, Jezebel Rhodes,” he made a dirty face as he said the name, “has every law enforcement agency in the Terran Coalition looking for us.”

      Gaon held up a hand. “Anyone who’s an enemy of Rhodes is a friend of mine. This way, gentlemen. We’ll get you settled in and fire up the Lawrence drive.”

      “Thank you,” David replied. He followed her into the airlock and resolved to stay in whatever quarters he was assigned until they made it to New Washington. The whiplash of going from religious studies and back to active combat affected him more than he cared to admit. I need time to think and pray. For the next twenty-four hours, he did just that.
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      As David stepped off the Venture Star with Sinclair in tow, he felt anxiety run through him. It wasn’t a normal emotion to feel when walking through the spaceport of a safe core world in the Terran Coalition. I’m not usually a fugitive from justice either. In the back of his mind, he pondered what the repercussions would be to his relationship with Angie, but they were pushed down to focus on the task at hand. He glanced at Sinclair. “Are you sure these jammers will work? There’s facial recognition tech everywhere… even the stupid ad displays have it.”

      The ever chipper spy grinned. “While I can guarantee nothing except the sun will set this evening, I’m pretty confident in the technology. It's saved my life countless times on official missions. Now, stay calm, focused, and let’s find a helicar.”

      Much as Sinclair predicted, there were no incidents as they made their way through the busy terminal and out to the stand of dozens of helicars waiting to take their passengers to points across New Washington. David climbed into the first one in line, quickly followed by Sinclair, and the automated machine lifted off into the sky. Little was said as it skimmed over the busy city, past the high-rise office buildings, and out into the rural areas a hundred kilometers out. The helicar deposited them just outside the security fence, along an access road that led to President Spencer’s compound. I pray to God he’s here. David reached out and pressed a button on the gate control that he assumed was an intercom.

      “Yes?” A voice emanated from a hidden speaker.

      “General David Cohen and Colonel Robert Sinclair to see President Spencer.” He said it like they were out for a stroll, without a care in the world.

      The gate swung open. “Come in.”

      David glanced at Sinclair. “After you, good sir.”

      “Quite right, old chap.” The other man strode through the open decorative gate and down an earthen lane, lined with trees on either side.

      The air was crisp and fresh, with no trace of industrial smells. It reminded David of untouched and pristine border planets he’d visited over his career. As they walked toward a mansion in the distance, he girded himself mentally for what was to come. It was a moment of truth that would probably result in him spending the rest of his life in prison. Maybe I’ll get a cell next to Erhart. Why didn’t I just stay home and enjoy my peaceful life?

      A group of four men and two women in black suits stood outside of the large main house in the wraparound circular driveway. One held up his hand. “Halt. Show us your hands. Now.” The tone was direct, and it brooked no resistance.

      Both David and Sinclair held up their hands. One of the women stepped forward and patted them down. She glanced back at the leader. “They’re clean, sir.”

      “Follow us,” the man announced as he turned on his heel.

      The group of six melted into a circle around David and Sinclair. They walked through the front door, winding their way through the magnificent home. David found himself marveling at the artwork that hung from the walls, especially the works he recognized as being from Earth. I guess being a former president has its privileges. It took a few minutes to reach their destination: a large sunroom along the back of the mansion, with wide bay windows overlooking the grassy hillsides.

      Spencer was standing by an easel, paintbrush in hand. He glanced at the group. “Ah. I see my guests have arrived. That’ll be all, Bill.”

      “But, Mr. President—”

      “Bill,” Spencer replied as he held up his hand. “These two men have veins that flow with their love of the Terran Coalition. They’d no sooner hurt me than Chairman Pallis would go on holovision and announce he’s converted to Christianity.” He chuckled. “What we need to discuss I’m certain is on a strictly on a need-to-know basis. Now, excuse us.”

      “Yes, sir,” the leader of the guards ground out. With a wave of his hand, he dismissed the rest of them. They exited through the door by which everyone had arrived.

      As soon as the door closed, Spencer set his paint board down on a table and took a few steps toward David and Sinclair. He extended his arm. “Gentlemen, regardless of the circumstance, I’m glad you’re in one piece, and it’s good to see you.”

      David took the outstretched hand and shook it firmly. “Thank you, sir. I apologize for showing up like this. I’m sure it was a shock, and I don’t want to get you in any trouble, with Rhodes saying she wants a truth commission to expose your war crimes, after all.”

      “If I were less of a gentleman, I might suggest Vice President Rhodes do something anatomically impossible,” Spencer replied as his cheeks reddened. “Suffice it to say, I could care less what she wants to do. Now I’m going to assume there’s a legitimate reason why you two stole billions of credits worth of CDF property and nearly started a war. It’s all over the holonews channels… the CSV Virginia fired on and destroyed multiple League cargo ships.”

      “Oh, the bullocks,” Sinclair started, then laughed. “Bloody Leaguers.”

      “Long story short, the League has almost two thousand warships at Unity.” David stared into Spencer’s eyes. “I have the scans from the Virginia’s sensor arrays to prove it beyond a shadow of a doubt. As for the League ships we blew up, we got a few Cobra class destroyers before we jumped out. Just so we’re clear, they fired first.”

      Spencer shook his head for a moment. “I knew they were up to something. I don’t suppose you brought proof?”

      With a grin, David pulled out a small data chip from his pants. “I figured you’d want to see it.”

      Spencer gestured toward the interior of the house and started walking. They followed, and for the next hour, walked the former president through the sensor log data, sequence of events at Unity, and the technical specifications of the EMP field—what little Ruth had been able to glean from her sensor sweeps. At the end, his eyes flickered between David and Sinclair. “You’ve sold me, gentlemen. What I can’t figure out is why this wasn’t a sanctioned operation.”

      “Because our government shut down my repeated attempts to run it on the books, sir,” Sinclair replied. “I even got an audience with the gov himself. Told me to mind my own business. Bullocks, sir. I knew they were up to something.” He crossed his arms in front of him. “Cohen thinks you can put this info in the hands of the right people. Make the Terran Coalition take notice.”

      “Yes,” Spencer began, then bit down on his lip. “We could take it to the media… but more infighting isn’t what we need.” He glanced up at the ceiling. “This is huge. It's going to shake us to the core of our collective being. Better to rip the bandage off.” His eyes settled on David, and he grinned. “How do you feel about making a visit to Congress?”

      “Uh, politics isn’t my thing, sir.”

      “The president pro tem of the Coalition Senate, Nejla Sadik, is a very dear friend. I’ll have her put us before a joint session of Congress, and I’ll let word leak to Fuentes what I’m up to.”

      “Why?” David’s eyes nearly popped out of his skull. Why would we want that weak fool in the same building?

      “Because Fuentes is the President. It’ll be his call on what to do, and if he loses congressional support—trust me, we’ll all see it in their faces—he might just do the right thing.”

      “If that’s what you think is best, sir, I’m happy to go along.”

      Spencer nodded thoughtfully and looked back into the house. “I’ve got a secure communication system… one of the perks of being the former president. You two wait in the atrium, and I’ll make a couple of calls.”

      “Yes, sir,” David replied. “Thank you, sir.” As he and Sinclair walked away, he couldn’t help but wonder what would happen next. Dread ran through him that the only outcome was a return to open warfare. Or a prison cell for me. It came down to knowing they should’ve finished the job when the boot of the CDF’s and RSN’s combined fleet was on the League’s throat. Who are you kidding, David? One doesn’t park thousands of warships at a forward staging area as a show of force… that’s an invasion fleet.
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        * * *

      

      Justin Spencer wasn’t a man easily given to fear. As he sat down at his desk and activated the secure communication uplink afforded him, he found himself terrified for the continued existence of the Terran Coalition, despite his calm exterior. Two thousand ships… without our allies, the League could romp all the way to Canaan and probably take her. The thought was enough to make his blood run cold, and at the same time, boil with rage. I can’t give in to the impulse to lay the blame solely at Fuentes' feet and go after him politically. It wasn’t lost on him that the League’s disinformation masters probably hoped that would happen. With the Terran Coalition even more divided than they already were, defeat would be inevitable. Spencer resolved to rise to the occasion and deal with the politics afterward. He pressed the button to connect the call he’d lined up.

      The screen brightened, and an image of a middle-aged woman appeared. Her dark complexion contrasted against the pink Tṻrban pinned neatly under her black dress. “Justin! This is an unexpected surprise.”

      He flashed a smile. “Nejla, I apologize for showing up out the blue.”

      “You never vidlink, you never write.” She made a tisk-tisk-tisk sound. “One might think once you didn’t need us anymore politically…”

      “No.” Spencer frowned. “Nothing like that. You know my position. There’s one President at a time, and it would be improper for me to involve myself in matters of state.”

      Sadik made a face. “Near communism, politically-driven investigations, and pogroms are prohibited by the constitution. I don’t see that slowing our esteemed Vice President down.”

      “As much as I detest Rhodes, this isn’t about her.” Spencer paused. “Can you go secure for me?”

      “Yes. One moment.” There was a rustling in the background, and Sadik briefly disappeared from the screen. “I had to plug in my encryption unit. I’m on ultra-violet sequence eight.”

      Spencer tapped at a similar device he’d plugged into his tablet. “Okay, we’re good.” Over the next few minutes, he brought her up to speed on what Cohen and Sinclair had shown him. Included was a visual demonstration of the sensor logs. When he’d finished, he stared into the camera on his tablet. “It goes without saying—”

      “—we’re screwed,” Sadik said as she smirked. “By Allah, I wish I’d never run for the Senate and won.”

      “Yeah, I felt that way on more than one day in the Oval Office.” Spencer pursed his lips together. “I need your help to get this in front of Congress. We must force Fuentes' hand… if not, the future of the Terran Coalition is in doubt.”

      “Justin, I owe you my political life. So, you’ve got a marker to call in with me. We both know that. I’d be remiss if I didn’t tell you something like this would get caught up in committee, debated to death, and turned into a political football no one will want to touch.” She frowned. “Sometimes, I hate politics.”

      “I was giving that some thought. We need to shock everyone. Senate and Assembly… the media. Our citizens. The entire dang Terran Coalition. The only way I can think of to do that is a joint session where I present the evidence in its entirety.” He paused with the feeling that the fate of the nation rested on her answer.

      There was silence for more than a few seconds as Sadik stared at him intently through the vidlink connection. She stroked her chin and shook her head. “The first thought to come into my mind when you said that was how could I do what you asked and save my career.” Her voice took on a somber tone. “There was a time when I wasn’t so mercenary.”

      Her words tugged at Spencer’s heartstrings. That time wasn’t so long ago. He could easily remember when members of all parties knew that despite their differences, they were all Terrans. We might have different ideas on how to get there, but all of us want the same thing—a prosperous and free Terran Coalition. The knowledge he’d been part of the problem was never far from his memory. It drove the retreat into painting and away from the limelight. Perhaps I can still set it right. “The past is the past, Nejla. Will you help me change the future?”

      She smiled. “Why not? At least if I’m going to blow up everything I’ve worked for all my life, it’ll be for something worthwhile, and not a few billion credits extra on a farming supplement bill.” Sadik set her jaw. “There’s a parliamentary maneuver I can use to call for a joint session that doesn’t require the Assembly’s consent. It helps that the Senate’s parliamentarian is an old friend of mine. I put her in the spot for a reason.”

      Spencer laughed. “I see you're still as wily as ever.”

      “And many other things.” Sadik grinned. “Leak it to the press or no?”

      “I’ll handle the rest. Keep the lid on everything from your end until I get there. Oh, and I’ll need passes for a few people from the capital police force. No questions, no names, just handwave them through.”

      “Done.”

      “Thanks, old friend. Godspeed.”

      “Walk with Allah. Ila-liqaa’.”

      Until we meet again, indeed. The vidlink blinked off, and the screen turned black with what seemed a measure of finality to Spencer. Before this day’s end, our fate will be sealed. He went to stand and paused. Like a bolt of lightning, it hit him that he’d yet to ask God’s help. Instead of getting up, he bowed his head and began to pray.
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        * * *

      

      One positive about being the former head of state was travel restrictions didn’t apply to Justin Spencer, nor those with him. A silver lining, I suppose. The trip had taken a grueling sixteen hours of back-to-back Lawrence drive jumps, culminating with a final wormhole into Canaan, followed by as stealthy a landing as possible in Lawrence City. Every reasonable precaution, including signal jammers, blackout helicars, and multiple convoys of vehicles, was used to throw off pursuit. Even if Fuentes and Rhodes knew who was with me, they wouldn’t be able to stop us.

      The helicar he was in—more of a stretch limousine with anti-grav generators—came to a halt deep within the bowels of the underground parking structure beneath the capitol and legislative complex. The doors sprang open, and Spencer climbed out, his ever-present protective service detail swarming around him. David and Sinclair were already out of their respective vehicles. He walked over to them. “Smooth ride, gentlemen?”

      “That’s the fastest I’ve gotten anywhere in Lawrence City before,” David replied with a crooked grin. “I can see the appeal of the motorcade.”

      “Path to the Assembly chamber is clear, Mister President,” the lead agent in the detail announced. “We need to move now.”

      “Shall we, chaps?” Sinclair asked.

      “Let’s roll,” Spencer said as he started walking with the detail. Little was said as the party made its way through the customarily packed hallways, now devoid of other people thanks to security protocols instituted when a current or former head of state was moving through the building. They rounded a corner to find a phalanx of capital complex police officers standing with their weapons drawn.

      “Halt!” one of the officers shouted.

      It happened so fast, Spencer barely saw the agent next to him draw his weapon. The man’s hand darted into his suit jacket and came out with a personal defense weapon—in this case, a fully automatic sub-machine gun of bullpup design. “Drop your weapons, or we’ll open fire!” the lead agent stated in a loud, clear voice.

      “You’re harboring fugitives! General Cohen is wanted on charges of treason, as is Colonel Sinclair. They might have fake IDs, but I’d recognize those faces anywhere,” the police officer who appeared to be the other’s spokesman replied. “I don’t care who you are. I won’t allow traitors to sully these sacred halls.”

      “I’m not a traitor; Fuentes and Rhodes are!” David thundered in reply.

      Spencer glanced at him. “General, I’ll handle this.” He turned his eyes back to the officer. “I understand what you’ve been told and what the media is saying. It doesn’t make it true, however. General Cohen is a war hero who led the Terran Coalition to victory after victory. Do you genuinely think he’d turn traitor after spending twenty years bleeding for his country?”

      “That doesn’t matter, sir. Orders are orders. He’s not passing, and I’m placing you all under arrest until the CBI can get here and sort this mess out.”

      God, if it is Your will, help me. Spencer put both hands in the air and strode forward with confidence. “Unacceptable. These men and I are walking into the chamber. Otherwise, you’re going to have to shoot us.”

      The officers on the other end glanced at one another. The one in charge dug in his heels and gripped the pistol he aimed ever tighter. “Stop, or I’ll shoot!” His finger inched towards the trigger.

      “We can’t shoot a former president!” someone behind him said, the voice barely audible.

      “You’ll shoot anyone I tell you to shoot,” the officer angrily replied.

      Spencer kept walking. He noted out of the corner of his eyes that his security detail, David and Sinclair, did the same. “A man’s life is a series of choices. I’m making one right now to uphold the oath I took… to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the Terran Coalition.”  He was so close, the opposing officer’s pistols were at arm's length. “Now, either shoot me or get the hell out of my way.”

      The other man snarled and finally twisted away, lowering the weapon. He stalked off without a word, leaving the rest of the capital police detail behind. They all holstered their pistols and moved out of the way.

      “Thank you, gentlemen.” Spencer turned to David. “Now we wait until we’re called.”
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        * * *

      

      Simultaneously, on the other side of the capitol complex, Edwardo Fuentes strode through the front door in tandem with Jessica Rhodes. Flanked by numerous members of the presidential special protection detail, they walked swiftly through the corridors leading to the assembly chambers. Fuentes found himself troubled. He was notified only an hour before that the Coalition Senate had invoked a rarely used maneuver to not only allow a speaker before a joint session of Congress, but also compelled both him and Rhodes to appear in person. I wonder what they’ve got planned.

      “This is disgusting,” Rhodes hissed. “Ordering us to appear? Who does she think she is?”

      “The majority leader of the Senate,” Fuentes replied dryly. “A more interesting question is what’s the game?”

      As they moved toward the sizeable Assembly chamber, which housed thousands of representatives from both houses of Congress, Rhodes seethed. Her face was blood red, and every few seconds, she muttered something else under her breath. “We should refuse to comply.”

      Over the last six months, he’d grown increasingly tired of Rhodes’ almost childlike antics. He’d allowed her leeway, even when it became apparent she was hurting the CDF’s morale and war preparedness, but Fuentes assumed peace would last for a few decades, at least. Better to keep my governing coalition together and find a new running mate in three years. At last, they approached the massive doors that led to the chamber.

      “Mister President, everything is swept and ready. You know the drill.”

      Fuentes smiled. “I do, Oliver. After you.”

      The door swung open, and the Assembly's Master-at-Arms shouted, “Madame Speaker, the President of the Terran Coalition!”

      The crowd of legislators sprang to its feet in a thundering roar of applause. Rhodes’ face, which previously held a cross between a snarl and a frown, melted into a one-hundred-kilowatt smile. She made a show of shaking hands, but only with lawmakers from the Peace Union. It took a few minutes, but eventually, she arrived at the dais behind the main chamber and climbed the stairs to her traditional spot.

      Right behind her, Fuentes made his way to a chair set off to the right of Rhodes. Typically, he’d be the one delivering the address, so the protocol unit adjusted with this new seat. He chuckled to himself as he sat down.

      “Madam Speaker, the former President of the Terran Coalition, Justin Spencer!” the Master-at-Arms’ voice carried across the assembly.

      Fuentes watched as Spencer walked where he had just trod; down the aisle, shaking hands with members of both parties, as enthusiastic clapping, coupled with a few boos and jeers, continued in the background. Though an opponent, he had respect for the rival politician. At least I think I could have a beer with him without coming to blows.

      Eventually, the former president took his place at the speaker's podium. “President Fuentes, Vice President Rhodes, Speaker Okeke, members of the Terran Coalition Assembly and Senate, fellow citizens… thank you for agreeing to hear me today.” Spencer gazed out at the audience, his eyes sweeping back and forth. “I want to start with an apology. The supposed reason for my address today was to discuss the political violence gripping our nation. While that’s an important topic, it’s not why I’m here.”

      What’s going on here? Fuentes stared, riveted by how his old rival had started out the speech.

      “We face an existential crisis as a country. The League of Sol has violated its peace treaty with us—”

      Loud shouts and boos interrupted him.

      Spencer held up his hands. “I’ve always treated the opposition and those who disagree with me respectfully. Please return the same. I came here only to speak the truth.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “Direct your attention to the central holoprojector. These images were captured by a stealth raider attached to the Coalition Intelligence Service.”

      The projector at the base of the podium sprang to life with pictures of Unity Station flanked by hundreds of League warships. It shifted several times, from different angles, showing the entirety of the station surrounded. A hush came over those who had moments before jeered.

      “Sensor records identify at least fifty Alexander class battleships and their supporting battlegroups at Unity Station.” Spencer paused again, seeming to allow his words to sink in. “There is only one reason you gather that many combat vessels in any one place—to wage war on the Terran Coalition.”

      Angry shouts broke out again, only now they were between lawmakers. Fuentes noticed that some moderate members of the Peace Union had wildly uncomfortable expressions on their faces, and a few were arguing with their more strident brethren. I can’t believe Spencer would fabricate this. No, it’s not possible. The League has played me for a fool. Even as that realization hit him, the next question was—what now?

      “Someone once said that extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.” Spencer turned back toward Fuentes. “With that in mind, I asked the Director of Coalition Intelligence, who, last time I checked, is a card-carrying member of the Peace Union, to review these scans and logs. His conclusion is they are genuine. President Fuentes, the Terran Coalition is at grave risk. You must act decisively and meet this threat head-on.”

      As the gallery and most of the lawmakers erupted into applause, Rhodes’ face twisted into a vicious snarl. She leaned in and whispered into Fuente’s ear, “This is outrageous! It’s a fake! Propaganda! Lies! This is precisely what we needed, Edwardo. Let me have him arrested right now, along with the rest of the center-right legislators.” Spittle from her mouth sprayed on the side of his ear. “We can finally put an end to these warmongers and reform our country.”

      Fuentes stared at her in shock as the words registered in his mind. He replayed them several times to make sure he’d heard them correctly. Why are you surprised? one side of his brain asked as he pondered what to do. He’d watched for months as Rhodes became increasingly shrill, branding anyone who disagreed with her as a traitor. If that weren’t enough, she’d also led a political purge of CDF flag officers, the likes of which had never been seen before. I was a fool to think I could control her or her ideology. The ramifications of it all were now in full view. I can keep trying to ride the fence, perhaps stave off a war, and keep our political party intact… or lead us to mass defeat.

      It was as if Spencer could read his mind. “The question is, what are you going to do, Mr. President?” he asked, still staring back at Fuentes from the podium.

      He stared at Spencer, his mind locked in a battle between what was expedient and what was right. Every once in a while, Fuentes believed, a human experienced absolute clarity of thought. Right now, he thought he was having such a moment. What Rhodes was, what she represented, and the threat it posed to the Terran Coalition looked at him directly in the face. I have an ace card up my sleeve. Months prior, a CBI investigation had found Rhodes directly responsible for inciting riots and organizing violence against political opponents. He’d sat on it, preferring to smooth things out until the next election. That’s no longer an option.
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        * * *

      

      Seconds ticked by, and Spencer found himself questioning his strategy. He’d assumed when confronted with the evidence, Fuentes would fold or loudly denounce it. Staring at him with a stupefied expression wasn’t one of the outcomes he’d posited. And then it happened.

      Leaning back in toward Rhodes, Fuentes whispered something unintelligible to her.

      Her expression morphed to one of pure, blinding rage as her cheeks turned red and started twitching. “You wouldn’t dare!” she hissed loudly enough to be heard around the podium area.

      “Don’t doubt I will,” Fuentes replied, his voice growing in volume.

      The two stared at each other for what seemed like an eternity. Then Rhodes stood and shouted, “I am resigning effective immediately from the Vice Presidency of the Terran Coalition. You murderers can do whatever you want!” She turned on her heel and marched off, headed for the exit.

      Spencer’s eyes nearly popped out of his skull as they opened wide.  What just happened? Around him, the rest of the lawmakers went silent, as did the murmurings from the gallery.

      Before he could speak, Fuentes stepped forward. “I realize this is wildly out of parliamentary rules, but may I approach?”

      “Of course.” Spencer took a step back, eager to hear what he had to say.

      “I don’t agree with Justin Spencer or the Liberal party on much,” Fuentes began, and pulled the microphone down to his level, as he was a few centimeters shorter. “But I’ve never doubted his patriotism. Nor do I doubt a word of what he’s just told us. Madam Speaker, I ask for approval to bring a motion to the floor for an emergency vote.”

      Of course. He wants a unity government. Ditch Rhodes and have me join it. Spencer realized the move and approved. As Vice President, there was a lot he could do to restore faith in the CDF and try to stem the damage to the officer corps.

      “Given these extraordinary circumstances, I’ll allow it, President Fuentes,” Speaker Okeke announced from her seat. “Proceed.”

      “I hereby nominate Justin Spencer for the position of Vice President of the Terran Coalition and ask for confirmation by a voice vote. All those in favor, say aye.”

      Shouts of “Aye!” filled the chamber.

      “All those opposed, say nay.”

      There were a few scattered calls of “Nay!” mostly belonging to diehard Rhodes supporters.

      “The ayes have it. Do you accept, Mr. Spencer?”

      “Of course. I’m glad to rejoin our government to present a unified front against the League of Sol.” Spencer extended his hand. “Thank you.”

      Thunderous applause broke out from lawmakers, members of the public, and staffers throughout the gallery and assembly chamber proper.

      “And now, I must offer my resignation as the President of the Terran Coalition.” Shocked silence greeted Fuentes' statement. “Justin Spencer is a tested wartime president. He’s what we need in this dire hour.” He pursed his lips together and whispered under his breath, “I’m sorry to spring it on you like this.”

      Spencer reached out and squeezed Fuentes’ shoulder. “I’ll accept only if you agree to be my vice president,” he said into the mic. “The Terran Coalition must stand united.”

      After a couple of seconds, Fuentes nodded once. “I will. Would the Chief Justice approach the podium to deliver the oath of office?”

      The white-haired Chief Justice of the Terran Coalition’s Supreme Court, Takis Stavros, slowly made his way up the stairs on the podium. At nearly one hundred and twenty years of age, he was approaching mandatory retirement. Once at the top, he reached inside of a wooden drawer and withdrew the Assembly chambers’ official Bible, which sat next to a copy of the Torah and Koran. “Are you ready to receive the oath, Mr. Spencer?”

      “I am, your Honor.”

      Stavros held out the Bible, and Spencer rested his right hand on top of it. “Do you, Justin Spencer, solemnly swear that you will faithfully execute the Office of the President of the Terran Coalition, and will, to the best of your ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the Terran Coalition?”

      Tears formed in Spencer's eyes as he stared at the Bible. “I do.” He removed his hand, leaned down, and kissed the top of the leather-bound holy book. “So help me, God.”

      “Let the record reflect that Justin Spencer is now the President of the Terran Coalition,” Stavros announced as he shook both men’s hands and shuffled off down the steps.

      “Edwardo, come here,” Spencer whispered, and put his arm around the other man, guiding him to the podium. “My first act will be to declare a state of emergency within our nation. Effective immediately, all military personnel are recalled, leave is canceled, and if you can walk, you can fight. Until we ascertain what the League is doing, the Terran Coalition is running to a war footing.” His eyes swept the gallery, finding it full of uncertain faces. “Together, we will face this threat. We will defend our homes, no matter the cost. Let there be no mistake; citizens of all faiths, political parties, and ideologies stand together.” I suppose I can fake it till we make it, as they say.

      Fuente’s leaned into the microphone. “I wholeheartedly support President Spencer’s actions, and call on all members of the Peace Union to support the government in any way possible.”

      “Rather than take more time here delivering a speech, I’m going to proceed with all haste to the White House and meet with the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Vice President Fuentes, and our cabinet. ” Spencer glanced in David’s direction as a wave of applause broke out. To his ears, it seemed more polite than anything. “One last thing. Brigadier General David Cohen, Colonel Robert Sinclair, and everyone else that participated in bringing this intelligence to our attention are hereby pardoned and returned to active duty.” He looked around the chamber once more. “May God continue to bless and defend the Terran Coalition, and may God bless you all.”
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      Walking alongside Spencer and Fuentes through the handcrafted wooden doors to the White House made David feel out of place. He couldn’t quite put a finger on it; perhaps it was his religious dress or full-on beard, or maybe he wasn’t ready to be a soldier again. But the President had asked him to join them, and one didn’t refuse that sort of invitation. As soon as they’d cleared the main foyer, an aide in a sharp business suit trotted up.

      “Sirs, they’re ready for us in the situation room.”

      “After you,” Fuentes said as he gestured to the left.

      David sensed a bit of tension or uneasiness between the two politicians. Makes sense; a week ago, they practically hated each other. He kept his mouth shut as they walked through the hallways, past offices, and staffers, and finally arrived at the large conference room. Dozens of people were already there, including Barton and MacIntosh. David found himself hoping one of Spencer’s first acts would be to fire Barton and replace him with someone—anyone else. Hopefully, not another coward.

      “No time for formalities today, everyone. Please take a seat,” Spencer called out as he quickly made his way to the chair at the head of the table. “General Barton, CDF fleet readiness… where are we at?”

      “Sir, before we begin, I want to urge caution. The buildup of League forces is alarming, yes, but there could be a benign explanation,” Barton began in his velvety smooth tone. “From my perspective, panic is unwarranted.”

      Spencer took a deep breath as if he was mentally preparing himself for a traumatic event. “Are you familiar with the concept of the chain of command, General?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “Then you should be aware, as the President of the Terran Coalition, I am the commander-in-chief of our military. Let’s get something straight. I don’t care for you. I think you’re a defeatist. The only reason I’m not firing you right now is that, in this crisis, we need continuity of operations.” A chilled silence descended over the room. “I welcome your counsel on military tactics and strategy, but make no mistake. We’re putting everything we’ve got in space.”

      For a moment, it appeared as if Barton would challenge the order. He pulled himself to a ramrod straight posture and bared his teeth for a second. “Understood, sir.”

      “Good. Now, fleet readiness?”

      “Half our carrier battle groups are in dock undergoing repairs or refits—”

      “Recall their crews, order them into space. We’ll stage our forces at CDF HQ. Reassure the public at large, and send a message to the Leaguers.” Spencer glanced at MacIntosh. “What about the refit of the mothball fleet? I signed orders to expedite that before I left office.”

      Barton and MacIntosh glanced between themselves, and their eyes settled on Fuentes. He spoke. “I ordered a slowdown on that effort. It was part of a secret deal with the League.”

      Spencer brought his hand down on the table and slammed it hard. “Damnit, Edwardo.” A few seconds ticked by, and he closed his eyes. “I apologize. Profanity should never be used in the people’s house.” After opening his eyes, he glanced at Fuentes. “We could use those ships about now.”

      “I’m sorry.” Fuentes cast his gaze downward. “I thought we could make the peace stick.”

      “What of the Lion of Judah’s sister ship?” David asked. The subject needs to change, now, before we start screaming at each other.

      MacIntosh harrumphed. “Delayed, and not combat capable.”

      A staffer stuck her head into the room. She wore a badge with the emblem of the communications team. “I apologize for the intrusion, Mr. President, but there’s a broadcast from the League you have to see. The holonews stations are holding the transmission for five minutes before they put it on live.”

      “Put it on.” Spencer directed his attention to the holoprojector on the far wall, as did the rest of the people in the situation room.

      An image appeared quickly of Admiral Pierre Seville, decked out in a League Navy dress uniform, complete with a chest full of campaign ribbons and medals. He smiled, the effect of such being most creepy to David. “Citizens of the galaxy and the Terran Coalition,” Seville began. “I come to you today to explain the presence of our fleet at the proud League bastion for peace—Unity Station. A week ago, a Coalition Defense Force military vessel staged an unprovoked attack on our forces. This, you see, is why we felt it prudent to ensure the safety of our station and peace throughout the galaxy, backed by the strength and power of our vast array of warships.”

      David felt the sudden urge to vomit.

      “This attack led to the destruction of forty vessels of the League of Sol Navy. They were murdered by the war criminal David Cohen, who just six months ago, killed thousands of civilians in an attack on a peaceful shipping port. This man is typical of the Terran Coalition. Supposed believers in a higher power of peace, yet they spread hate, war, and murder, everywhere they go.”

      “Why are we listening to this idiot?” MacIntosh fumed.

      “Sssssh,” Spencer quickly replied.

      “Due to this, the League will act to ensure the safety, security, and peace of all residing in the Sagittarius arm.” Seville paused, his mouth curling up into a grin. “Our fleet launches tomorrow morning with one objective. Liberate Canaan from its illegitimate leaders. I urge all neutral planets and empires to avoid contact with our forces, and allow us to conduct this peacekeeping operation.”

      Spencer grabbed the control and turned the holoprojector off. “I’ve seen enough.” For a moment, it appeared as if he might throw the device across the room. Letting out a breath, he dropped the remote on the table. “Okay. So our worst fears are confirmed. Options?”

      “We can put roughly five hundred ships in space,” MacIntosh interjected. “That’s enough, backed by Canaan’s planetary defenses, to stage a robust defense.”

      “What would you give us for odds, if we put everything in space and faced Seville’s fleet down?” Spencer asked as he steepled his fingers together.

      Barton and MacIntosh exchanged glances before Barton spoke. “Assuming they only have the two thousand ships that we observed… sixty-forty. If they have more, it goes down fast, especially if we were to take into account the up-gunned battleships and cruisers Cohen observed in his last few combats.” He paused for a moment as the words sank in. “With respect, sir, we can’t gamble like that. There’s a process to follow in this sort of situation.”

      “The Exodus fleet.”

      “Yes, Mr. President.”

      “You want to run.” The way Spencer spoke, it was less of a statement and more of an accusation.

      “I don’t often agree with General Barton,” MacIntosh began. “On this, he’s right. The Exodus fleet exists for a reason, and we need to use it.”

      Barton leaned forward. “We should activate the fleet, get as many civilians as we can in it, top off the supplies, and detail as many carrier battle groups as possible to escort the cargo haulers and freighters.”

      As he watched the men discuss the Exodus plans, David felt sick to his stomach. Cowards cut and run. The CDF doesn’t. The thought, full of fire as it was, rang hollow, though. He knew they weren’t ready for an all-out fight. He’d hoped, no, assumed that the League would back down once they’d exposed the treachery. Too much to hope for. No, the Exodus fleet is there for a reason. It’s been our most closely guarded secret for decades. They’re right… we have to use it.

      “I was under the impression from briefings on the matter that General Erhart’s crimes had rendered many of the ships unusable for their intended purpose. Specifically, the population movers,” Fuentes interjected.

      Spencer smiled and set his hands down on the table. “I signed classified executive orders authorizing as a wartime expense, reversing his ‘modifications.’” He turned to MacIntosh. “Please tell me they were completed.”

      “I saw to it myself, sir.”

      “Good.” Spencer paused, his expression thoughtful. “Even at full strength, there’s only enough room for two hundred and fifty million people on those vessels. We could probably add another six to seven hundred million on civilian freighters that are sufficiently fast enough, with Lawrence drives capable of the required jump distances.”

      “There’s hundreds of billions of people in the Terran Coalition,” David said quietly. The room fell silent as each person presumably ran his words through their minds.

      “It’s the best option we have,” Spencer replied. “I don’t like it any more than you do, General.”

      “What about the Saurians? They still have a mighty fleet. If they joined us, it would be more than enough to smash Seville.” David stared directly at Spencer as he spoke. “I know you had a special relationship with Chief Minister Obe, sir.”

      “I tried.” Spencer looked away. “On the way over, I put in a priority call to him. The answer was, well, pretty much something my mother used to tell me. You made your bed… lie in it.”

      “The Matrinids?” David asked. Surely someone will help us. Can’t they see if we fall, the League will gobble up the entire Sagittarius arm, nation by nation? “What about the neutrals? There are consistent rumblings about a neutral coalition setting up its own fleet for defensive purposes. Perhaps they’d—”

      “Pirates, fifty-year-old warships, and a lack of political will,” Barton interrupted. “Give me a break, Cohen.”

      “Those fifty-year-old warships sent the Leaguers packing at Hestia.” David crossed his arms in front of his chest and stared the older man down. “We could at least ask.”

      “And we will, General,” Spencer said. “The Matrinids are out. They’re not willing to spill their blood for us.”

      “There’s another problem,” Barton offered. “Under normal conditions, it would take a minimum of three weeks to embark and outfit that many people on the Exodus fleet—”

      “We can do it in a week,” MacIntosh interjected.

      “And if we can’t?” Barton stared at him. “There needs to be a plan B.”

      “A blocking force at Canaan, to hold the League’s attention as much as possible. We’ll load civilians until the last second, then bug out.”

      Everyone went silent and stared at MacIntosh. David did too. Whoever’s in that force will be overrun within hours. It would be a suicide mission. He briefly pondered the prospect of the Lion of Judah riding across the galaxy and wondered if that was where he would end up.

      “God help us, that’s probably the best and only play,” Spencer finally said as he crossed his arms in front of his chest. “We’ll need the best to lead them.” His eyes settled on David.

      It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out the unspoken question. What, they don’t have the gumption to ask me? David sat mute, having decided that if they wanted him to go out, someone would have to have the balls to voice it.

      Fuentes leaned forward and made eye contact with David. “General, I gravely underestimated the threat from the League. For that, I apologize. For there to be hope in the people, they need a symbol. The Lion of Judah, under your command, has been that symbol for years. Will you do it once more?”

      David locked eyes with Fuentes, his eyes blazing with anger. “With all due respect, Mr. Fuentes.” He consciously avoided using the title of Vice President. This idiot doesn’t deserve the honor. “You can’t suddenly get religion after figuring out how bad the League is and act like nothing ever happened.” His voice rose in pitch. “This crisis is your fault. You invited a radical nutcase into your administration and allowed your vice president to demonize the people you now beg to go out and die for your sorry ass.”

      The use of profanity brought abject stares from everyone in the room. MacIntosh touched David on the shoulder. “You’re out of line, son.”

      “No he isn’t.” Fuentes replied as he pursed his lips together. “This is my fault. I’ll live with it for the rest of my life, and General Cohen is welcome to say anything he wants to me. Hell, if he wants to go outside and beat me to a pulp to feel better, he can do it.” He made eye contact with David. “Will you retake command?”

      “I remember the words of a great man who once said that if you do not fight when the victory would be easy and the cost light, you will be forced to fight when victory is in doubt, and the cost far heavier. Or you may find yourself in a situation where you fight with no hope of victory, because death is preferable to slavery.” Tears shone in David’s eyes as he spoke. “That’s where you’ve put us, Mr. Fuentes. Now it’s on me, and those who will serve under me, to die for your mistakes.”

      Silence broke out, and the room became hushed. The sound of a pin dropping on the table would have been the same as a thunderclap. “We need the Lion of Judah,” Spencer finally interjected. “And for her to be fully effective, you must command her.” He stared squarely at David.

      “I’ll do it,” David said as he slowly nodded his head. “And not because any of you asked. Not even because I swore an oath on the Torah to obey the lawful orders given to me, which for a Jew, that oath is unbreakable. I’ll do it because I love the Terran Coalition. It’s the one place in this galaxy where Jews, Christians, Muslims, Hindus, Atheists, capitalists, socialists, and anyone else can live without fear. Where you can pursue happiness on your terms. And, it’s the only place where even aliens who can’t speak any of our languages long to come. If we could only get to the Terran Coalition, they say, then we could be free to make something of ourselves.” He exhaled and inhaled again, trying to control the emotions within him. “That’s why I’ll go out there and defend it one last time. Because it's worth fighting for.” He stared at Fuentes. “It’s even worth dying for. I’d started to forget that these last few months, but the last couple of weeks reminded me of what’s important. That’s something I wouldn’t expect you’d understand.”

      MacIntosh glanced at David. “I’ll have your commission reinstated immediately.”

      “I won’t serve under General Barton.”

      “This isn’t a democracy, Cohen,” Barton replied hotly. “You’ll take and execute lawful orders from anyone appointed over you.”

      David turned and stared at the older man. “I won’t go out to die, with my crew, under the command of a coward.”

      “Funny, coming from a man wearing religious garb who bailed out of the service when he didn’t get his way.”

      Fury built within David. For a split second, he pictured punching Barton repeatedly in the face and smashing his nose until it sprayed blood. It took him a few seconds to force the emotion down. “It’s not up for debate. I’ll report to anyone in the CDF—except you.”

      “We’ll deal with this later,” Spencer interjected, his tone one of a man not to be trifled with. “For now, General Cohen is under the direct command of General MacIntosh.”

      “But—” Barton began.

      “Move on.” Spencer leaned back in his chair and made eye contact with Barton. “Do your job and stay out of my way.” He turned his head and adopted a far more reasonable tone. “Edwardo, I want you and the rest of the civilian government to accompany the Exodus fleet.”

      “What about you?” Fuentes asked.

      “I’m staying here, on Canaan.” He held up a hand. “No debates. My place is here, leading the fight. If by some miracle the League doesn’t destroy Lawrence City from orbit, I’ll join in its defense along with whatever civilian militias remain.”

      MacIntosh cleared his throat. “With your permission, I’ll remain as well, sir, to help guide the fleet and our last stand.”

      “Approved.”

      “We may have to worry about civil unrest. Once the population learns there’s not nearly enough seats to evacuate everyone, I would expect to see riots or worse,” Barton interjected.

      “I have faith that our citizens will remain calm,” Spencer replied. “If we have evidence of looming unrest, I’ll revisit it.”

      David sat mute as the discussions continued. Little of the constant talking had an impact on the dire situation the Lion of Judah and the rest of the fleet faced. He began to force himself back into the mindset of a combatant. Eventually, the meeting room cleared, and he headed for the exit.
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        * * *

      

      After leaving the situation room, David made his way back to the rented helicar he was using. Even after the discussion with President Spencer, and the near-certainty he wasn’t going to survive the next battle with the League, there was something he had to do. A task he dreaded even more than facing Seville: Telling Angie he was returning to active duty and taking command of the Lion of Judah, once more.

      He sat through the trip back to the apartment in silence, his mind at war with itself. As it came to a stop on the street in front of the building, he steeled himself and exited the helicar. A few minutes later, he was scanning his retina to open the door to their shared apartment. “Angie? Are you here?”

      The patter of running feet sounded through from the living room, and she tore across the foyer to embrace him tightly. “I was so worried. I got your message, but,” Angie’s voice dropped off for a moment. “I thought you might not come home.”

      David returned the embrace and kissed the top of her head. “I know. It was touch and go for a bit. But I’m back.”

      “It’s over, right? The League’s going to back down?”

      I’d rather do anything than break her heart. Anything. “We should go sit down. I need to talk to you.” David gestured toward the living room.

      Angie bit her lip and stalked out, arms crossed in front of her. “You're going back, aren’t you?” The tone of her voice was like an accusation.

      Once they’d both sat on the couch, David swallowed and forced himself to speak. “Angie, you have to understand this is a galactic emergency. The League isn’t going away. They’ve sent the balance of their home defense fleet. We’re talking thousands of ships.”

      “What does it mean, David?”

      “It means we probably can’t defeat them in a head-on fight.” Silence invaded the room. It quickly became oppressive, smothering David like a blanket.

      “Then what are we going to do?”

      He closed his eyes. And here goes nothing. “The government has a top-secret plan to evacuate as many people as possible in the Exodus fleet.”

      “What?”

      “I can’t go into further details, except to say it’s been something the government’s worked on for hundreds of years. There was a renewed focus on it, obviously, after the war started.” I can’t even tell her about Erhart. “The point is, the fleet can support millions of people. Civilian ships that have the Lawrence drives to keep up will be accepted as well. We’re hoping to evacuate half a billion souls, at least.”

      “David, there’s what, a few hundred billion people in the Terran Coalition?”

      “It’s not a perfect solution.” He found himself getting defensive at the biting nature of her comments. “But it’s the best one the Joint Chiefs of Staff can come up with. Even that’s not going to be enough.”

      “What do you mean?”

      David reached out and took her hand in his. “Seville’s fleet will probably get here before the Exodus fleet can finish getting spun up and ready to go. The CDF is going to leave behind a contingent of warships at Canaan to buy enough time for the rest to escape.”

      Revulsion washed over Angie’s face. Her mouth curled up in a snarl. “That’s awful. Disgusting. Sending people out to die for no good reason?”

      “Of course it’s a good reason,” he snapped. “It’s what we signed up for.”

      “What we…” Her voice trailed off. Angie turned to him, her jaw open. “You're going to stay.” While her words were spoken softly, the tone was one of immense pain. “Why? You gave everything you had. You did your duty… you promised me that you were done.”

      “I took an oath, Angie. To defend the Terran Coalition against all enemies. I swore it before God. I can’t turn my back now.”

      She grabbed both of his hands and leaned in, her lips only inches from him. Her eyes flashed anger. “David, listen to yourself! There’s tens of millions of soldiers in the CDF. You don’t matter. If you’re present at this battle or not, it doesn’t matter. The only person it matters to is me!”

      “I’m pretty sure my mother doesn’t want me to die either.” David tried to force a lame smile.

      “Don’t you dare try to deflect me.”

      “Angie—”

      “Don’t Angie me.” She started to cry, first silently, then in giant, loud sobs. “You don’t have to do this.”

      For a moment, David was silent. He pondered what she said. The truth is, she’s probably right—one part of his brain argued. No, I have to be there. They have to see me standing tall. He’d wrestled with the decision, even after leaving the White House. I could always say no. A sigh escaped his lips. “If I abandon my post, who else would stand?”

      “Because you’re the great General Cohen that never loses?” Sobs continued to rack her body, but her words were venomous.

      “No, but I know many across the fleet believe that. They’re used to the Lion of Judah pulling through. We’ve been a symbol of hope for so long… the Lion must lead the charge, and I have to be there. Semper Anticus. It's our motto. Always at the front. ” David reached out and tried to take her hand, even though she jerked it away. “Angie, I don’t want to do this. But I have to. I owe it to the Terran Coalition, and you.”

      Her eyes flashed anger. “You owe it to me to stay alive!”

      David briefly closed his eyes and pursed his lips together. “This way, at least I know you’ll be safe.”

      “David, what are you talking about?”

      “I told Spencer that you and my mother were on the evacuation ships. Or I wouldn’t do it.”

      “You think I want to fly off into the sunset knowing the man I love is dying in some last stand against a fleet he can’t beat?”

      For a moment, David thought she might slap him across the face. Her hand came up, and it certainly seemed if it was under consideration. Instead, she clung to him and sobbed all the more. He wrapped his arms around her, unsure of what to do besides try and console her. “I’m sorry, Angie.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “No, you’re not,” he blurted out, not even thinking about it.

      “If you’re going to die, I can do it with you. We can be together in the end.”

      He ran his hand through her hair and gently brushed her bangs to the side. “I can’t make the hard decisions I’ll have to make if they’d hurt you. I need to know you’re safe. Where I must go, you can’t follow.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. Someone’s got to keep my mother calm, after all.” David tried to smile but couldn’t. A tear fell down his cheek. “I love you. I always will.” He leaned in and kissed her softly. “It’s time for me to go change. I need to report to the Lion as soon as possible and take command of the fleet.”

      “Please don’t go.”

      “I have to.”

      She sat back, still crying. “I’m not going to change your mind, am I?”

      “No.” He shook his head sadly. “It’s who I am, Angie. The sheepdog. My job is to fight the wolves and protect the sheep, just like my father used to say.” He gave her hand another squeeze. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      David could feel her eyes boring into his back as he walked into the bedroom. He stripped off his clothes and entered the bathroom. Standing in front of the mirror, he stared at the bearded face in front of him. His bearded face and curled payos. I’ve cut them for years before now, he pondered. Something about the payos and beard made him feel closer to God. Like I’m actually a Jew. I’ve compromised the Mitzvot for so many years, and I forgot what it felt like to obey them. He knew he was excused from the specific Mitzvot because the fire protection masks on a CDF ship required a clean-shaven face to form a seal. Still, acting like a Jew outwardly and inwardly. Living my beliefs and customs. That’s something I haven’t been able to show in decades.

      Such was the consideration as he took an object out of the cabinet he hadn’t touched in months: his electric razor. David hefted it in his hands, staring at the device like it was a deadly weapon. I could still walk away. Tell Angie we’re leaving. I’m sure we could find a place on a freighter somewhere. I’ve saved most of my money over the years. As soon as he had the thought, another portion of his brain lashed out. If I run away, the League will win. I must stay. I must finish the fight. He flipped the switch, and the razor buzzed. “HaShem, forgive me,” he said out loud.

      David pressed the blade up to his skin and slowly worked it through his beard, leaving a strip where the skin showed. Tears streamed down his face as he ran the razor over his face, again and again, until it was free of facial hair. Gone were his carefully grown payos. He now looked the part of the dedicated Coalition Defense Force officer. After a quick space shower—two minutes of water total—he toweled off and put on his khaki service uniform. As David put on his nametag, command-in-space pin, rank insignia, and campaign ribbons, he paused to pray. “HaShem, please see my heart. Please protect those in harm's way, if it is Your will. Please watch over my loved ones, especially my mother and Angie. Do not allow evil to befall them.” He rocked gently as he did. “Please remember me when I perish in this fight.”

      “Why wouldn’t He?” Angie said from behind him.

      David nearly jumped out of his skin and whirled around. “I didn’t hear you back there.”

      “Stealth mode.” She tried to grin, but much like him, the effect wasn’t there.

      “Sometimes, I wonder if God will want me. After all the blood I’ve spilled.” He reached out and pulled her into an embrace. “If there is any way for me to come home to you, I will. I promise you that with all my heart and soul.”

      “I know.” She kissed him. “I warmed up one of those kosher meals. Can you eat before you leave?”

      He forced a smile back at her. “Sounds like a plan to me.” As David followed her to the dining room, he tried to balance his precarious mental state. On the one hand, he knew what had to be done. On the other, confronting what was likely his last few days in the universe was a daunting task.
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      Two hours later, David sat in the back of a CDF shuttle on its way up to the Lion of Judah. Ruth and Taylor were across from him, along with a small group of other officers he didn’t recognize. New transfers, I suppose. Usually, he’d have chatted them up and tried to get to know anyone assigned to his ship. Today, he was reflective and quiet. Ruth had tried a few times to start a conversation but finally took a cue from one-word answers that he wasn’t in the mood to talk.

      “General,” the intercom blared with the voice of the shuttle’s pilot. “We’re redirecting to the main hangar deck on orders from flight control. It’ll just be a few minutes more.”

      “Understood,” David replied after he depressed a button next to his head to enable the mic.

      The next few minutes passed without incident as he steeled himself to set foot on the ship he’d commanded for two and a half years. While the war was hell, David treasured those years and the people he’d been privileged to serve with. After the shuttle came to a stop, the cargo door swung down, revealing the Lion’s flight deck. The sight that greeted him was a sea of CDF soldiers, both enlisted and officers, packed in like sardines. That’s got to be most of the ship’s company. He sprang up from his seat and strode toward the opening. A sense of duty coursed through him as he stepped onto the flight deck.

      “General on deck!” a grizzled master chief shouted. Immediately, those assembled formed into neat rows came to attention and saluted.

      David brought his hand to his brow and returned their salutes. His eyes found Hammond’s petite form. I wonder where Spier is? “Permission to come aboard, Lieutenant?” he asked, addressing her directly.

      “Permission granted, General.” Hammond broke into a huge grin. “Sir, it’s good to have you back.”

      The moment they finished speaking, shouts and cheers broke out across the cavernous hangar. The ship itself seemed to shake as the voices of thousands of crewmembers rocked the alloy plating. Thunderous applause broke out and sustained itself for several minutes.

      David leaned in close to Hammond. “Lieutenant, I specifically requested we keep this simple.” He wore a grin.

      “Sir,” Hammond replied, her lips curled up in a grin from ear to ear. “The goat locker got wind you were coming back to take command. We would’ve had a mutiny on our hands if the crew didn’t get to greet you.”

      “Where’s Colonel Spier?” David asked between chuckles as the crowd continued to cheer and applaud.

      “Stomach ache, sir.”

      David blanched, annoyed the rumors he’d heard about the man who took his place appeared to be true. Too much of a coward to greet me? That doesn’t bode well for morale or preparedness. He forced the thought away, as it had no bearing on the task at hand.

      Around him, the soldiers began to chant. “General Cohen!” followed by a series of claps. They did it repeatedly, the thunder of their voices rising with every repetition.

      It was then it hit David full on. They expect me to lead us to victory. He closed his eyes for a brief moment as his stomach knotted up. How can I tell these brave men and women we’re probably going to die? As soon as he thought it, the answer roared into his mind. You don’t—because it would destroy morale and hand the League a victory.

      “Sir, I think you need to say something,” Hammond said, her voice a full-on shout that was barely audible even at close range.

      “I agree,” Ruth called out. “Speech!”

      “Okay,” David replied. “I need a mic into the PA system.”

      Taylor passed over his handcomm. “Already cued in, sir; just press to transmit.”

      David brought the device up to his lips. “I hear you.” He managed a grin.

      The chant stopped, replaced by wild applause.

      “Thank you, soldiers of the Lion of Judah, for a rousing welcome.” As the tumult died down, David continued. “Six months ago, I stepped off this ship for what I thought was the last time. Back then, I told many of you it was the highest honor of my life to have served side by side with this crew.”

      Again, cheering, applause, and chants broke out throughout the hangar.

      “Thank you,” David interjected as he held up his hand to quiet the crowd. “We all hoped this peace with the League would last. But I suspect many of you, like me, who have answered the call to be a warrior, knew in your heart it wouldn’t. Today, I find myself in a place I never expected to be. Once again, your commanding officer.” He pursed his lips together as he scanned the crowd, making eye contact with people from each section. “I’m aware that over ninety percent of the Lion’s crew have volunteered for this mission. Nothing could make me prouder of all of you in this dire hour.  For the next week, we will stand together, ensure our vessel is ready to fight, and prepare a hot reception for the Leaguers!”

      As more chants and applause made the deck shake, an older man wearing the stripes of a Master Chief stood on top of a crate. His raspy voice cut through the noise as he shouted, “To hell with the League. Give ‘em hell, General!”

      At that, the rank and file restarted the previous chant. “General Cohen! General Cohen!”

      Somewhere deep inside, David felt shame. They expected a miracle he couldn’t give them. He sucked in a breath and forced the mask of command to take over his face. “The League is coming, but we will rise to meet them, and with the help of Almighty God, we will prevail!”

      Thunderous shouts and sustained cheering swept the hangar. It continued for several minutes with no signs of abating. Interspersed with chants of “CDF! CDF!” and “General Cohen!” were more vulgar references to what the Lion would do to the League fleet—some enough to make a master chief blush.

      “We’d better get to the bridge. I want to handle things with Colonel Spier and move on with getting this ship in fighting shape.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Hammond replied. “Follow me, sir.”

      The small group consisting of David, Hammond, Ruth, and Taylor made their way through the hangar as the sea of soldiers parted, even as they continued to cheer and applaud. It took them fifteen minutes to reach the gravlift that led to deck one. The doors slid shut, and David closed his eyes briefly.

      “Are you okay, sir?” Ruth asked.

      He glanced at her. “Just peachy, Captain. Yourself?”

      “Fine, sir.”

      I know what she’s asking. David, for a moment, allowed his brain to go there as the lift zoomed up the tube. He’d never been one to accept a cult of personality, and the last hour of his life tended to be against everything he believed in. The Terran Coalition and their protectors—the Coalition Defense Force—worked because they were a nation of laws, not of men. Men were fallible, easily given to temptation. Laws, impartially enforced, were not. The shock of finding thousands of League vessels, all coming to invade their home, hadn’t faded. Nor had the realization that without something akin to a miracle, they would face inevitable defeat. David couldn’t allow those thoughts or wonder as to why God would allow such a thing to take root in his mind. So he forced a neutral expression onto his face and banished the line of thinking from his brain as the doors swished open.

      At the far end of the deck one corridor, the two Marine sentries came to rigid attention. “General on deck!” one of them called out.

      David flashed a grin as he approached them. “As you were, gentlemen.” He pulled his cover on—the old, faded Lion of Judah ballcap—and stepped through the hatch onto the bridge. It was as he remembered—huge, gleaming, and full of soldiers. Everyone stood as he entered. Colonel Amir and Dr. Tural were present as well, standing off to the side.

      “Attention! General Cohen on deck!” a senior chief called out.

      “As you were,” David quickly replied. “It’s good to be home.” He flashed a grin.

      Colonel Spier stood from the commanding officer's chair and slowly made his way over to David. “Greetings, sir.” He too came to attention. “I am ready to be relieved.”

      “I relieve you.”

      “Let the record reflect that Brigadier General David Cohen is again the commanding officer of the CSV Lion of Judah,” Ruth intoned.

      Spier stared at David. “Good luck, General. Godspeed to you.”

      “Godspeed to you too.”

      “I’ll take my leave.” Spier turned on his heel and quickly exited the bridge.

      The moment he cleared the hatch, Ruth turned toward David. “And good riddance to bad rubbish.”

      “Captain Goldberg, stow it.” David glanced about the bridge. “Colonel Spier was the lawfully appointed commander of this ship. I will not tolerate any disrespect toward him. To allow or encourage it undermines good conduct and order. Are we clear?”

      “Crystal, sir,” Ruth barked. Various calls of “Aye, aye, sir” echoed across the space.

      “Good. With that out of the way… status report?”

      “The Lion is ready for action, sir,” Hammond answered. “Aside from taking on additional munitions and supplies, all systems are fully functional.”

      David nodded and took a few steps toward Amir. “Colonel, good to see you again.”

      “Likewise. As-salam Alaykum, old friend.”

      “Alaykum Salam,” David replied and moved to Tural. “Doctor, same to you.” He smiled and extended his hand. “Thank you for volunteering.”

      “I only wish I can use my hands to heal the injured in this coming fight,” Tural said as he took the outstretched arm and shook it warmly.

      The sound of the bridge hatch cycling open attracted David’s attention. He turned to see Major Merriweather and Dr. Hayworth walking in. Merriweather saluted and smiled. “Permission to enter the bridge, sir?”

      “Granted. Good to see you both.” The sight of Hayworth puzzled David. I’d figure the government would insist he join the evacuation. His brain is worth fifty starships.

      “In case you’re wondering,” Hayworth began, his voice crusty as ever. “I don’t trust anyone but myself to ensure my work is destroyed, rather than letting those damn communists get their hands on it. Assuming it comes to that, of course."

      Hayworth is a bit smarter on military matters than he lets on. David inclined his head. “Let’s hope it doesn’t, but I appreciate the sentiment, Doctor. It’s good to have you on board. Now, we’ve spent enough time on saying hello. Let’s get to work. Captain,” he said, shifting his gaze back to Ruth. “Assemble the senior officers, including Dr. Hayworth, for a staff meeting at 1300 hours.”

      “Aye, aye, sir!”
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        * * *

      

      Talgat Aibek, now a full Void Captain in the Royal Saurian Navy, found himself pondering things that could have been as he sat on the bridge of the RNS Resit Kartal. He’d been given command of the mighty vessel as a reward for service during the League of Sol war, and his performance during the last offensive, which destroyed the enemy shipyards. We should have been able to continue the fight. The enemy would have fallen before us. While the atmosphere on the bridge of the warship was content, almost jovial, as a group of Saurians typically were, Aibek felt off. David would say I am depressed.

      There were no humans on board now that the exchange program had ended. Aibek found he missed them as well. During his time in the CDF, many human customs had become second nature to him. Even small things, like searing his meat before he ate it, rather than consuming it raw, had stuck. Now he kept up with news out of the Terran Coalition. The current situation made him wonder what his friends were doing in the face of the new League threat.

      “Void Captain, there is an incoming transmission for you,” the communications officer announced. “It bears the encryption stamp of the Coalition Defense Force.” The last bit was said with a sneer. Most Saurians didn’t have much good to say about humans these days.

      “Put it on the main holoviewer,” Aibek rumbled.

      A few moments later, David Cohen’s form appeared on the screen. His freshly shaven face was unsmiling and gaunt, with dark circles under his eyes. “Void Captain Aibek. It’s good to see you again.”

      Aibek stared with an open jaw. The last time he’d heard from David, it was to explain his choice to go into rabbinical school. “It is agreeable to see you, old friend.” He forced his mouth into a toothy grin. “Is that your old office on the Lion of Judah I see in the background?”

      “It is. I retook command this morning.”

      “Then the Terran Coalition finally came to its senses.”

      “Yes… I suppose we did. Just a few months too late.” David closed his eyes for a moment. “I’m about to put you in an awkward spot, Talgat. I need some help.”

      “Asking a fellow warrior and friend for help is never awkward,” Aibek responded and held up his hand. “If it is within my power, I will do it.”

      “I’m not sure what your intelligence agencies and media are saying, but there’s no way we’re going to win without reinforcements,” David said without preamble. “Even with the entire Saurian fleet backing us up, I don’t know if it's possible. But the odds would be higher than zero.”

      A shiver shot through Aibek. The specter of his friends perishing shook him to his core. “What of the news broadcasts saying the Terran Coalition’s fleet is preparing to fight?”

      “The Lion of Judah is going to fight a rearguard action to cover as many civilians as possible while they evacuate. Beyond that, I’ve got a hundred and fifty ships to counter Seville’s fleet.”

      David’s is the best strategic mind I have ever seen. Not even he could hope to win with those odds. “I will fight at your side. We will perish together as brothers. The Resit Kartal would be honored to join this battle.” Aibek’s face took on a neutral expression. While death wasn’t something he welcomed, leaving others to die without support was dishonorable and would tarnish him in the afterlife.

      “No. I don’t want you to come here to die. Too many good men and women are about to make the ultimate sacrifice. What I need is for you to convince Chief Minister Obe to relent and send the fleet. President Spencer already tried and was unsuccessful. I thought you might have more success. You have to get him to see reason. The League will come knocking for the Saurian Empire as soon as it's done with us.”

      “You speak the truth as if it came from the lips of the Prophet himself.” Aibek inclined his head. “I will do as you ask. But, if I am unsuccessful, I pledge to you that we will be at your side.”

      “Thank you, Talgat.” David swallowed. “I’m sorry, I’m a bit more emotional than I normally am.” He bit his lip. “Taking stock of your life and looking death in the face will do that to a man.”

      “Allow me to contact the Chief Minister immediately, old friend.” Aibek stood and came to attention and saluted in the human style. “Godspeed, General Cohen.”

      “Godspeed, Void Captain. May the Prophet bless your conversation, for all our sakes.” David returned the salute. “Cohen out.” His picture blinked off.

      Aibek glanced around the quiet bridge. “Anyone who wishes to challenge me may do so now. I will fight the entire complement of officers on this ship to ensure we join the Lion of Judah against the godless enemy.” His tone was quiet, but at the same time, deadly serious. His teeth showed as he spoke.

      “I believe I speak for all of us, Void Captain,” the tactical officer began, standing from her post, “when I say we would follow you to the end of the galaxy. If honor demands we stand with the humans, then stand with them we will, in the name of Prophet.”

      It seemed as if everyone in the room exchanged a glance, as an unspoken confirmation of her words jumped from Saurian to Saurian. “Very well,” Aibek began. “I will retire to contact the Chief Minister. Hold position until I order otherwise, but navigator—be prepared to jump toward the Terran Coalition at a moment’s notice.”
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        * * *

      

      “As you can see, sir, we’ve got the enhancements online,” Hanson stated. “This represents Dr. Hayworth’s fourth increment of upgrades to the reactor’s power conversion system.”

      David nodded. He’d been touring the engineering space for the last forty-five minutes. While he trusted his team to ensure combat readiness, it was still nice to inspect things for himself every once in a while. “Your notes indicated we’d see a ten percent increase in usable energy?”

      “Yes, sir. More shields or faster weapon recharge.”

      “Always a good thing to have more of in a fight.” David smiled. “How’s your team holding up?”

      Hanson glanced away for a moment before returning his eyes to David. “Honestly, sir? This whole ‘we’re probably going to die’ thing weighs on us. I know it does on me.”

      While David hadn’t entirely told the crew there was no hope, everyone could do the same math he had. Still, he had pride in how everyone had come together. There was no whining or complaints. All knew what was asked of them. “I won’t lie, Major. I’ve had a few moments. But those people down there… they depend on us for protection. And that is what we’re going to give them, no matter the cost.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The commlink on David’s wrist chirped, interrupting the two men. He brought it up to his mouth. “This is Cohen, go ahead.”

      “Sir, former Master Chief Tinetariro is at the airlock on deck eighteen, section 23B. She’s requesting permission to come aboard but lacks valid clearance and ID.”

      David assumed the voice belonged to the Master-at-Arms assigned to the aforementioned airlock. “I’ll be there shortly.” I’ve missed her too. He glanced at Hanson. “Well, carry on, Major. I’m needed elsewhere.”

      “Aye, aye, sir. We’ll have her in peak fighting condition, don’t you worry.”

      With a curt nod, David strode away, moving past groups of enlisted personnel and engineers hard at work. A ten-minute walk later, he’d passed upward of one hundred people and crossed over a good three hundred meters of deck plates. As he cleared the corner to the passageway leading to the airlock, Tinetariro’s trim form was visible, in standard CDF BDUs—battle dress uniform.

      She stood at parade rest and came to attention as David entered her line of sight. “Permission to come aboard, sir?”

      David waited until he was close. “At ease, Master Chief. I thought you had retired?” he asked with a small smile on his face.

      “Technically, I still am, sir. I can’t find any of those CDFPER twerps to sign the paperwork for my reenlistment. I was hoping you’d let me back on board.” She, too, smiled warmly. “Never let it be said that I walked away from a perfectly good fight with the Leaguers.”

      “Of course not.” For a moment, his mind worked. I could try and find someone at personnel to sign the package. Ugh, who cares? We’re so far away from standard operating procedures, it's not funny. “Well, rather than waste our time trying to find a paper pusher… under the regs, I’m authorized to administer the oath. We’ll need a Bible, though.”

      “I brought my own for just that eventuality, sir.” Tinetariro pulled a small New Testament out of a pocket on her uniform.

      “Of course,” David replied with a grin. “And I’m sure you remember the words, without me having to repeat them.”

      “By heart, sir.” For a moment, there was a sheen in her eyes. She assumed a rigid posture and brought her right hand up, palm outward, while her left hand rested on the Bible. “I, Rebecca Tinetariro, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the Terran Coalition against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; and that I will obey the orders of the President of the Terran Coalition and the orders of the officers appointed over me, according to regulations and the Uniform Code of Military Justice. So help me, God.”

      “Welcome back, Master Chief. Let the record reflect that as of 1415 hours, Master Chief Tinetariro is hereby reappointed to her position as the senior enlisted soldier on the CSV Lion of Judah.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      David flashed a smile. “It’s great to have you back. Get down to engineering, and synch up with Major Hanson. His engineering teams need all the help they can get to finish getting us shipshape.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Tinetariro replied and drew herself to attention once more. “Godspeed, sir.”

      “Godspeed, Master Chief.”
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      Kenneth was surprised to still be a free man. Sitting down at his desk on Churchill’s primary shipyard, he’d spent the last twenty-four hours trekking back from where David and Sinclair dropped him and Billings off at New Washington’s spaceport. He’d received an email informing him a full pardon had been granted, but that news was overshadowed by the League’s pronouncement of restarting the war. Panic hung in the air, and Kenneth found himself with Harold Billings and Joshua Carter directly across from him. They both look like they’ve aged twenty years in the last week. He leaned back in his chair. “Did you guys get anywhere with Casey’s people? CDF Command sent an urgent message asking when we could deliver the mothball refits, but as far as I saw, they ducked the question, and no one can find them.”

      “Nothing, boss,” Billings replied. “I can’t find any of the management team. It’s weird.”

      Carter shifted in his seat. “I made some inquiries too. Zilch. Nada.”

      “So, what, we’re just supposed to sit here while the League blows everything our ancestors worked for over the last three hundred years to bits?”

      “Maybe it’s time to consider joining the evacuation,” Carter said. “I’ve got a family… and I don’t want them to end up in a reeducation camp.”

      Billings leaned forward. “Joshua’s got a point. We’re not soldiers, and there’s probably nothing else we can do, boss.”

      At that moment, the office door swung open. One of the program control analysts that handled billing and money stuck her head in. “Sir, we have a problem.”

      “One of many, I’m sure,” Kenneth replied dryly. “What’s going on?”

      “Payroll bounced, sir. None of the employees’ credit transfers went through, and when I went to check on it, I found every corporate account I had access to drained of funds.”

      Kenneth’s face went white. “There were hundreds of millions of credits in those accounts. Are you sure?”

      “Yes, sir. And I can’t find Miss Lee. She doesn’t answer either by handcomm or vidlink.”

      “Who else knows about this?”

      “Just me right now. I wanted to tell you first.”

      Dark thoughts clouded Kenneth’s mind. “Thanks. Keep a lid on it until I can get to the bottom of what’s going on, okay?”

      “Yes, sir.” The door closed softly behind her.

      “Margaret Lee keeps a private ship docked in hangar bay sixteen, berth D.” Kenneth stood and walked around the desk. “I’m going down there to see what’s what.”

      Billings sprang to his feet. “Not alone, you’re not.” He flashed a grin. “Master Chief’s orders.”

      “On second thought, we might need some backup.” Kenneth turned to the wall and used his palm on a scanner to open a small safe. “I don’t know if I ever mentioned it, but since I have a permit to carry a concealed weapon, I’m allowed to have a sidearm on the station.” He opened the door, revealing a small stack of papers—and two holstered sidearms. One went on his belt, the other he held out toward Billings. “Not sure what we’ll find down there.”

      “Good idea, boss. Just don’t shoot Casey, okay?” Billings said as he slotted the holster onto his pants.

      “No promises.” Kenneth grinned. “Josh, you in?”

      “Yeah. I keep letting you two have all the fun.” Carter stood. “Let's do this.”

      The three men made their way through the nearly deserted shipyard toward the hangar bays. Many of the military personnel had already pulled out, with vague ripples through RUMINT about needing all hands on deck for evacuation of civilians to the Exodus fleet. Every operational warship had already set off for Canaan, leaving the docks devoid of the military vessels they would typically service. The SSI shuttle sat by itself, clearly visible across the deck. A small cluster of figures stood outside while an autoloader lifted crates into its cargo bay. As Kenneth got closer, the forms of Margaret Lee and Stephen Casey came into view, along with others he didn’t recognize.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Lowe?” Casey yelled hotly. “Don’t you have some work to do?”

      Kenneth stopped while he was still a good ten meters from the shuttle, Casey, and the rest. “We want to know why the companies accounts are dry. Everyone’s paycheck bounced.” He stared the man down. “Where’s the money?”

      Lee took a few steps forward. “Kenneth, I understand your concerns, but we need to look after ourselves right now.” She gestured to the ship. “There’s room for you and your top people.”

      “What the hell, Margaret? I don’t want that guy anywhere near me,” Casey thundered. “He’s not welcome.”

      It took a second for Kenneth’s brain to comprehend what was going on. “Ms. Lee, are you telling me you know he looted the accounts?” Please, don’t let that be true. I had respect for you.

      Her face turned ashen. “Yes. I’m sorry. I’ve chosen to put my family first. Again, you’re welcome to join us.”

      “What did you do?” Kenneth stared at her.

      “There’s nothing more anyone can do for the Terran Coalition,” Lee began. “It is every person for themselves.” She shrugged. “I don’t like it, but that’s the situation. We cleaned out what we could. I contacted a shipbroker and purchased several freighters. There’s room for your families.” She glanced between Kenneth, Billings, and Carter. “We need to leave now.”

      The offer was tempting, Kenneth realized, and as soon as the thought went through his mind, a wave of revulsion came right behind it. Words his father had told him long ago echoed. Character is what we do when we think no one is watching. “No. I won’t allow you to do this.”

      Casey laughed and shook his head. “Ah, the boy scout has spoken.” He reached down to pick up a briefcase. “You and what army is going to stop us?”

      “We are.” Kenneth reached behind his back and gripped the butt of the energy pistol. He drew it in a fluid motion and sighted down on Casey. “Where’s the money?”

      Everyone froze—Casey and Lee included. All eyes focused on Kenneth or, more accurately, his weapon. Lee took a single step forward. “Kenneth, there’s no need for violence.”

      “Ma’am, don’t move,” Kenneth replied as he swung the gun toward her. “I’m not letting you rob our employees or the government.”

      “The government doesn’t exist anymore!” Casey thundered in the background. “Get over yourself.” He again reached down, and this time grabbed the briefcase. “What are you going to do, Kenny boy, shoot us all?”

      “Where’s the money?” Kenneth asked. “You wouldn’t be taking it electronically because the banks will crash.” He glanced at the crates. “And credit chips with high values are easy to steal. What’s in the boxes?”

      Lee and Casey exchanged a glance, and then time seemed to slow. Casey raised the briefcase as if it were a weapon and charged forward.

      Instinctively, Kenneth swung the energy pistol back to Casey. I should shoot to wound. The thought went through him in a split second—after all, they probably needed the bastard for his access codes. He aimed the weapon at the older man’s knee and stroked the trigger twice. The first shot went wide, hitting the deck and leaving a burn in the alloy. The second found its mark, and Casey collapsed to the floor, screaming in agony as blood freely flowed from the now burned and misshapen kneecap.

      “Shit,” Billings exclaimed as he drew his sidearm and aimed at Lee. “Nobody move!”

      Even as she shivered in fear, Lee screamed and rushed to Casey’s side. She had the presence of mind to rip off his belt and tie it above the knee, cutting off blood flow.

      “Now, where’s the money?” Kenneth’s voice took on a measure of steel. Something clicked inside of him, and a reserve of confidence he didn’t know existed took over. “Or I’ll take out your other knee, Casey. I told you a few weeks ago; I’d meet you on solid ground any day. Apparently, you weren’t paying attention.”

      Casey spat in Kenneth’s face. “Screw you,” he gasped.

      As he wrestled with a desire to shoot the man’s other kneecap, Kenneth made his way to the neatly stacked pile of crates. Taking care to keep his gun hand aimed at Lee and the others, he popped the first box open and whistled loudly. “Ah. I see. One-hundred-credit chips... tens of thousands of them. Won’t set off scanners and easy to move.” He stared at Casey. “They’re also security locked. I’ll need the passphrase.”

      “There’s no need for further violence,” Lee interjected. “I have the entire security sequence on my tablet.”

      Billings gestured with his sidearm. “Slowly.”

      She reached carefully into a large bag at her feet. A moment later, Lee gingerly withdrew a tablet and passed it to Carter. “It's unlocked.”

      Carter turned to Kenneth and nodded. “It’s all here, boss.”

      “Take what you’re due in salary for the last pay period,” Kenneth ordered. “The rest is coming with us.”

      “So you can run away?” Casey sneered. “You’re a petty thug.”

      Kenneth approached the fallen man and aimed his pistol at him. “No. You’re a thief and a con artist. I’m returning the employees’ money to them. Then I’ll try to figure out how to fix the ships you left undone.”

      “You want to kill me, don’t you? What’s the matter, Kenny, don’t have the balls?”

      As Kenneth contemplated moving his finger to the trigger and pulling it, he felt a hand on his arm.

      It belonged to Carter. “You don’t want this on your conscience.”

      Kenneth shivered even as his grip on the gun tightened. He tried to force himself to calm down. “Lucky for you, I’m not the hypocrite you are.” He pointed the weapon at the deck. “We’re done here. Once all those crates of credit chips are off your ship, you’re free to continue to wherever you plan to go, Ms. Lee.”

      Billings tapped a series of commands into the robotic loader, and it picked up the stack of boxes and hauled them back into the station. “I’ll get the rest of them, boss.”

      “What about us?” Casey rasped, still lying on his side and clutching at the bleeding knee.

      Kenneth opened his mouth, then had a different thought and grinned. “Why, you can go back to your vacation home you’re always going on about… and enjoy those thousand-credits-a-pop theater chairs. If you’re super lucky, maybe the Leaguers won’t execute you on the spot, and you’ll get assigned to a reeducation camp.” Without another word, he turned his back and went about offloading the rest of the money from Lee’s ship.
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        * * *

      

      It had been twenty-four hours since Angie said goodbye to David. Probably for the last time. At first, she cried. Then sadness turned to anger as she pondered why he would choose the CDF over her. Eventually, it all gave way to resignation. She couldn’t change what was happening, only her reaction to it.  Such was Angie’s attitude as she walked through the doors to Galactic News Network’s Lawrence City headquarters. Pure pandemonium greeted her as people rushed around—more of a full-out run, really. After swiping her ID and registering a thumbprint, she made her way up to the forty-seventh floor and her office.

      She’d barely set her purse down and synched her tablet with the GNN computer network when the door flew open. “There you are!” her editor, Derek Cornett, exclaimed. “We thought you’d been killed or got whisked up by the CDF.”

      “No such luck,” Angie replied.

      Cornett, a tall male of nearly two meters in stature, closed the door and slid into a chair. “It’s insane out there. We’re just waiting for the riots to start.”

      “Waiting?” she asked absentmindedly.

      “Yeah. Not much else we can do. The board is trying to buy a few freighters to get us out on,” Cornett continued. “Who knows, though.” He laughed. “All that money spent by the CDF, and we can’t even defend our home planet.”

      Angie’s face morphed into an angry snarl. “If we hadn’t agreed to a fake peace, the League would be defeated by now.”

      “Ah. I didn’t realize you were one of them,” Cornett said dismissively.

      “Them?”

      “Spencer supporter.”

      It was all Angie could do not to channel her anger into telling Cornett what she thought of him, the whole protest movement, and the political situation on Canaan in one profanity-laden burst that would guarantee her termination. Instead, she stared at him. “Do you have anything you want me to do?”

      “Not really. There’s little to cover besides the wall-to-wall briefings coming out of CDF HQ and the White House.” He chuckled. “Did you hear about the candlelight vigil planned for the day the League ships arrive?”

      “No.” Angie narrowed her eyes. “Where?”

      “Here in Lawrence City. It’s spread over social media. Supposedly a few hundred thousand people have pledged to show up and pray for the CDF. Hopefully, I’ll be on a ship headed out of here.”

      Cornett kept talking, but Angie spaced out what he was saying. The idea of ordinary citizens in the face of an impending invasion that would most likely result in their deaths, deciding of their own accord to come together, moved her. Even as she held anger toward David for going back to the fight, she also dearly wished to be with the man she loved. “Do you have anyone to cover the march?”

      “Uh, no. No one wants to go anywhere near it.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      “What?” Cornett’s eyes opened wide. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Your funeral. CDF’s not slowing down the League. It’s just going to be a bloodbath. They’ll be a bump in the road if anything.”

      Angie pursed her lips together. “You know, Derek, I could do without your prognostications about their chances. I, for one, pray to God they succeed.”

      “Is that because your boyfriend’s leading the fleet?”

      “That, and we need a miracle.” Her eyes blazed anger. “I think we’re done talking here.”

      “Agreed.” Cornett stood and beat a hasty retreat, leaving Angie alone in her office and her thoughts. Her eyes drifted to a digital photo frame of her and David, standing together in a happier time. That night was so much fun. Her mind drifted back to the date they’d been on when it was taken. God, please help him come home.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Kenneth was back in his small office on Churchill station, along with Billings and Carter. He was also still shaking. I can’t believe I shot Casey. How did it all go so wrong? The answer was simple, of course. He had an obligation to stop anyone from stealing the CDF’s money—and to finish work on the ships they so desperately needed. Preventing Margaret Lee and Stephen Casey from taking the credits was the only logical course of action.

      “Boss, I think you’re in shock,” Billings said gently. “Let's get you down to a medical bay or the clinic, okay?”

      “No.” Kenneth shook his head. “We’ve got to figure this out. The ships must be completed. There’s only six days until the Leaguers get here.” The propaganda reports put out by the League of Sol were like a ticking clock on the life of the Terran Coalition.

      “I’d do anything to help. You know that boss,” Billings continued. “Maybe, though, we should consider using the money to get our people and their families to safety. It’d go a long way; hell, we could buy a freighter or two of our own. Make sure everyone got out and fill the rest of the berths up randomly.”

      For a moment, Kenneth considered his words. “It’d be easy to run, Master Chief. But that’s what cowards do. We’re not cowards.”

      Silence broke out in the compact space, and it was a good thirty seconds before Carter spoke. “I’m not sure there’s anything we can do but accept defeat.”

      “What if we had manpower—a lot of it?”

      Billings and Carter both stared at him. It was Billings who opened his mouth. “Boss, even if we had a hundred thousand workers, you know the drill. Nine women can’t have a baby in one month.”

      Kenneth tried to run through the checklists for completing the refits mentally. Most of the vessels had the reactor upgrades completed, but they needed new shields and weapons installed. The kind of things that, if done wrong, tended to blow up. “Let’s try it.”

      “Try what?”

      “We’ll go down to the comms room and put out a sector-wide request for personnel. Anyone who has experience with CDF engineering or wants to lend a hand. In exchange, we’ll ensure they get a trip out of here once the work is done. How about that for a what, Master Chief?” Kenneth forced himself to grin.

      “You’re nuts, boss.”

      “What the hell… worst that can happen is they tell us no,” Carter interjected. “It doesn’t sit well with me to just walk away either.”

      “Good. Let’s go.” Kenneth stood and opened the door to his office. He strode out quickly, with purpose. As the little group made its way through the decks, they encountered almost no one. It took a good ten minutes of walking to reach the secure communications area, which uncharacteristically at this time of day, was locked. He tried swiping his access card on the hatch control, only to have it buzz at him and remain red.

      “Allow me,” Billings said as he stepped forward. The older man deftly popped the control panel open and touched two of the wires together. They sparked with an audible pop, and the hatch slid open. “Open sesame.”

      “I’m pretty sure we just committed a class A felony,” Kenneth said with a grin and pushed his way inside the darkened room. The flip of a switch later revealed the communications gear in standby mode. He walked over to one of the consoles and poked at it. “Hmmm. It looks to me like they left everything on. You guys don’t have to join me in this, you know. I’m about to hit the point of no return.”

      Billings crossed his arms in front of his chest and snorted. “I can’t speak for Joshua, but I’m here for the long haul. Besides, we’ve already broken enough laws today that, if they decide to lock us up, it’ll be years before we see the outside world again.”

      “Goes for me too, sir,” Carter said quietly. “If I can help, I will.”

      “Okay,” Kenneth replied. “Then let’s access the emergency broadcast system. It’ll override every signal out there and be our best chance at attracting folks to help.” He rolled up his sleeves and tried to remember what used to come so naturally—breaking into a closed information technology system.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty-nine lightyears away from Churchill, Benson Pipes, formerly a Lieutenant General in the Coalition Defense Force, shuffled through the living room to his modest home on New Washington. He and his wife, Margie, had lived there for close to thirty years. As he walked through a hallway to the bedrooms, he felt a pang of sadness at the family pictures of his wife and son. The walls were covered in photos, awards, medals, and other mementos of the Pipes family’s service to the Terran Coalition. Service that cost his only son his life.

      “Benson, hurry up, honey. We’ve got to finish packing,” Margie called out, her tone insistent.

      “I’m coming.” He gathered himself and quickened his pace. “Now, we won’t have room for everything. Just two bags. One each, and a small item like a purse is all we’re allowed.”

      Margie embraced him as he came into their bedroom and rested her head against his chest. “I know, dearest. I just hate leaving behind all our memories.”

      Before either of them could speak, a loud buzzer went off—emitted from all speakers in their home’s smart control computer. Pipes recognized it immediately as the emergency warning tone. Is the League ahead of schedule? Are we too late? The calm he’d learned to project from thirty-five years in the service took over. He grabbed his wife’s hand. “Let’s go see what this is all about.” Walking toward the living room, he activated the main holoprojector.

      It immediately came to life with the logo of the CDF. “This is not a test. I say again, this is not a test. Stand by for important information from the Coalition Defense Force Civil Defense system,” a disembodied voice stated.

      Margie came up beside him and clutched his arm. “I’m scared, Benson,” she whispered.

      A figure came onto the projection, exceedingly tall at over two meters. Whoever was controlling the camera on the other end had to adjust it several times to get the fellow’s head in the picture. Finally, they did. “Uh, hi. This is Kenneth Lowe. I’m, uh, I’m a program manager with a defense contractor. You’re probably wondering why I’m on an official frequency. Allow me to explain.” Over the new few minutes, Kenneth went over the events of finding out SSI was stealing from the government, and how he and his team stopped them.

      “So you see,” Kenneth continued. “We’re in a unique position to do something. The League’s sent an overwhelming force, yes. But these ships we were supposed to finish, there’s enough of them to help turn the tide. My team and I can’t do it alone. To have any chance of completing them, we’ll need tens of thousands of workers, and military crews to man them once we’re done. I call on anyone who’s served, understands shipboard systems and engineering concepts, especially around shields and weapons, and anyone with current or prior military service. If all you can do is move boxes, it doesn’t matter. We need you.”

      Pipes watched in utter fascination. He’d heard once or twice from David about some defense contractor named Kenneth that always took care of the Lion, but now, he was shocked beyond belief.

      “I have enough money in SSI’s accounts that I can assure the safe passage of thirty thousand people. That’s what we’re offering. Help us get these ships fixed, and I’ll buy you a ticket. That’s all I can do. Please, the League can be defeated, but only if we give the brave men and women fighting for us the tools they need to do the job. Help me give them the means to finish the fight. Join us on Churchill’s main shipyard. I’m Kenneth Lowe, and I’ll broadcast this message again in one hour. Thank you.”

      The projector clicked off, and the civil defense override dropped, leaving the house in silence. Pipes stared, his head locked forward as his mind raced.

      “Benson, you are not going to Churchill.”

      He broke into a broad grin. “You know me too well, dear.”

      “I mean it. I forbid you to go.”

      “You know I must.” He took her hand in his and squeezed it. “I can help.”

      She stared at him with tears in her eyes. “I’m not willing to lose you now. Not after you survived thirty-five years in uniform and came home to me.”

      Pipes leaned over and kissed the top of her head. “If I direct reservists to Churchill that can man those ships, there’s a chance we could save the Terran Coalition.” He left unspoken that he’d already done the math. Despite the clear trumpeting of the narrative that the Lion of Judah would save the day with the rest of the fleet, as they always had, it rang hollow. Judging from how many ships it would take to escort the Exodus fleet, David wouldn’t have a chance. I’m not going to let him die too.

      “I won’t be talking you out of this, will I?”

      “No.”

      Margie embraced him again. “You always were stubborn, Benson.”

      “It’s why you married me.”

      She laughed, and the gentle sound of it carried through the house. “I suppose I should iron your uniform?”

      “I’d appreciate it. I’m going to start making calls.” As he pulled away from her, Pipes felt a pang of guilt. He’d only started to finish the list of things she’d been patiently waiting for him to do for the last ten years, and they’d both looked forward to retirement. Now it would have to wait.
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        * * *

      

      Gone were the vibrant mahogany walls of Seville’s office in Switzerland. They were replaced with the dull gray of spaceborne bulkheads and propaganda posters from the League’s political commissars. He wondered if they had any idea how much sailors mocked the posters with their proclamations of victory for humanity. After thirty years of way, we want it to end—and end, it will. He sat on the couch in his stateroom, on his flagship—the LSS Annihilator. A glass of dark brown brandy held tightly, he took a sip and let the liquor flow down his throat. Aaaah. War is such demanding work.

      The chime of his door interrupted Seville’s thoughts.

      “Who is it?” he asked, annoyance in his voice.

      “Colonel Strappi, sir.”

      He rolled his eyes and unlocked the door. “Come.”

      The ever-eager morale officer strode in. He brought his hand to his chest in the salute of the League. “Do you have a moment, sir?”

      “Of course. Get yourself a drink. I’m sure your exhortations have earned one today.”

      Strappi poured himself a generous splash of the brown liquid into a tumbler and took a seat opposite Seville. “Thank you, Admiral.” He glanced around the stateroom. “It feels good to be here again. I grew tired of Earth, the constant politics and prattling. The preening of the councils. Out in space, it’s as if I am doing my job.”

      “I have a question.”

      “Of course, sir. Anything.”

      “What is your true opinion?” Seville began. He stared directly into Strappi’s eyes. “Life has not been easy for you as my political officer. I have extraordinary power in the admiralty; this, I know. You must despise me.”

      “It isn’t a secret that the League Navy’s officer corps and the political commissars don’t get along.” Strappi paused as if choosing his words carefully. “I have learned truths over my career, however. Whatever our history, I have seen too many times the rigid adherence to orders from the political committees be the downfall of our forces.”

      Both men took another swig from their glasses as Seville thought back to the great defeat at the first battle of Canaan. “If they’d only listened to me thirty years ago. I would’ve destroyed the precious Coalition Defense Force before it received reinforcements. Even back then, the refusal of the Terrans to adopt a centralized system was their downfall.” Seville snorted. “Freedom. There is no such thing, and if we allow a veneer of it, human beings run amok.” Dark thoughts filled his brain as he considered the next steps—what he would do after the final defeat of the Terran Coalition. Oh, how I will enjoy personally executing Chairman Pallis.

      “I have an observation for you,” Strappi began. His voice was nasal-sounding as ever. “If one were to step back, the Terrans have a system of control just as effective, if not more so, than the League.”

      Seville stared at the other man, and his jaw dropped open. “How, pray tell, did you reach that conclusion?”

      “Consider it… they believe in these old superstitions, different groups and sects, yes, but in general, the same idea. Because of that, they came together, and they’ve been able to stay together without force. Is that not similar to our socialism?”

      For a moment, Seville pondered the words. It made sense on some level. “An interesting hypothesis, Colonel. However, there’s so much discord among the Terrans. They cannot come together as we do, with singular purpose and goal. Even now, with our fleet bearing down on them, at the hour of their destruction, they still bicker.” He laughed loudly. “They pin their hopes on some supposed being in the sky.” Seville snorted. “There is no God. I hope to see it in the eyes of General Cohen when he finally realizes that. It will be glorious.”

      “The recorded video asking them to surrender was a nice touch,” Strappi allowed. “Stoking fear and propaganda to the neutral worlds at the same time.”

      Of course it was, you imbecile. Seville smiled thinly. “Have you given thought to your promotion?”

      “My promotion?”

      “The political officer who stood behind the heroic Admiral who defeated the Terrans. Yes, I think you’ll be able to have any post you want.”

      Strappi hefted the glass and extended it out. “To our victory, and the League!”

      “To the victory!”
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        * * *

      

      Kenneth hadn’t slept in forty-eight hours, aside from a few twenty-minute power naps. As much as humanly possible, he pushed the mental and physical exhaustion aside with sheer will. Between reviewing staffing reports, trying to clear blockers from teams working across two hundred warships, and sourcing additional parts and materials, he found fifteen minutes to get a ration pack from the mess hall.  He stared out into space on the observation deck as he consumed the protein and vitamin bar, which was, in a word, disgusting.

      A rustling behind him caused his head to turn. A younger woman in her late twenties stood with a ration bar of her own. “Uh, I’m sorry. Are you Kenneth?”

      “If you’re CDF security or the government wanting to know what I’m doing, no. Anyone else, yes.” He vaguely recalled her face and tried to summon the memory of her name. She’s doing something for us. Ugh. My mind is shot. “Rebecca?”

      The woman shook her head. “Not quite. Catherine. Catherine Owens. I’m handling the children’s daycare.”

      It clicked together for him. So many people had shown up as a family unit, they had to house the kids in a couple of cargo bays and occupy them so work could get done. “Ah, of course. I apologize… I pride myself on not getting names wrong, but the last few days are a blur.” It took a moment for his manners to engage. “Please, have a seat.”

      Owens slid into a seat across from him. “The teenagers are getting pretty restless. I was wondering if you could give them something to do.”

      “Uh. I mean, what can a teenager do that’s useful to the effort?” Kenneth found himself somewhat annoyed. I don’t have time to play tour director. “I suppose the stronger ones could move boxes.”

      “Well, children are better able to cope with a stressful situation if they’re occupied.”

      Kenneth narrowed his eyes. “Are you a child psychologist or something?”

      “No,” she answered with a laugh. “Early childhood therapist for special needs. I help kids overcome learning disabilities. But I’ve done this enough to know what works. You’re still going on the holovid every few hours, asking for more help. Maybe there’s some untapped workers right in front of you.”

      Before he could respond, Billings’ voice rang out. “Boss, sorry to interrupt, but we’ve got a problem.”

      “What now?” Kenneth asked as he turned to see Billings and Carter rapidly approaching. They were covered in grease stains, hair askew. Both men looked like they’d been awake for days, just like him.

      “Cables. We don’t have enough. The neutron beam upgrade kits are missing half the relay cables for the fire control upgrade,” Billings said as he collapsed into a chair.

      “3D print more.”

      “Can’t, boss. We don’t have the plans to program into the printer. They’ll have to be made by hand.”

      “Program the plans… it’s not that hard.”

      Billings smirked. “Well, sir, the company that makes the cables has a patent on the connector pinout, and the printer won’t allow us to replicate it.”

      Kenneth felt like he wanted to scream. “How many?”

      “A few thousand, give or take.”

      “How hard is it to make these cables?” Owens asked.

      All three men turned toward her, and Billings spoke. “Not especially. There’s a universal connector on the end, you strip the wires, put a clip on each one, and feed it into the connector, depending on what you’re building.”

      “Could an older child do it? Say, high school age?” She offered a dazzling smile.

      “Anyone could do it if they were taught a few times,” Kenneth replied as his cheeks turned red. He found himself embarrassed he’d been so ready to dismiss her out of hand.

      “Am I missing something here?” Carter asked. His voice was low and gravelly.

      “Ms. Owen has a solution to our problem. The kids that came with our workers are restless and need something to do.” Kenneth grinned. “I can’t think of anything better than to get them on those cables, rather than pull experienced engineers off the line.”

      “That’s crazy enough it might work,” Billings replied. “I’ll get right on it.”

      “Not before you have a ration bar and rest for fifteen minutes.”

      “Sure, boss.”

      Kenneth took a bite of the ration bar and started chewing. Some point in time later, he jerked awake, then realized he’d fallen asleep as he ate. The others were gone, and he glanced at the tablet device he carried with him. Good grief. I lost an hour. He shoved the rest of the bar into his mouth and stood. The night would be long—but he would press on and fight through the exhaustion.
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      Despair was not an emotion Justin Spencer was used to seeing on the faces of his civilian staff, or the generals of the Coalition Defense Force. Yet, it was painted on the expressions of everyone present in the briefing room ten meters from the Oval Office. He glanced to his right, where Barton sat, along with MacIntosh. To the left was Vice President Fuentes and numerous staff members. When Spencer spoke, his tone was somber. “We only have a few hours before the League fleet arrives at Canaan. I wanted to thank all of you for the outstanding work this last week.” He made eye contact with Fuentes. “If nothing else, our way of life will continue.”

      “Sir, vidlink with General Cohen is active,” a non-commissioned enlisted soldier in the back of the room called out.

      David’s image appeared in the holoprojector, which was set in 2D mode, and pointed at a far wall. “Mr. President, Lion of Judah, reporting in.”

      “Thank you, General. Is your fleet ready?”

      “Yes, sir.” David paused. “Have you considered my request to send six carrier battlegroups to reinforce us? I believe our superiority in fighters, and especially heavy bombers, would greatly enhance the chance of success.”

      MacIntosh and Barton exchanged looks. MacIntosh spoke. “We have. Those carriers are needed to safeguard the Exodus fleet. You’re on your own, son. I’m sorry.”

      Barton picked up where MacIntosh left off before David could jump in. “Mr. President, I’m happy to report the Exodus fleet is fully operational. The people movers are fully stocked, and we’ll be ready to launch within the hour. The presidential shuttle is prepped for both of you.”

      “My answer hasn’t changed. I’m staying here,” Spencer announced.

      Fuentes spoke, “Justin, we’re going to need you.”

      Spencer shook his head. “No. I will not abandon our home in this dire hour. Make no mistake—the Exodus must occur, and our way of life must continue. Those of you undertaking the voyage are heroes, just as General Cohen and the fleet covering the escape are as well. But I can’t abandon Canaan now. I’m here till the bitter end.”

      “Sirs, was there any luck with the Saurians? The Matrinids? The neutral planets… is anyone coming to help?” David asked, his tone almost plaintive.

      It was as if no one wanted to answer the question. They stared at the holoprojector until Spencer spoke. “No. We’re on our own, and if we’re lucky, maybe God will stand with us. I know what I’m asking you and the rest of those in the fleet to do, General Cohen. It’s still a volunteer assignment.”

      “We understand, sir.” David’s voice took on forced formality. “The Lion of Judah and the rest of the fleet will do their duty.” He paused for a moment. “What of the mothball ships? Mr. Lowe’s been making broadcasts—”

      “—that credit-chasing contractor is just shaking people down with false hope,” Barton angrily interjected. “Do you see any new ships appearing in Canaan’s skies, Cohen?” His voice dripped sarcasm. “No. They’re not coming.”

      David set his jaw. “At least he’s trying to do something, rather than running away like a coward.”

      “Oh, come off it. You’re happy you're finally getting to live out your fantasy,” Barton retorted as his face turned blood red.

      “Enough,” Spencer said. The word was spoken quietly, but with the unmistakable voice of command. I loathe that man. He stared at Barton. If there’d been more time, I’d have replaced him, but his administrative and logistical talents have been useful. “This serves nothing. You two don’t like each other. Fine. We’re moving on.” He leaned forward. “How many civilian vessels are approved to join the Exodus?”

      “Above ten thousand at last count,” Barton replied. “We expect that many more in the next few hours at the jump-off points, which brings up a good point. The fleet’s moving too slowly now with all these civilian ships. Unless we can delay the League even longer than first anticipated.”

      “How long?” David asked.

      “Twelve hours. After that, our superior Lawrence drives will keep us one step ahead of the League.”

      Silence again descended over the room. David broke it as he crossed his arms in front of him. “We’ll hold. I don’t know how, but we will,” he said in the tone of a condemned man who knew the final task that lay before him.

      “I want the Joint Chiefs with the fleet. Generals Barton and MacIntosh, with the rest of our command structure.” Spencer glanced around the room, taking in their expressions.

      “Like hell I will,” MacIntosh roared. “If you’re staying, sir, so am I. And you’ll have to shoot me to force compliance.” The tone of his voice left no doubt in Spencer’s mind he was telling the absolute truth.

      Barton half-grinned. “It’s probably better that way. There’s not enough room on the Ark Royal for Scotch and me.”

      “You got that right,” MacIntosh replied under his breath.

      “Anything else?” Spencer asked the room at large. There was no response beyond head shakes. “Very well. We all have our orders.” He paused for a moment. “Please join me in prayer.” It can’t hurt. He bowed his head. “Lord, in our time of need, we ask you to stand with Your people. Without Your help, guidance, and indeed a miracle, I fear we will all perish. Bless those who give battle in Your name against the League, and bless those who endeavor to save as many as possible. In Your son’s name, we pray, amen.”

      “Amen,” MacIntosh intoned quietly, as did many others.

      Spencer stared at the holoprojector's camera. “I wish I could shake your hand one last time, General. Godspeed to you and your crew.”

      “Godspeed, Mr. President.”

      “Dismissed.” Spencer pursed his lips together and pushed his chair back as the feed from the Lion of Judah dropped. Little was said as the rest of those assembled walked out. He made his way back to the Oval Office and shut the door behind him. Alone, Spencer felt the overwhelming finality of it all catch up to him. How did we get here? Taking a seat behind his desk, he took his printed Bible out and laid it down. The book fell open, and he stared at the chapter from Proverbs 91, then read it aloud. “Because he has set his love on me, therefore I will deliver him. I will set him on high because he has known my name. He shall call on me, and I will answer him. I will be with him in trouble; I will deliver him, and honor him.” With tears forming in his eyes and despair in his heart, he closed the Bible and forced himself back to work.
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        * * *

      

      The vidlink went dark, and the blackness of the screen matched David’s mood. Never before had he gone into battle with the certainty of death for both him and his crew hanging overhead. They almost always had a plan and a good chance for victory. If not, the CDF fell back to fight another day. I have to tell them. He briefly pondered not revealing to the crew how dire the situation was. No. I can’t do that. They deserve the truth.

      David stood and strode out of his day cabin. The short walk into the bridge felt like the longest distance he’d ever covered. He felt like a condemned prisoner, walking the last few feet to his execution.

      Two Marine sentries stood outside the hatch, the ever-present guardians who silently stood watch. They both brought their hands up in salute.

      With a sharp movement of his hand, David returned the salute. A moment later, he was on the bridge. The eyes of everyone present focused on him. They’re hoping against hope I have something to tell them… like how many reinforcements are coming. The enlisted personnel not strapped into their harnesses came to attention. “As you were.” His eyes met several others, though his expression remained somber. “This is General Cohen. I have the conn.”

      “Aye, aye, sir. General Cohen has the conn,” Ruth announced formally and stood from the CO’s chair.

      David almost went and sat down, but decided at the last moment not to. Instead, he made his way to the communications station. “Lieutenant, patch me into 1MC and activate the old school microphone.” He tried to smile but failed.

      “Aye, aye, sir. Ready when you are.”

      There was a small metal cover to a box on Taylor’s console. It held a corded microphone that, by tradition, was only usable for the shipwide intercom. Something of an antique relic, many CDF ships had one as a reminder of times long since passed by. David swallowed as he stared into the eyes of the men and women on the bridge. He focused on a point in the back of the room and brought the mic to his lips. “Attention all hands, this is General Cohen.” He paused for a moment as words failed him. “Few people have been as zealous in our duties as the crew of the Lion of Judah. I cannot put into words the pride I feel, standing here on this ship, knowing what we’ve accomplished. But today, we face something none of us ever thought we would… an unwinnable battle.”

      Small gasps went up from those on duty. Ruth stared at him, her jaw wide open.

      “Help isn’t coming. The ships we have are the only ones we’re going to get. I’d held out hope command would free up some carrier battle groups, or perhaps our former allies would muster in defense of the Sagittarius arm. But, they’re not. The Terran Coalition stands alone, and our job is to ensure that it continues. Hundreds of millions of our citizens, even now, are forming up to flee from the League. The government will continue in exile, and guarded by the remainder of our fleet, perhaps in time they will find a new home.” David’s eyes swept around the room. He took note of tears running down the faces of several people, both men and women.

      “I’ve never asked anyone under my command to enter into combat knowing we would likely pay the ultimate price. But today, I do. I ask nothing of you that I do not ask of myself. When the time comes, I will lay down my life along with the rest of us to stop the League from extinguishing the Terran Coalition. I do this freely, and because I know it is worth defending, even with my life.” David swallowed and choked back emotion. “Intelligence and recon assets tell us we’ve got around four hours before they get here. We’ll go to battle stations an hour before they emerge, which leaves us some time to do the things that need to be done. Take it to send a message to your loved ones, and get right with God.

      “No matter what happens today, I want you all to know; it remains the honor of my life to have served with you. I wouldn’t change any of it, and I promise you all, that while history may forget our names—it will never forget the Lion of Judah!” David’s voice rose to almost a shout at the end, a cry of defiance for what they faced. He bit his lip, still determined not to let them see his pain. “I couldn’t pick a finer group of soldiers to make a last stand with. So do your duty. Make every shot count. Each Leaguer we defeat is one less our loved ones have to worry about chasing them down. Twelve hours, ladies and gentlemen. That’s how long we have to hold, and we will hold, no matter what. Cohen out.”

      Complete and total silence swept the bridge. It was oppressive, almost suffocating to the point that the only sound was the whirring of electronics. No one moved. Mute expressions of shock were present on most of them, excepting the Master Chief. Tinetariro looked ready as ever to fight the Leaguers.

      “All non-essential personnel are relieved,” David announced. “Take whatever time you need, and report back at 1300 hours.” Three hours to what… pray? What does it even mean, get yourself right with God? The prospect of preparing for his death was something he didn’t relish. For some reason, going into the teeth of the League regularly had become undaunting. But knowing he was going to die shook David to his core.

      As enlisted personnel stood up from their posts and exited the bridge, Ruth turned around in his chair. “Permission to depart, sir? There’s something I need to do.”

      “Granted, Captain. Just be back in time for the fireworks.”

      “Of course, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      The observation lounge on Churchill’s central shipyard was one of Kenneth’s favorite haunts. At least it had been, before the last couple of weeks. It was an enormous space with dozens of tables and chairs, serviced by a full bar and restaurant. Through the transparent alloy windows, one could view the entire shipyard complex in orbit of Churchill. He found it relaxing to sit with a cup of coffee and enjoy the sights, along with a bagel and cream cheese. Today, Kenneth allowed himself ten minutes to view something even more special: the first batch of ships heading to Canaan to join the fleet. If only they arrive on time.

      “Nice work, boss,” Billings said.

      The voice jolted Kenneth out of his thoughts. He turned toward the older man. “Master Chief. Sorry, I had to take a break for a minute.” He sighed. “Seventy-two hours without sleep is catching up. I think I was hallucinating penguins walking around my office earlier.”

      Billings laughed loudly. “I didn’t realize those stims the doc injected us with caused us to see things.”

      “I think it’s more sleep deprivation that causes hallucinations,” Kenneth said as he smirked. “The least of our problems. How many?”

      “One hundred seventy-eight.”

      Inwardly, Kenneth groaned. He wanted the entire group of two hundred and fifty ships ready to go. Still, two-thirds was better than nothing. “What about the rest?”

      “We’ll have more within thirty minutes. Unless you direct otherwise, we’ll send them in small groups after this.”

      “Agreed.” Kenneth glanced back out the window to see nearly two hundred Lawrence drive artificial wormholes opening. The sight was spectacular. While one wormhole and its kaleidoscope of colors was impressive, the sheer number of them created a light show like he’d never seen before in his life. “Nice work, Master Chief.” Kenneth slapped Billings on the shoulder. “Damn nice work.”

      “Team effort, boss.” He paused. “I do worry, though.”

      “About what?”

      “We couldn’t even test the weapons on some of these ships.” Billings turned and faced him. “What if they don’t work? Or the shield modifications fail? It takes months to shake out a vessel properly.”

      One by one, the dozens of warships entered their respective wormholes, and moments later, they closed in a cascade of colorful charged particles. The effect backlit Churchill, giving it an almost luminescent glow.

      “Well, we don’t always test our work, but when we do, it’s in combat.” Kenneth aimed for a lighter note to his voice but ended up shaking his head. “Gallows humor doesn’t always connect.”

      “Call the big ugly fat, well, you know… because that one bombed.”

      Kenneth laughed loudly at the mention of the nickname for the Terran Coalition’s heavy space bombers. “Point taken, Master Chief.” He sighed and hung his head. “I’d better get back down there. We’ve got more work to do.”

      “Boss,” Billings said as he put his hand on Kenneth’s shoulder. “I want you to know, however this goes down, it’s been an honor.”

      Emotion crept up within Kenneth, and a tear formed in his right eye. “Same here.” He pursed his lips together tightly. “Okay, now, no slacking.” With a grin, he walked off toward the nearest gravlift—back to the ship he’d been working on.
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        * * *

      

      Much like David’s day cabin on the Lion of Judah, Aibek had his own small office, directly aft of the Resit Kartal’s bridge. He’d retired to it so he could privately contact Chief Minister Obe. Breaking most rules regarding the chain of command, he reached out to the Chief Minister’s office directly.

      A Saurian dressed in the equivalent of a human business suit appeared on his vidlink monitor. “Chief Minister’s office, how many I assist you?”

      “I require a virtual audience with the Chief Minister.”

      “You and every other Saurian,” the youngster replied. The disdain in his tone was unmistakable. “I’ll take your name and have him call you back as soon as he’s able.”

      Aibek bared his teeth. “Do not mock me, sheeret.” He invoked a Saurian profanity. “I am Void Captain Talgat Aibek. Dishonor my request, and I will challenge you to blood combat… to the death.”

      On the screen, the other Saurian’s scales went grey, and his jaw dropped open. “Void Captain, please, forgive me. I did not know. The Chief Minister’s schedule is so busy, can you not go through normal channels?”

      “It is a matter of honor I speak with him, now.”

      The screen went black without another word, and Aibek wondered if the youngster hung up on him. The connection still showed active, however, so he sat patiently. Or, at least as patiently as a Saurian who had to answer the call to fight could. After a good five minutes, the screen came back on. It showed Obe at his desk.

      “Void Captain… what is the meaning of this?” Obe demanded. His scales flushed as he spoke. “You are far outside the bounds of protocol and honor.”

      “Am I? The Terrans now stand alone, without allies or support. The entire fury of the League comes for them, yet they stand bravely against it. We are the ones who are outside the bounds of honor.” Aibek stared into the camera, hoping his intent stare transferred via the electronic device.

      “They lack our support because they acted dishonorably. This man, Fuentes, he wasted the blood spilled by our warriors. That is something I cannot forgive.”

      “Fuentes is no longer in charge,” Aibek replied matter-of-factly. “Spencer has returned. A man of great honor that you stood scale to scale with.”

      “This is true. But the faction within our government that opposed the alliance with the humans in the first place has the most political power. I cannot override them without triggering a schism. It could lead to civil war.”

      “Even with the knowledge the League will surely come for us?” Aibek realized that Obe was just as hard on his position as he was in his. He furrowed his brow in a frown. “Chief Minister, did not the Prophet call on us to use our strength to aid the weak? To defeat evil and stand against the unjust? It is a matter of faith that we stand with the humans. To do otherwise would invite damnation of our souls.”

      Obe sat back, and his scales flushed again. “You think I do not know this?” He gestured wildly. “I have pressed scales all over Sauria, trying to find those who would stand with me to aid the Terran Coalition. The support is not there, Void Captain.”

      Aibek felt an unfamiliar feeling: defeat. He agrees with me, yet cannot or won’t change the outcome. Various lines about politicians being the worst enemy came to his mind, but he wasn’t in the mood for jokes. “I see. Then I must announce my intention to claim the right of conscience. I, and the warriors on my vessel, will take the Resit Kartal to Canaan. There, we will stand with our human brothers and sisters to the bitter end.”

      Abject silence came over the vidlink. Obe blinked a few times before his mouth curled up into a wide, toothy grin. “Your guile is quite indulgent.”

      “I do not understand, sir.”

      “If you would claim this right, perhaps others in the fleet would as well.”

      It took a couple of seconds for what Obe was suggesting to register with Aibek. When it did, he too grinned broadly. “I had not thought of that.”

      “We will not speak of this again, Void Captain. Address your fellow warriors directly. If they choose to join you, I will not stand in their way. May you walk where the Prophet guides.”

      “I will do my best, sir. May we all see victory over evil. Aibek out.” He touched the disconnect button on the screen before anything more could be said.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of the buzzer to his day cabin’s hatch jolted David out his pondering. He’d been studying scans of the League fleet, trying to devise a set of tactics that might allow them to inflict significant damage on the enemy. With only a hundred and fifty ships, there wasn’t too much he could do. Grateful for the distraction, he called out, “Come!”

      Ruth appeared in the hatch as it swung open. “Do you have a minute, sir?”

      “For you, I’ve got two,” David replied with a smile. “Come in, please.”

      She made her way to his desk and sat in the closest chair. “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      David spread his hands out in front of him. “Ruth,” he began, emphasizing her name to indicate it was a discussion between two friends. “We’re about to die. I’m not standing on formalities. What do you have to say?”

      “Sir.” Ruth’s voice trailed off as she bit down on her lip. “Maybe we’re not going to die. We’re not defeated yet. Canaan’s planetary defense system is still intact.”

      “Twenty thousand or more ships against a hundred and fifty. We don’t even have the best vessels in the CDF fleet. No, we’re saddled with the worst and the damaged ones. Sometimes you have to face facts. The fact is we’re a speedbump, at best. If we can slow them down for twelve hours, our friends and families get away. That’s what counts right now.”

      Ruth reached out and touched David’s hand. “I’ve never seen you like this before.”

      “I thought I was done with this life. I finally started doing what I thought God wanted me to do,” David said. A tear fell down his face. “Nope. Here I am again. I will give my life for the cause, and I wonder, Ruth. I wonder if God will accept me. More than that, I wonder why God isn’t helping us. He said in His word that He made a covenant with His people—Israel. I’ve never doubted that in my life. But I do today.”

      There was silence for a good thirty seconds. Ruth finally spoke. “Israel will continue. Our people will escape, the Terran Coalition will survive. Isn’t that enough?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “If you waver—”

      “Ruth, I’ll never give up or surrender in the face of the League. I might lose my faith, I might secretly long for it to be over, but I’ll never stop fighting them. Because there are times, and this is one of them, if I’ve ever seen it, when you keep on fighting. Not for any hope of eventual victory, but to deny your enemy the satisfaction of your defeat. Do you think I’m going to give that smug bastard Seville a win? I’ll ram his flagship and send him straight to hell first.”

      Her face scrunched up, and a frown spread across it. “I’m worried about you.”

      The pure nature of the statement touched David. As he mulled it over in his mind, the realization came to him that he should probably be worried about his mental state too. “Cutting off my payos last week was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.” He glanced at her. “It was as if it erased everything I’d done to try and get closer to HaShem the last six months.” He held up his hands. “I can’t get away from the blood that stains them.” There was something different about her uniform, he noted. There was a Christian flag under the one of New Israel on her uniform’s shoulder. “That’s new.”

      Ruth blushed deeply. “Yeah. You told us to get right with God. So I did. At least, I think I did. For me. Some of us were talking… the feeling of knowing we’re going to die, and not being sure where we’ll wake up. It’s scary, you know?”

      “More than you know.”

      “Sir, you’ve always been a great example. Don’t give up now. Somehow, I still think we’re going to be okay.”

      Does she believe that? Or is it just wishful thinking? David opened his mouth to answer but never got a word out.

      The voice of Lieutenant Hammond cut in. “General Cohen to the bridge. I say again, General Cohen to the bridge. We have an urgent situation.”

      David sprang up from his chair. “With me, Captain.” Adrenaline coursed through his veins as he walked out of the small office, exchanged salutes with the Marine sentries guarding the hatch to the bridge, and strode onto the deck. “This is General Cohen. I have the conn.”

      “General Cohen has the conn,” Hammond announced.

      “Sitrep?”

      “Better to show you, sir.” She gestured to the tactical plot showing on the holotank in the center of the CIC area. As per the last time he looked at it, there were hundreds of blue dots encircling the Lion.

      Then it hit him. There were a lot more friendly contacts. “TAO,” David began. “Are my eyes playing tricks on me, or did we get reinforcements?”

      Kelsey turned around in her chair. “Two hundred plus starships, Saurian signature, sir.”

      “Sir, I’ve got Colonel Aibek on a vidlink for you,” Taylor interjected. His voice held something it didn’t only a couple of hours before: hope.

      “Put him through, Lieutenant,” David replied as he quickly closed the distance to the CO’s chair and sat.

      Aibek’s smiling face, complete with bared teeth, appeared on the monitor above. “I greet you in the name of the Prophet, General.” He had a full Saurian uniform on, and his scales were a distinctive purple hue.

      “I,” David started to say, then stopped. His jaw hung open. “I’m so glad to see you. We all are. I thought you’d be alone.”

      “And I, you. It was a dark day when your leaders abandoned the noble fight. Perhaps if honor had been maintained, we would not be here now.”

      The words stirred anger inside of David. A white-hot emotion he could ill afford at the moment. He forced it down. “We’ll have time to beat up on the politicians later. Is this all we get or are more on the way?” Quick mental calculations told him that even doubling his active forces wouldn’t be near enough firepower to have a reasonable chance of victory.

      “I am afraid not, old friend. Our leaders are as feckless as yours were, though the Chief Minister did graciously allow me to circumvent the law. Those you see gathered with me were the ones who answered the call of the Prophet. We still stand with you till the end, even if it means our own death.”

      The anger quickly faded, replaced by sadness. The feeling of helplessness returned to David, coupled with guilt that he was leading even more people—and friends—to certain death, in an unwinnable fight. “We’ll do our best.”

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change!” Ruth’s voice was an octave higher than usual. “Additional wormholes opening all over the place, sir.”

      “Talgat, hang on. We’ve got incoming. Might have to cut this short and engage.” Without the benefit of dressing our lines or integrating the tactical network. David stared at Ruth. “Enemies, TAO?”

      “Negative, sir,” Ruth replied. “CDF signature. Destroyers, frigates, and a few cruisers. One hundred and seventy-eight new contacts.”

      The mothball fleet. David broke into a grin. How in the heck did Lowe pull this off? “Communications, signal the lead vessel over there. Split-screen with Colonel Aibek.”

      “Aye, aye, sir. One moment.”

      A CDF officer wearing the full bird insignia of a colonel appeared on the screen to the right side of Aibek. David found him vaguely familiar; there was something about the silver hair and Caucasian complexion that tugged at his memory. “Colonel Clint Waterman, commanding the CSV Resolute, reporting for duty, General. Sorry to make such a grand entrance. We didn’t want to announce ourselves prior in case there’s unwelcome ears.”

      “Do we know each other, Colonel?” David asked.

      “In a manner of speaking. You rescued me and many others from the League POW transport at the second battle of Canaan.”

      Aaaaah. It clicked together. Waterman was the longest-serving prisoner-of-war in the conflict. David remembered he’d retired. Apparently not. He grinned. “Good to have you, Colonel. We’ll slot your ship in, and the others, into our tactical network. Talgat, same with you. Godspeed to you all.”

      “Understood, General,” Waterman replied. “Godspeed. Resolute out.”

      Aibek flashed what passed for a grin. “Walk with the Prophet, and may we yet defeat the evildoers.”

      “Amen,” Tinetariro said from her perch behind the CO/XO chairs.

      The screen went dark, leaving David with a rush of something akin to joy, mixed with hope. He found the optimism sweeping the bridge infectious. With the addition of the mothball ships, it put them over five hundred combat-capable vessels—four or five to one. We’ve won with those kinds of odds before. Backed by the stratofighters from Canaan and the planetary defense system… there’s at least a chance now. He stood and walked back to the tactical display in the large centralized holotank. “Master Chief, come here, please.”

      Tinetariro glanced at him with an eyebrow raised before crossing the few steps. “What can I do for you, sir? Not much on advanced fleet tactics.”

      “There are people who live for testing every possible permutation of a large-scale engagement.” David grinned. “I was never one of them. I’m more akin to the school of hit firstest with the mostest, to quote the strategy of a general long since gone.” He stared at the tank for a bit longer, then turned toward her. “I need you to act as the XO during the engagement.”

      “Sir?” Tinetariro’s eyes went wide. “I’m not trained for that. I don’t see what I could offer. Captain Goldberg is the most capable command officer besides you, respectfully, sir.”

      “She’s also the best tactical action officer in the fleet. I want her on the guns, laying waste to our Leaguer friends. All I need you to do is point out when I do something weird. Sometimes I get too inventive and need to be reminded of it.”

      “I’ll do my best, sir.”

      David flashed a smile. “You always do, Master Chief.” He paused for a moment. “Tell me something… how is it you are always so serene, no matter what’s going on?”

      Tinetariro cocked her head to one side. “When I was a little girl, my mother used to repeat a verse to me. My father, you see, he was a police officer, and we lived on a border planet with a lot of crime. It wasn’t a foregone conclusion he’d come home when he left in the morning. It went something like this. Don’t worry about anything, but instead give it to God and give Him our requests. I’ve hung on to it my entire life.”

      “Noted.” I wish I had that kind of clarity about right now. He glanced at the mission clock, ticking down to expected enemy emergence. Less than an hour. “Communications, patch the 1MC into the fleet.” As he spoke, he walked back to the CO’s chair and sat.

      “Ready, sir,” Taylor replied.

      “Attention all ships of the fleet; this is General David Cohen. A few minutes ago, all hope was lost. We’d resolved to give our lives in an attempt to slow the enemy down long enough so that the civilians we’re sworn to protect could escape. So that our way of life would continue. Now, there’s a chance. I’m not going to lie to you. This battle will be bloody, and it will see many of us pay the ultimate price. It’s a price we’re willing to pay. The Leaguers still don’t understand that the strongest force in the universe isn’t thousands of ships or millions of conscripts. It’s free men and women, regardless of species, willing to lay down their lives so that others may live. In my last broadcast, I encouraged everyone to make peace with their maker. Now I ask you to pray to God, in whatever form you worship Him, to help get us through. Godspeed and I hope to see you on the other side.”

      Silence reigned throughout the bridge. All eyes were on David.

      David glanced back at Taylor. “1MC, shipwide only, please, Lieutenant.”

      “Done, sir.”

      “Attention all hands, this is General Cohen. Man your battle stations. I say again, man your battle stations. This is not a drill. Set material condition one throughout the ship,” David forced himself to project calm through his voice. The lights dimmed to a blue hue. “We’ve got a little under forty-five minutes until the League fleet arrives. Ensure all combat systems are one hundred percent. Damage control parties, forward muster in designated locations. Fight hard, fight smart. Together, we will prevail!”

      A rousing cheer went up from the enlisted personnel and officers on the bridge. In his heart, David hoped the words touched the rest of them, though he remained troubled. Now is not the time for introspection. I’ve got one job… defeat Seville. With that in mind, he stared at the tactical plot and began issuing orders to the newly arrived ships.
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        * * *

      

      Instead of soul searching, Calvin had spent the past few hours preparing his armor, checking and rechecking his weapons, and ensuring he was ready to fight. If the Lion of Judah was disabled, he figured the Leaguers would stage an attempt to capture the anti-matter reactor intact. His job would be to ensure they didn’t succeed. For all his attempts to push the thought of impending death out of his mind, he failed.

      While hearing that more ships had joined had given him hope, as it probably had for almost everyone else in the fleet, there was still something he couldn’t put his finger on. That something led him down to the chapel at 1230 hours. Calvin stood outside of the doors, indecisive for once in his life. He stared at the sign that proclaimed, “Peace to all those who enter here.” Finally, he pushed the hatch open and strode in.

      The room was mostly empty, which made sense, since the non-Marine personnel were manning their battle stations. Calvin quietly slipped into a pew. He sat there, not sure what to say or do. Finally, he closed his eyes and put his hands together. “So, uh, I’m not good at this,” he whispered. “You know, half the time, I don’t even know if you’re up there, God. If you are, I don’t feel connected to you. I envy the people who say they have a relationship with you. Me? I’m just a Marine, doing my job. Today, I’m facing down death, and I don’t know where I’ll end up, if there’s something after this life.” He swallowed. “Uh. Not really sure how to do this. But, if you can hear me… please forgive me for the horrible things I’ve done in this life. Help me to live whatever time I have left the right way, and stand strong for my brothers and sisters in arms. Watch over my wife and the civvies we’re trying to protect.” He paused for another moment. “Amen.” I think that’s how you’re supposed to end it.

      A hand touched Calvin’s shoulder. He nearly jumped out of his skin. He whirled around to see the slender form of Grace Estrada, the Christian chaplain.

      She, too, was startled by his response. “I’m sorry, Colonel. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “No fear here; only combat reflexes, ma’am.”

      “I’m sorry to intrude, but I couldn’t help but hear you just now.”

      Calvin shrugged. “You know, trying to get right like the General said. Thought the best place to do that would be the God box. I’ve been trying so hard to be a better man. But my habits and hatred for the League are hard to let go of. Every time they kill another one of my Marines, I swear, Pastor, I want to reach out and kill every Leaguer in the galaxy.”

      “Have you thought about giving your burden to God?”

      “I wish it were that simple,” Calvin replied with a snicker. “Like I was praying, I don’t have a close connection to the Almighty.”

      “May I ask you a personal question, Colonel?”

      “Sure.”

      “Why’d you volunteer to man the Lion? I don’t think we’ll have much need for ground pounders.”

      “Simple,” Calvin began. “Command doesn’t want our Leaguer friends getting ahold of the anti-matter tech. We’re the last line of defense.”

      “There’s got to be more to why you signed up for what is, for all intents and purposes, a suicide mission.”

      Ah, there’s the rub. Calvin glanced away from her. “Because,” his voice trailed off before he forced himself to finish the thought, “I owe it to Cohen and the rest of them to be here. They were there for me.” Again, he looked away. No many had understood. Not his wife nor most of the civilians he knew. The Marines, though, they got it. Semper Fidelis—always faithful. The words had meaning. “What about you?”

      “Someone needed to minister to those who are marching into the maw of hell. It might as well be me,” Estrada replied.

      “You’re not afraid or worried?”

      “I give it all to God. Jesus taught us to pray to the Father… Give us this day, our daily bread. We’re not supposed to focus on worry or what if. As much as I’m humanly able, I try to lay it down before the Father and live my life as close to what He emulated as possible.”

      Calvin pursed his lips together. “I wish I could do that.”

      “It’s a muscle. Like anything else, exercise makes it grow.” Estrada pushed a wisp of hair out of her face.

      “I suppose I’d better be getting back to Marine country and prepare for combat.” He stood from the pew and turned to go.

      “Of course, Colonel.” She waited until he’d gotten a couple of steps. “Colonel Demood, I’ll pray for you. Just don’t take pleasure in killing the enemy. Promise me that.”

      “I’ll try,” Calvin said as he cranked his head around toward her. “I try every day not to. To be that better man General Cohen challenged me to be.”

      “With God’s help, you can do it.”

      He flashed a smile. “Godspeed, Chaplain.”

      “Godspeed, Colonel.”
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      The Lion of Judah’s bridge was packed. Additional enlisted ratings were present for damage control duties, and all battle stations were manned and ready. David sat in the CO’s chair, his gaze directed straight ahead, out of the transparent alloy windows. This is it. Win or lose, this day, either the League of Sol or the Terran Coalition will triumph. The thought was sobering. He glanced at Tinetariro. The worry on her face was palpable, through a scrunched-up brow and a deep frown. “Any moment now,” he whispered.

      “I was just praying,” Tinetariro replied, her voice also a whisper.

      “Me too.”

      At that moment, dozens of bright flashes appeared—the telltale sign of wormholes opening.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, numerous inbound wormholes forming one hundred thousand kilometers in front of the fleet at the Canaan Lawrence limit,” Ruth announced.

      David held his breath. It’d be nice if there were more reinforcements.

      “League of Sol signature confirmed,” Ruth finished.

      No such luck. “TAO, populate the board. Designate the LSS Annihilator as Master One.” David stood and walked behind the CO’s chair to the massive holotank in the center of the bridge. He motioned for Tinetariro to join him. “Zoom us in just far enough to show the entire enemy fleet.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Ruth replied.

      The holotank came alive with hundreds of red dots and icons. They were so numerous, it was difficult to pick out what ship types were which. David circled it slowly, trying to make sense of the picture presented. “TAO, change Master One’s icon color to magenta.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      An icon in the very center of the League formation changed color, now sticking out prominently. He’s got entire flotillas of destroyers and heavy cruisers surrounding him. One thing I have to say for Seville, the man learns from experience. That realization, along with the disposition of the enemy, made it unlikely for David to succeed with an all-out assault designed to take out the Leaguers’ leadership.

      “Conn, communications. Admiral Seville is requesting a vidlink with you, sir. By name.”

      “I wonder what the cheeky bugger wants?” Tinetariro said as she made a face.

      David smirked. “Probably wants to prattle on about there being no God, and we should surrender now. Oh, well. He wants to talk? We’ll talk. Maybe a few more ships will jump in while we’re at it.” He stalked back to the CO’s chair and slid into it. “Put him on, Lieutenant.”

      The face of the man the Terran Coalition had been fighting for decades appeared on the monitor above David’s head. Seville wore the utilitarian uniform of the League, but today, he had dozens of ribbons and medals arrayed on his chest. The effect was quite pronounced, especially as those around him in the image didn’t. “General Cohen,” he began, mouth curled up in a creepy-looking grin. “We meet again. Perhaps for the last time.”

      “You have the most annoying ability to show up unannounced at exactly the wrong time, Admiral,” David replied as he crossed his arms in front of him.

      “I see that neither time nor the war has dulled that wit of yours. Good. All the better for our final encounter. There’s more ships here than I expected.”

      David couldn’t stop himself from smirking yet again. “I’m glad we could surprise you, Admiral. More are on the way. If you want, we could wait until they get here to start the destruction of your fleet.”

      “Ah, my old friend. Your fleet will be the one destroyed today. I’m sure the finest technology in the Terran Coalition has already told you I have over two thousand ships at my disposal. You have what, barely five hundred? This isn’t a battle you can win.”

      “I suppose we’ll have to see.”

      “You could surrender, save all these lives on both sides. There’s no reason for humanity to fight itself.”

      David stared at Seville’s image on the monitor. “Tell me something, Admiral… do you buy this line of crap you’re trying to feed us, or did your political officer hand you a script to read out before we started the vidlink?”

      Seville’s face twisted with rage. “I meant every word, Cohen. You have no way to win. We will crush you beneath our boots. For what? To fight for your rights to be slaves to a capitalist system that screws everyone but the very rich? Or is it the silly superstitions you cling to which motivate you to carry on?”

      “Blessed is the nation whose God is the Lord.”

      “Those words will not save you. There is no God. Only what we can see and feel with our own eyes and hands.”

      The Admiral’s words stung deep. They stroked the deepest fears David held in his heart: the thought he’d been a fool his entire life, that there was no such thing as a higher power. He forced it down and summoned courage from his rabbinical studies. “Every being has to decide what it believes in. You’ve made your choices, Seville. I made mine too. As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.”

      “I will crush you all, then bombard your precious Canaan until it surrenders to the superiority of the League,” Seville snarled in reply. “Then you can ask where your God is… or perhaps you could ask your father, on the off chance there’s an afterlife.”

      David leaned forward in his chair. Blinding rage surged throughout his mind. “Before this day is done, I’ll see you in hell, Admiral.” He brought his fist down on the button to disconnect the transmission and nearly cracked the control panel.

      “You can’t let him get to you, sir,” Tinetariro whispered. She leaned in from the XO’s chair.

      “Yeah.” David scowled and tapped at the controls to his viewer. A top-down tactical display appeared on it. It didn’t take long for him to realize that many of the enemy ships were now moving. “He’s not wasting any time.”

      “Only about half his fleet is heading in, though.”

      “Seville may be a disgusting human being, but he knows his business. A thousand ships are more than enough to put the hurt on us, and he probably assumes that our carrier battlegroups are waiting to jump in. He’s wrong, but anything that causes him to divide his fleet is good for us.”

      “So what’s your plan, sir?” Tinetariro asked with something approaching a grin on her face.

      “We have to engage. If we sit back and wait for his ships to come to us, they’ll range on Canaan and could fire on the surface. Communications, order all ships to move out and match our speed. Wall formation. Navigation, bring us to heading zero-one-zero, thrust at three-quarters.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Hammond replied crisply.

      “TAO, make VRLS tubes one through two hundred and forty ready in all respects. Open outer doors.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Ruth said. “We’re still out of range, sir.”

      “I know that, Captain. I’m selecting our targets now.” The mild rebuke delivered, David focused his attention on how the Leaguer fleet was moving forward. Hundreds of escorts up front, with waves of Rand class cruisers and Alexander class battleships behind. Classic League tactics. He’d formed up the CDF and Saurian fleets with their capital ships interspersed with escorts, to bring their superior firepower to bear. “Communications, order all ships to engage the first wave of enemy vessels. Remind everyone to stay in their firing lanes and not to deviate from formation.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Taylor replied.

      “TAO, firing point procedures, Master Eight hundred fifty-three to Master Eight hundred sixty-five, magnetic cannons and neutron beams.”

      “Firing solutions set, sir. Twenty seconds to maximum range.”

      David stared at the plot as the masses of blue and red icons steadily blinked closer to one another. “TAO, match bearings, shoot, magnetic cannons, and neutron beams.”

      Space was typically black except for the tiny pinpricks of light from the stars. Usually—but not today. The eruption of weapons fire from all around the Lion of Judah filled the void with blue and red hues as both sides traded directed energy beams. The Lion’s magnetic cannons spat helicar-sized projectiles at a tenth of light-speed toward the enemy, while in return, the League vessels flung their red plasma balls back. Taken in for a moment, the display was a beautiful kaleidoscope, something reminiscent of fractal art.

      Red dots started to disappear from the tactical plot as David stared at it—and so did the blue ones. League destroyers and frigates exploded in the deep of space, bursts of orange flame extinguished after only a moment in the vacuum. The targets the Lion gunned for were mostly gone, and they were now well within missile range. The only time I’ve had an entire load of Hunter missiles. With there being possibly no tomorrow, logistics hadn’t held back on the precious advanced AI-based weapons. “TAO, firing point procedures, Master.” He glanced up for a moment. “Nine hundred twenty through Nine hundred eighty, forward and rear VRLS. Three warheads per contact.”

      It took Ruth a few moments to respond. “Firing solutions set, sir.”

      “Match bearings, shoot, tubes one through one hundred eighty.”

      Missile after missile roared out of the Lion of Judah’s superstructure, racing away as their gel-fueled motors kicked in. The vibration in the deck plates went on for over a minute as the Hunters launched four at a time. As David studied the plot, enemy fire found the Lion. Plasma cannon balls slammed into her shields, creating vibrant accents of blue and green energy. While the incoming shots were from frigate and destroyer class weapons, he realized something unnerving. Even the League escorts have upgraded guns now. That’s a problem. “Communications, patch me in to Colonel Amir. It’s time to launch our fighters.”
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        * * *

      

      Admiral Pierre Seville stared at the combat information center of his flagship, the Annihilator, and pride filled his body. His sailors were ready, and for once, they collectively knew the feeling of loss. Most, if not every member of his fleet, had a friend or family member lost in the Coalition assault on their primary shipyards. Revenge, for once, was a powerful motivator for his side.

      “The enemy has more vessels than we expected, Admiral,” Strappi trilled from his position to Seville’s left.

      “I know that, Colonel. It does not alter the outcome.”

      Worry showed on the face of the political officer. “What if they get more help?”

      Seville grinned wolfishly. “Notice how many Saurian ships are present? About two hundred. That’s less than a quarter of the Saurian Imperial Navy’s effective strength, and its government has disavowed any involvement. Those that are here are rogues. No one’s coming to help them.”

      “I trust your judgment, Admiral.” Strappi seemed less than mollified but kept his mouth shut.

      Good. It’s about time that man learned his place. So went Seville’s love/hate relationship with the lapdog of a political officer. There were times he almost counted the man as a friend. Others, he still had trouble refraining from slapping him. “When the commissars and fleet are aligned, no goal is out of reach for humanity.” Add in propaganda buzz words, always.

      “The enemy has launched its single-seat fighters against us, Admiral,” a sensor control officer called out.

      “How many?” Seville asked.

      “Less than six hundred, sir.”

      That’s not enough. There should be a dozen or so carriers here. Where are they? It was a question that had vexed him ever since they emerged from their wormholes. “Order our own carriers to launch all fighter and bomber squadrons. Erase them from space.” The order delivered, Seville turned his attention to the tactical plot. What new strategy do you have to confound me with today, Cohen? He realized after a few seconds of staring that one flank of the Terran’s formation had older ships in it. Much older ships. His lips curled up in a grin. “Tactical, order battlegroups six, seven, and nine to engage the enemy's port formation, from our position.”

      Strappi leaned in. “Do you see something, Admiral?”

      The lack of military knowledge and experience of the political commissar remained astounding, even after all this time. Seville again suppressed the desire to slap the man. “The enemy vessels there… they’re old. The Terrans are desperate, so they pulled fifty-year-old warships out of reserves to fight us. We’ll drive a wedge in their lines and defeat them in detail.” He glanced at the communications officer. “Give the nearest safe jump coordinates to our reserves, order them into the fight in five minutes. We’ll use psychology against them too.”
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        * * *

      

      One beautiful thing about having a good idea of when the enemy would show up, at least for a fighter pilot, was the lack of having to sit inside the cockpit on ready five for hours on end. As it was, Amir had only needed to spend about forty-five minutes strapped in. It still seemed like a lifetime. While he had plenty of operational and combat details to focus his mind on, he couldn’t help but think of comrades lost over the years. Flying small, agile spacecraft into the teeth of the enemy wasn’t something for the faint of heart. They had higher loss ratios than any other military occupational specialty within the CDF. But where else can you paw the vacuum and experience life at its fullest than behind the stick of a single-seat fighter?

      Amir adjusted a small holoportrait of his wife, one he always flew with. It was a kind of good luck charm and a reminder of the reasons he fought. And, a reason to come home. At least, it usually was. Today, though, was not a typical day. He’d briefly considered outfitting his Phantom with additional anti-ship missiles and flying into the side of a League battleship as a martyr. It was probably only David’s strict instructions that there would be no suicide attacks launched by anyone in the fleet that kept him from doing it. Instead, he had a full war load of anti-fighter missiles, and Amir was ready to do battle with whatever the Leaguers threw at him.

      “This is the boss. Launch all squadrons. I say again, launch all squadrons.”

      After a final pre-flight check, Amir activated the thrusters on his craft and pulled back on his flight stick. A few short moments later, the void of space appeared at the end of the launch tunnel. He accelerated and immediately adjusted his heading as soon as he cleared the tube. “Reaper One to all squadron leaders, launch and form on my wing.” He changed the comm channel to the one preset for his squadron—the Grim Reapers. “Reapers, clear the launch area, assume finger four formations, and stack on me.”

      In the space of a few minutes, the rest of the Lion’s small craft zoomed into space. Coupled with the orbital-based stratofighters, Amir had nearly six hundred fighters at his disposal. Twelve of those squadrons were made up of medium and heavy bombers—totaling one hundred and twenty individual bombers, minus a few down for repairs—giving his wing a decent anti-ship punch. Meanwhile, the League formations streamed out of their respective carriers.

      “All squadrons, attack speed toward the enemy,” Amir called into the commlink as he directed his Phantom toward the phalanx of League fighters headed toward them. There’s thousands of them. For a moment, his heart despaired. He whispered a prayer to Allah in Arabic, calling for His guidance and protection. That done, his hand gripped the flight stick ever tighter. Minutes passed before the range decreased enough for anti-fighter missiles. Fifteen seconds before the engagement window opened, he cued the commlink once more. “All squadrons, break and attack. Weapons free!”

      The missile lock-on tone sounded in Amir’s cockpit. “Reaper One, Fox Three.” An active LIDAR-guided missile sprang from its position underneath the Phantom as its miniature fusion drive kicked off, and it rocketed away at high relative speed. Simultaneously, the entire wing joined in—a wave of warheads zoomed off into the void. Amir reached up and pressed a button to deploy his autonomous drone system. Made up of three independent but artificial intelligence connected drones, they made his craft that much more lethal.

      Not to be outdone, the mass of League small craft volleyed a wave of missiles of its own. Thousands of red dots indicating the approaching enemy warheads filled Amir’s HUD, and his onboard threat assessment computer identified several that had selected him as a target. He dropped high-tech chaff and jinked to the right, causing the first three to miss and explode. The drones took care of two, but the remaining rocket impacted his aft shields. They dropped to forty percent effectiveness in the blink of an eye. “Reaper One to all squadrons. Forget BVR combat. Engage maximum thrust, close the distance, and use our superior acceleration and delta-v profiles to destroy the enemy in space combat maneuvering.”

      Superior CDF electronic countermeasures soaked up many of the inbound warheads—but nowhere near all of them. Blue dots disappeared right and left, far more than Amir would expect to see in a typical engagement. He narrowed his eyes and reviewed a quick scan of the missiles flung at them—only to find it was a type not previously recorded. By Allah, the infidels have better weapons now. The realization rattled him because superior technology was one of their only bulwarks. The HUD displayed a tactical plot that gave him real-time situational awareness of his wing’s engagement status.

      Nearly all squadrons were actively dogfighting, including the older fighters. One group stood out specifically—a group of SF-78 Boars, slashing through an enemy formation. Amir watched in awe as the pilots charged through the Leagues’, firing their primary weapon—a miniaturized dorsal mounted magnetic cannon. Boars are relics from the early days of the war! Why’d we get rid of them again? Each time the mag-cannon spoke, a League bomber exploded. And then, Amir lost track of the battlefield as he looped head-on at a League interceptor. He stroked the trigger on the flight stick, sending a flurry of blue neutron energy at the hapless enemy craft. It exploded after five hits. Allah, guide my hands in this fight.

      The battle raged on.
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        * * *

      

      As Amir and the rest of the pilots fought for their lives, David stared at the tactical plot in mild shock. Five hundred or so new League vessels. Good grief, how many ships do they have anyway? There were now twenty-five hundred enemy warships facing down a little over five hundred friendlies. The odds were still long, but he reminded himself of the Rabin’s first real fight. They’d won, despite the poor odds. Our best hope here is a long battle of attrition where our superior technology and firepower whittles down the Leaguers. David silently hoped Seville would make a critical mistake.

      “It looks to me like that new bunch of dots is bunching up together,” Tinetariro whispered from the XO’s chair.

      David nodded with a glance at the plot. “Correct, Master Chief.” Where are they going? It didn’t take long to determine the reinforcements were headed straight for the oldest ships in their formation. “Seville means to punch through our weakest forces. Communications, get me Void Captain Aibek.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Taylor replied.

      A few moments later, Aibek’s face appeared on the monitor directly above the CO’s chair. “General… greetings. What can the Resit Kartal do for you?” He smiled toothily, the large Saurian incisors showing.

      “Remember that micro-jump trick we used on the League in Teegarden?” David asked.

      “Quite fondly.”

      “Can you and your heaviest ships execute one, right now?” Please, God, let their Lawrence drives have cooled off enough.

      “Allow me to consult the engineer.” There was a pause on the vidlink as Aibek spoke to someone off-screen. “Yes, sir. Minimal risk.”

      “You’ll have the coordinates momentarily. The Leaguers are trying to turn our flank, as it were.”

      Aibek grinned wolfishly. “We’ll help them see the error of their ways.”

      “You do that, Talgat.”

      “Godspeed, General.”

      “Godspeed.” The vidlink clicked off, leaving the bridge in momentary silence. David stared out the transparent alloy “windows” directly in front of him, watching the flare of weapons fire and explosions caused by their impacts. So far, they were holding their own. Seville’s not out of surprises yet.
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        * * *

      

      Ten thousand kilometers away, Angie Dinman stood among a vast sea of humanity on Canaan. The candlelight vigil she’d volunteered to cover for GNN was in full swing, as millions of Terran Coalition citizens huddled together. They had poured into the center of Lawrence City throughout the day. Police officers and militia members were present, but there was very little need for crowd control. To a man and woman, they were there to pray and not be alone. She’d observed dozens of small groups belonging to different faiths kneeling, begging God to intercede on behalf of the military forces now fighting for them in orbit above. With a remote-controlled drone holocamera trailing her, she made her way toward the White House, which sat in the heart of the city.

      Block after block, she filmed the enormous gathering. What struck her as she made her way closer to the landmark of their government was how people from every walk of life were represented. The poor, middle-class, affluent, religious, non-religious. Angie lost count of how many different human languages she heard, and some of the faiths she didn’t recognize. Maybe that’s the point. When we’re down to brass tacks, who cares about our differences?

      The voice of the news show’s producer sounded in her earpiece. “Angie, you got anything good down there?”

      “I’d say millions of people marching together and praying for victory is news,” she replied tartly. What they want is a fight. Pushing, shoving, shouting. If it bleeds, it leads, after all.

      “Can you interview someone? The crowd’s not doing anything. Hard to get perspective here.”

      “Sure.” Angie glanced around, trying to find someone or a group of people that appeared interesting. Her eyes settled on two women standing together. Something about them drew her attention, though she couldn’t quite put a finger on it.

      One of the women wore a conservatively cut skirt that went down to her ankles, with an equally modest top. The other was almost the exact opposite. They stood together, their voices murmuring below the ambient noise level.

      Angie strode up to them and stuck her nose into the conversation. “Hi, ladies. Do you have a moment?”

      “Uh, sure,” the woman with the ankle-length skirt replied. “Hey, I recognize you. You're on the holovids.”

      “Angela Dinman, Galactic News Network, at your service.”

      “What can we do for you?” the other woman, who was taller, with blonde hair and a tie-dye shirt, asked.

      “Would you be up for an interview? I’m reporting on the gathering here tonight.”

      They exchanged glances. “Uh, sure. I’m Rebecca Baker,” the blond replied. “My... friend here is Judith Starr.”

      “I sense some hesitation there.”

      Starr spoke up. “Well, we met each other a few months back at a protest against the Peace Union. I uh, well, shall we say that our first encounter was screaming obscenities at each other, followed by flinging our signs in one another’s face.” She bit her lip. “I’m ashamed to admit that.”

      For a moment, Angie was speechless. “Wait a minute. I’m missing something. You were acting like old friends when I walked up.”

      “We ran across each other earlier tonight,” Baker began. “With the League on our doorstep, everything else we’ve been fighting about seemed silly. After we both apologized, a conversation broke out.”

      “Better than a fight,” Starr said with a small smile as she clutched her candle. “So we’re praying for the soldiers in orbit.”

      “You haven’t tried to get a freighter off-planet?”

      “Our families don’t have that kind of money, Ms. Dinman,” Baker replied. “If the CDF can’t stop them, well.” She spread her hands out. “Our fate will be left in the hands of God, I suppose.”

      A series of bright flashes dotted the night sky, pinpricks of light in an otherwise dark sky. Angie stared upward, along with most of the rest of those in the streets. One dot was brighter than the others and had a red hue. An exploding ship. I pray it's not David’s. She forced herself back to her job. “I suppose it’s a pity it took this event to get people to talk to each other again.”

      The two women glanced at one another. “I’d call it sad, personally,” Baker said. “Those explosions, though, give me hope. It means the CDF is still fighting.”

      “And dying,” Angie added somberly. Before sadness could take over, she kept talking. “Well, thank you for your time. I’m going to move closer to the White House and get some others’ perspective. God bless.”

      Starr put her hand on Angie’s. “God bless you too.”
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        * * *

      

      “Conn, TAO. Master Two hundred seventy-nine destroyed, sir.”

      The erasure of another Alexander class warship from the field of battle was welcome, but there were so many others. David had never seen the kind of concentration of League capital class vessels they now faced. It was enough to make him wonder why they hadn’t thrown this kind of weight at them before now. Moments after the red dot disappeared on his tactical viewer, two more moved forward to take its place. All the while, icons representing enemy and friendly escorts disappeared—the friendly ones at an alarming rate.

      Tinetariro leaned in. “That last destroyer was ten percent of our total ship count, sir.”

      “I know.” David’s matter-of-fact reply hung in the air. The concept of “favorable rate of exchange” went out the window when the good guys were losing thousands of soldiers per minute. While they’d put the hurt on the initial formation, the League ships were wearing them down, fast. Seville had the numbers—and was willing to take the losses. David searched the plot, looking for something, anything, he could use to change up the battle of attrition they were in. One they would lose.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, League formation designated Delta,” Ruth announced. They’d observed several groups of enemy vessels numbering in the hundreds, that were maneuvering tightly together. “It’s moving at flank speed, on a heading of two-seven-zero, mark positive eighteen.”

      David stood and strode back to the holoprojector in the middle of the bridge. Using his hands, he manipulated the view to show a zoomed-in picture of the battlefield near the unit Ruth had referenced. “There’s an opening in their lines,” he mused out loud.

      “Seville’s no slouch, sir. That can’t be a mistake,” Tinetariro said as she appeared at his side.

      “In other words, it’s a trap?”

      “Quite right, sir.”

      “I’m sure you’re correct, Master Chief.” David bit his lip and pointed at the nearest group of CDF ships. “However, this tactical wing will be overwhelmed if we don’t do something, and the only real option is to hit that gap with everything we can spare.” And pray to God that we can survive whatever Seville has planned. He made his way back to the CO’s chair. “Navigation, plot a course through the hole in the Leaguers battle line.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Hammond replied.

      “Communications, signal the Thermopylae, order them and their supporting battle group to break formation and form up with us.” The Themistocles class heavy cruiser and its twenty-plus escorting destroyers represented a powerful space action group. One that, in a typical battle, would crush an opposing League formation.

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Taylor began. After a pause, he continued. “Thermopylae signals her receipt of your orders and is moving to comply.”

      The next few minutes were a flurry of activity as the squadron of vessels moved closer to the Lion of Judah, and the League forces advanced. All around them, the battle raged. Trading long-range blows, the Lion repeatedly sent helicar-sized shells from her magnetic cannons into the fray. At last, David noted the Thermopylae was in position. “Navigation, all ahead flank.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      The deck plates of the massive warship hummed as their sublight engines engaged at maximum thrust. It was enough to be felt through the soles of David’s combat boots. “TAO, status of forward and aft VRLS reload?”

      “Completed, sir.”

      That opens up my playbook, just a hair. David stared at the tactical plot yet again and picked out his first series of targets. “TAO, firing point procedures, Master Seven hundred thirty-one and Master Eight hundred ninety-two, magnetic cannons, and neutron beams.” The two Rand class cruisers were the closest capital ships.

      “Firing solutions set, sir.” Ruth cranked her head around. “There’s a lot of destroyers we could work over, sir, that are closer and easier to hit.”

      “I’m aware of that, Captain,” David replied, his tone curt. “However, our escorts will handle them. I want to knock out the big guns.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      I suppose I can’t blame her for wanting to increase the tonnage of destroyed Leaguers. David locked his eyes on the screen showing a picture of the battle—at least with red and blue icons. The moment they entered maximum range, he glanced toward Ruth. “TAO, match bearings, shoot, all weapons.”

      Both the Lion of Judah and her consorts went to work. Magnetic cannon shells, neutron beams, and missiles roared out from the array of escorts around them, while the Lion’s weapons spoke as one. Numerous Cobra class destroyers exploded from the onslaught, their weak shielding and brittle hulls no match for the Terran Coalition’s best technology. The Lancer class frigates fared even worse; they were no more than cannon fodder, soaking up the incoming fire. That didn’t mean the Leaguers were defenseless, however. Far from it. They gamely returned the fusillade with one of their own, and the blackness of space turned red with plasma balls. One by one, the friendly escorting destroyers took crippling hits or exploded outright.

      David shook in his harness as another incoming volley slammed into their shields—which lost cohesion at an alarming rate. “Navigation, come to heading zero-four-zero, present our port side to the enemy,” he called out over the din of battle.

      “Conn, TAO. Enemy contacts neutralized, sir.”

      “TAO, firing point procedures—”

      Ruth cut him off in mid-sentence. “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, inbound wormholes at fifty thousand kilometers! League signature, sir.”

      Dozens of red icons popped into existence on the tactical plot. A few blinked out moments after they appeared. Seville knows the risks of microjumps, but he’s using them anyway. Dang it, Master Chief was right. It’s a trap. David stared at the plot, analyzing the enemy's latest move and trying to avoid his OODA—observe, orient, decide, act—loop being compromised. A split second later, he spoke. “TAO, snap shot, closest enemy vessels that just jumped in.” God, please let us catch them with their shields down. He realized with a start he was openly praying God would help them win—a gross violation of his principles.

      Ruth didn’t bother to reply as she tried to exploit the five-second window they had between jump in and the enemy vessel's power returning to full. Given the distance, the only weapon deployed was the neutron beams, which moved at the speed of light. Her efforts paid off. Several Cobras and at least one Rand were caught without shields. It wasn’t enough. The newly arrived League ships moved forward at once, focusing their fire on the nearest escorts. “Conn, TAO. Sierra Three hundred sixteen, Four hundred eighty-one, and Three hundred eighty-two destroyed, sir.”

      “Communications, order all ships to fall back,” David barked. “Now!”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Taylor replied.

      Come on. Come on. David stared at the plot. “This isn’t happening fast enough! Pull them back, now!”

      “Conn, TAO,” Ruth began. “Sir, the Thermopylae’s deflectors have failed on her forward and starboard quarters.”

      David detected a trace of panic in her voice and Taylor’s too. If I don’t act now, it’ll infect the entire bridge crew. “Navigation, adjust our heading to,” he glanced at the plot for a moment, “two-two-one, mark positive five.” A direct bearing to the stricken heavy cruiser. “Ahead flank.”

      The Lion’s engines came to life, propelling them forward as fast as the massive vessel could go. The deck plates hummed with their vibrations as they rapidly gained on the Thermopylae. Waves of League ships came into view, heading toward the same goal.

      “TAO, extend our shields to envelop the Thermopylae. Firing point procedures, nearest League vessels, magnetic cannons, and neutron beams.” David leaned forward in his seat. “Communications, signal the Thermopylae to plot a course directly behind us.”

      “Firing solutions set, sir,” Ruth called out.

      “Match bearings, shoot, magnetic cannons and neutron beams.”

      Again, weapons fire lashed out from the mighty battleship as the Lion took on her foes. Bright blue neutron beams, coupled with mag-cannon projectiles, lit up the League’s Lancer class frigates and Cobra class destroyers left and right. Several exploded in the darkness of space, the brief smear of red flame the only evidence they’d ever existed. The enemy concentrated their firepower on the Thermopylae, hammering what little defensive screens it had left.

      “Conn, TAO. Sir, the Thermopylae’s armor is buckling.”

      “Extend our shields,” David barked.

      “I can’t, sir. We’re still too far away.”

      David stared at his tactical plot, willing the ship to go faster, but it was not to be. A few seconds before they hit the range at which the Lion’s shields could safely extend around the friendly heavy cruiser, a barrage of plasma cannon impacts on the Thermopylae’s hull started a chain reaction of explosions that ended with half the vessel’s stern blowing off. He slammed his fist into the armrest of the chair in frustration. Most of its escorts were destroyed in quick secession, leaving him to stare at the screen in shock. “TAO, cover who’s left.” He forced his brain forward. “Navigation, all back full.”

      “Sir?” Hammond asked, her tone one of surprise.

      “I said all back full,” David snapped.

      The ship groaned with alloy stress as the engines reversed thrust. David found himself on the brink of complete despair. The loss of so many ships, especially one of the precious heavy cruisers, left the odds of victory almost nil.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, inbound wormholes!”

      It can’t get worse.

      “League signature confirmed, sir,” Ruth practically shouted. “Master One microjumped and is twenty thousand kilometers away, with her battlegroup.”

      Oh, yes, it can. David stared at the tactical plot, momentarily caught in a mental feedback loop as he pondered what to do next. Running through the options in his mind, he realized there were very few that didn’t leave them dangerously exposed. If I direct the Lion forward, we can probably stabilize the line… at the cost of this ship and her crew. It was then the voice of doubt roared into his mind like a freight train. Where is God when we need Him most? The hundreds of thousands of prayers, songs, thousands of trips to the synagogue. What was it all for? The Torah proclaimed that in a time of need, God was there for Israel—that he had a special covenant with them. Some covenant.

      “Sir, what are your orders?” Tinetariro whispered after a few seconds.

      Then it hit him. What if there is no God? No one watching above, no higher power that made the universe. What if… I’ve been wrong my entire life, and Seville is right? As the thought ran through him, he felt as if it would’ve been better if he’d hadn’t been born. David stared at the plot, mentally calculating the range and bearing to the enemy flagship. I can, at least, fulfill my promise. He determined even with the mass of firepower arrayed against them, the Lion of Judah could ram Master One and erase the League admiral from the universe. Then I suppose I’ll find out if there is a God after all. As he opened his mouth to give the order to abandon ship, followed by an intercept course, David found himself unable to speak, and everything went black.
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      Blinding white light as far as he could see greeted David when he opened his eyes. Where am I? His last memory was the bridge of the Lion of Judah.

      Were we destroyed? It didn’t make sense, as shields were still up, and he’d seen no mortal threat to the ship. He lacked perception of up or down, though he didn’t appear to be floating, and his feet seemed to rest on solid “ground.”

      There was another flash of white light, and a figure appeared. It wore a simple robe that blended into the background, and aside from a pale face, was almost indistinguishable in the void. “David?”

      The voice. His body shuddered as a chill raced down his spine, shaking him to the core. I know that voice. He reached out and put a hand on the figure, his fingers touching the pale face. As soon as he made contact, he knew. “Sheila?”

      Like a picture coming into focus on a holoprojector, the figure resolved itself further as Sheila Thompson, David’s best friend and former XO—who’d died years before. “Yup, the woman, the myth, the legend.” Her mouth curled up in a broad grin.

      David narrowed his eyes as his mind went into overdrive. “Where are we? What is this place?”

      “The in between.”

      “In between what?”

      “Life and death.”

      He embraced her tightly, and she set her head on his shoulder. “I’ve missed you so much.” After at least thirty seconds in Sheila’s arms, he tilted her head back and kissed her. “I don’t need to understand why or how, but I’m glad you’re here.”

      She frowned. “You’re only here for a little while, David.”

      David stared at her quizzically.

      “You challenged God. Accused Him of not caring, in your heart. I’m not sure why, but He decided to answer. This place is a construct where your mind can acclimate itself to what’s happening in a way it’s capable of understanding.”

      “That’s pretty bizarre, even for me. I suppose it’s possible I had a break with reality instead.”

      “No,” Sheila replied with a giggle. “I’ve watched, you know. I was so proud of you for finally moving on.”

      “And then I came back.” David thought back to shaving off his beard. “I had to.”

      “Yes. They needed you, so you came. It’s one of the things I love about you.”

      Something clicked in David’s brain. “Are you saying I will meet God?”

      “Yes.”

      “In the flesh?”

      “Not quite, but something like that.”

      David stared at her, dumbfounded. His mind raced, and he struggled to absorb her words. Occam’s razor would suggest I’m just insane.

      “Let me guess: you think you’ve gone insane because of Occam’s razor? Forget that,” Sheila said. “There’s someone else who would like to see you.”

      He noticed the brightness of the light had dimmed around him. No longer overwhelming, it was more subdued and easier to endure. Another person appeared near them. Not directly next to him as Sheila had, but nearby. He stared at the new arrival, trying to figure out who it was. Tall and dressed in a CDF khaki duty uniform. It can’t be… Dad?

      As soon as he had the thought, David knew it was his father. “Dad!” he shouted, covering the distance as fast as his legs would carry him.

      Levi Cohen appeared as if he hadn’t aged a day. He rushed forward as well, his brown hair and matching eyes visible in the light. The two men met and embraced one another powerfully. “I’ve missed you so much, son,” he whispered into David’s ear.

      “How can this be?” David asked, tears streaming down his face.

      “It’s like your friend said. You are in between the two worlds right now. So those of us who’ve gone on, we can interact with you. As long as HaShem permits us.”

      “I wondered what it would be like, the day I died and went to Olam Habah.”

      “This isn’t heaven,” Sheila said.

      David tried and failed to dry his tears as emotion overwhelmed him. First, seeing Sheila, now his father, was almost too much to process. Yeah. This is a head trip. “What do you do here, Dad? I mean, do you experience time like I do? Do you—”

      Sheila put her hand on David’s arm. “I’m sorry, it’s time.”

      “Time for what?”

      “You’ll see.” She patted his arm, and the intense white light disappeared.

      In a moment, they appeared in what seemed like a courtroom, with a high ceiling, two tables, and a tall bench where presumably the judge would sit. David stared in wonder as the room constructed itself in front of his eyes. “Why are we here?”

      “Because you must answer for your actions before God,” another voice interrupted. It belonged to a moderately tall man with olive skin and a robust beard that reminded David of his own before he’d cut it off. He wore a simple business suit.

      “Who are you?” David asked, bewildered.

      “Think of me as your defense attorney. It’s my job to help you answer the charges being brought.”

      “What charges?”

      “Breaking the Mitzvot of Hashem, of course.”

      David’s mouth fell open, then shut itself. God is putting me on trial? The entire experience was surreal. “Which one?”

      “All of them.”

      “But,” David began, and then stopped. The truth was—and he knew it in his heart—he’d broken most of the laws laid down in the Torah. While he’d prayed for forgiveness, if God wished to judge him, he knew he was deserving of His judgment. “I see.”

      “It’s okay. He is just. You know that.” Shelia gestured to the defendant’s table. “Take your seat.”

      As David scrambled to move, the still-unnamed bearded man held open a small wooden gate, and they both walked through it. David sat in the chair furthest to the right and rested his hands on the table. “If you’re my defense attorney, how do you intend to answer the charges against me?”

      “The only way to answer them is to throw yourself on the mercy of the court.”

      “What?” Wait a minute. God wants to put me on trial, and He’s the one who was absent and hasn’t helped us? The insanity of it all nearly overwhelmed him. Rationally, the concept he’d meet God seemed impossible. And yet, here I am.

      While his mind still raged, trying to work through what was happening, a white-robed figured walked through a door behind the judge’s bench. A voice David couldn’t quite identify, which seemed to echo throughout the room, called out, “Oyez! Oyez! Oyez! All persons having business before the Honorable Supreme Court of the Universe are admonished to draw near and give their attention, for the Court is now in session. God save this Honorable Court!”

      All sprang to their feet as the white-robed figure stepped onto the top of the judge’s bench and sat. “You may be seated,” he said.

      David took a long look at the figure, whose face resembled that of a human, but was so bright, it seemed to glow. He found it difficult to stare for more than a second or two without a wave of fear running through him. Summoning courage, he stood. “Who are you? Why am I here?”

      The defense counsel stood and adjusted his coat jacket. “Your Honor, I apologize for my client’s outburst and ask you to have mercy on him.”

      The white-robed figure waved his hand. “David ben-Levi Cohen.” His eyes seemed to bore through David’s soul. “I have many names. You know My name as I am, that I am.”

      A shiver went down David’s spine. I am speaking to God. His knees knocked together, and he collapsed into the chair behind him.

      “Are you familiar with the Mitzvot?”

      “I-I-I am, Your Honor,” David stammered.

      “To know there is a God. Not to entertain thoughts of other gods besides me. To love Him. To fear Him. To sanctify His name. Not to profane His Name.” The white-robed figure paused. “Is there a single one you haven’t broken in your life?”

      “Your Honor,” the bearded defense counsel interjected. “He’s a human. Weak, fallible. My client has attempted to keep your commandments.”

      “I do not care that he has tried. I care that he does.” The judge continued to stare at him intently. “You believe I failed you.”

      “Yes, Your Honor.” David raised his eyes. “In our hour of need, you aren’t here. Hundreds of thousands of people are about to die.” He gritted his teeth. “Because you won’t help us.”

      “Your client confirms his guilt,” the white-robed man said as he stared at David’s defense counsel. “I see no reason to proceed unless he has a final statement before I pass judgment.”

      “Perhaps it would be best if I made a plea for his soul, Father.”

      David cast a sidelong glance at the man beside him and stood. “I am fully capable of answering for myself.” Confidence filled him that he couldn’t fully explain. If I’m really standing before God, I might as well make the most of it. If not, it hardly matters. “Yes, I admit to the charges against me. I questioned whether or not HaShem exists, or more directly, if He—You—still cared about our portion of this universe.”

      “You presume to know what I care about?”

      “I thought I did, through Your word.”

      “Were you present when I created the world you were born on? Its plants and animals? Or, for that matter, any life in the galaxy? In the billions of galaxies in the universe?” His gaze was piercing, as if with every word he examined and weighed David’s soul.

      “No. But I was present when I saw thousands upon thousands of people who call on Your name die at the hands of the League.” David glanced back at Sheila. “When my best friend died. I was there to see otherwise decent people corrupted by this horrific war, and I’ve had a front-row seat to my own soul as it became a dark and deserted wasteland.”

      There was an audible gasp from someone in the gallery. The white-robed figure tilted his head ever so slightly. “You blame Me, for this?”

      “If My people, who are called by My name, will humble themselves and pray and seek My face, and turn from their wicked ways, I will hear them from heaven and forgive their sins and heal their land,” David quoted from the Torah. “We prayed. Over, and over. We worship You constantly and without ceasing. Hundreds of millions of Jews, tens of billions of Christians and Muslims, billions more of other faiths. Our entire society is set up around the acknowledgment and worship of God. It’s enshrined in our constitution and our hearts.”

      The white-robed man on the judge’s bench sat impassively, with no change in expression, nor did He speak.

      “From where I sit, we’ve collectively done as much as we can to worship HaShem. Are we perfect? No. But what do we have to show for it? A communist empire that assaults us over and over. Tens of millions have died in this war. Now we’re an hour or two from total defeat. You promised us You would defend Your people. Where? When? If You won’t keep Your covenant with us, why should we worship You?” By the end of his monologue, tears streamed down David’s face. The loss of friends, his father, fellow soldiers, and their inability to stop the League weighed heavily.

      The defense counsel sprang to his feet and put his hand on David’s shoulder. “I think what my client is trying to say, Your Honor, is that his faith has been sorely tested.”

      “And found wanting,” the white-robed judge replied. “Tell me, David Cohen, have you relied on me? Or have you relied on yourself? I already know the answer—yourself. You won’t even pray to Me and ask for victory over what you describe as an evil, mortal enemy. Instead of having even the smallest amount of faith, you put your faith in technology and the Terran Coalition’s strength.”

      David opened his mouth to object—and shut it when he realized he couldn’t. The realization that God was speaking to him and had destroyed his argument in a couple of sentences was jarring. “I…” His voice trailed off before he found it again. “I didn’t think it was right to ask You to help me kill others. No matter how bad they are.”

      “It’s not about asking for help to kill. The point is to put your trust in God.” The tone of the white-robed figure was one of patience, akin to a father instructing his son. “Do you have faith? Are you capable of having trust in Me?”

      I don’t know. The realization shook David to his core. What exactly do I believe? “I think…” He closed his eyes. “I don’t know.” Vocalizing the realization was even worse. I am an Orthodox Jew. I am supposed to live and breathe belief in HaShem. “I try.”

      “Ah. You try.”

      “Please, have mercy on him, Your Honor,” the defense counsel said. “He is but a flawed human. They all are.”

      The figure sat back in his seat, never breaking eye contact with David. “You have challenged me, David ben-Levi Cohen. As others have in times past. This I will say for you—you are a man after my own heart, not unlike your namesake from long ago. I see into your soul, and I see a decent man, who tried in his own flawed, fallible way, to do right. At the same time, Admiral Seville loudly proclaims there is no God. He mocks My name, and that of My people. For these reasons, if, and only if, you show faith, I will answer your prayer. When you return to your reality, strike at the evildoers with all your ability. I will bless you and sow confusion in their ranks. All will know that the Lord their God has saved them this day. For the rest… in due time, I will judge you when you pass beyond.” He stood and walked out of the room through a door just beyond the judge’s bench.

      His mind swimming, trying to make sense of what was going on around him, David turned to the man acting as his counsel. “I think I’ve gone insane.”

      “No.” The man’s face broke into a warm smile. “Not at all. I’m afraid your time here is over. Please, say goodbye to those who came to be with you.”

      David turned around, expecting to see Sheila and his father in the gallery of the courtroom. Instead, it was packed. There were dozens, if not hundreds, of people, some of whom he couldn’t make out, while others, such as Doris Hunter, were fresh in his mind. It took him a moment to realize all of them had served with him—some under his command, some not. All had died in the line of duty. Every last one wore a smile, and somehow, David found himself taking strength from the display. He tried to think of something to say, and failing to do so, brought his hand up in salute.

      They in return, saluted him as one.

      After David brought his arm down, he stared at Sheila and his father Levi, who stood next to one another. “What now?”

      “Do what you do best, son. Fight the good fight.”

      “Yes, sir,” David replied, forcing confidence into his voice.

      “David, I want you to know,” Levi began, even as the room and those in it started to fade. “I am so proud of you. I’ll be here. We all will, when you arrive.”

      “I love you, Dad,” David got out as everything faded to black. He felt as if he was falling down a crack in reality.
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        * * *

      

      “Your orders, sir?” Ruth asked.

      Her voice cut into David’s mind as he realized he was back on the bridge. Back, or did I ever leave? He was still in the CO’s chair, staring at the tactical plot that hadn’t changed. Seville’s mousetrap movement was still in progress, and David had to decide what to do. Strike at the evildoers… and I will bless you and sow confusion in their ranks. What does it mean?

      “Sir?” Ruth’s voice was now insistent.

      The only way to sow confusion is to attack the flagship. We’ve done that before, successfully. Trying to parse out what his next action should take with only seconds to make a decision taxed every mental faculty David had. Have faith. I should pray, as I was instructed. A moment later, he shook his head. Not enough time. I’ll do it after the battle. He set his jaw and went all in. “TAO, clear all firing solutions. Firing point procedures, Master One. Magnetic cannons, neutron beams, and VRLS tubes one through two hundred forty.”

      Ruth jerked around in her seat, twisting the combat harness as she did. “Say again, sir?”

      “You heard me, Captain.”

      “With respect, sir, Master One is protected by dozens of escorts. We don’t have a clear line of fire. We’d waste our shots!”

      She’s right. David closed his eyes. I must have faith. He felt the eyes of everyone on the bridge staring at him. “Trust me, Ruth.” He hoped using her first name would break through to her.

      “Sir—”

      “Have I ever steered us wrong?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Then execute my orders.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Ruth replied as she turned to face her console. A few moments later, she announced, “Firing solutions set, sir.”

      David pressed himself back in the CO’s chair. “Match bearings, shoot, all weapons.”

      The Lion of Judah flung helicar-sized projectiles out of its forward mag-cannons, while at the same time, its neutron beam emitters roared away in the darkness of space. A stream of missiles erupted out of their launch tubes for thirty seconds, constituting a full volley of advanced Hunter warheads. Ruth’s protest had merit; none of the directed energy weapons or the shell projectiles connected with Seville’s flagship, the Annihilator.

      With a couple of clicks, David zoomed the tactical plot in on the viewer above his head, focusing on the area directly adjacent to the Annihilator. Blue icons representing the Hunters moved across the plot. They disappeared left and right without impacting a hostile contact, the victims of the League fleet’s point defense fire. A single, solitary missile evaded everything the Leaguers threw at it. Hope grew in David’s heart as it bobbed and weaved. Come on, come on! He willed it to hit with everything in his mind, even as another part of him questioned how a single warhead could cause any damage to the massive enemy behemoth. At the last second, it slammed into one of the escorting destroyers.

      “Conn, TAO,” Ruth’s tone was one of shock. “Negative impact, sir. No hits on Master One. Three frigates destroyed, one destroyer damaged.”

      The waste of an entire alpha strike loomed large in David’s mind momentarily. Then it hit him. I’ve gone insane. I think I talked to God, so I wasted an opportunity to at least cause some damage to the enemy. His hands shook, and his breath became ragged.

      Tinetariro leaned in from her perch on the XO’s chair. “Sir, are you okay?”

      David’s face went white as a ghost. He turned to her. “No, Master Chief.”

      “You have to focus, sir.”

      The bridge started spinning as David tried to figure out what to do next. God, please. I don’t know what to do. Are you even there? Have I completely lost it? Please, if you’re out there, help me. Help us. He caught his breath and stared for a few seconds at the tactical plot, trying to formulate a way to blunt the enemy onslaught.

      “Conn, TAO… orders, sir?”

      The seconds continued to tick by. One red icon caught David’s eye—it was out of formation, ever so slightly. He zoomed the plot in and realized it was an auxiliary support vessel. Probably carrying spare parts and munitions.
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        * * *

      

      “Captain, I can’t compensate for our ventral thrusters. They’re firing on their own and pushing us off course,” the navigator on the LSS Zhukov announced.

      Guiying Kwan, the commander of the ship, frowned. The supply vessel was over fifty years old. Not fit to be sent on a mission across the galactic arm. That, of course, didn’t matter to the League. If the orders were to go, they went, regardless of how ill-advised. “Fire the dorsal thrusters and rotate us away from the flagship.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      “No effect, sir. The maneuvering system isn’t answering commands.”

      On the antiquated tactical display Kwan had at his disposal, it became apparent they were on a collision course—with the fleet’s flagship. Fear built up within. The political commissars will kill my family as traitors to the League if we don’t regain control. “Maximum on the engines. Plot a course away from the rest of the fleet. We’ll make repairs and rejoin the formation.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      The navigator tapped away at his controls as Kwan looked on. It didn’t take long for him to determine something was wrong. Judging from the tactical plot, they’d picked up speed, and were still accelerating. “Lieutenant, I ordered you to maneuver away from the flagship.”

      “Sir, I activated the engines, but they’ve locked into place. I can’t change our course.” The navigator turned around in his chair, his face ashen and tone panicked. “I can’t stop it, sir!”

      Kwan went through the processes and procedures in his mind. “Order engineering to SCRAM our reactor. All hands abandon ship! I say again, all hands abandon ship!”
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        * * *

      

      “Conn, TAO, aspect change, Master Twenty-seven! It’s on a direct collision course with Master One!” Ruth’s voice rose both in octave and pitch.

      Hope sprang up from deep inside David’s soul. A quick mental calculation confirmed her report, and he stared at the plot, praying. The Lord is my rock, my fortress, and my deliverer. My God, my strength in whom I will trust. He superimposed a line showing the support ship’s course and its intersection point with Seville’s flagship—Master One. He gripped the hand rests of the CO’s chair so hard, his knuckles turned white. I will call on the Lord, who is worthy to be praised. So shall I be saved from my enemies. Each tick of the second clock seemed as if it were an eternity. With every passing moment, the two ships came closer to one another. At the last second, the Annihilator attempted to maneuver away. But it was too late. The two icons merged, and a bright orange and red explosion showed through the transparent alloy windows. It is God who avenges us and subdues the enemy under me. There was no glee, no joy, no thoughts of personal victory in David’s mind—only stunned amazement.

      “Conn, TAO. Master Twenty-seven destroyed… Master One disabled, sir!” Ruth interjected.

      Wild cheering broke out among those on the bridge, officer and enlisted alike. Tinetariro let it go for fifteen seconds before she bellowed, “As you were! Maintain proper bridge protocol!” She turned to David. “God fights for us, sir. That’s the only explanation.” Her voice was a whisper.

      “I know,” David whispered back. He set his jaw and glanced back at the tactical plot. The red dots stopped moving forward. The entire League fleet was paralyzed. “TAO, confirm enemy has ceased maneuvering.” Thank you, Adonai.

      “Confirmed, sir,” Ruth said. “They’ve ceased thrust and are holding position.”

      “Status of magnetic cannon reloads, and the energy weapons capacitor?”

      “Reloaded and one hundred percent charge respectively, sir.”

      David grinned wolfishly. “I think it’s time we got to work. TAO, firing point procedures.”
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        * * *

      

      Seville stared in rage at the scene around him. The bridge of his flagship—the LSS Annihilator—was effectively destroyed. Smoke curled up from several small electrical fires as blue arcs of energy shot out from the most damaged consoles. Pieces of the overhead had collapsed along the back wall, trapping many enlisted technicians. He stood from his chair and surveyed the damage. Damn the Terrans. His first thought was the Lion of Judah’s desperation volley had somehow impacted the Annihilator. But that was demonstrably not the case. No, this was a simple thruster failure by the looks of it. He cursed his bad luck.

      “Admiral.” The weak rasp of Strappi was barely audible over the tumult.

      Seville turned to see his political officer pinned beneath a pipe from the overhead that had fallen. On closer examination, the tube had pierced the unlucky man’s chest. “Medical personnel to the bridge!”

      Strappi shivered. “I’m cold, Admiral. So very cold.”

      “Stay calm, Colonel. Help is on the way. You will recover even from this wound.” Seville knelt at Strappi’s side and held his hand.

      “I feel death coming. My vision grows dark.”

      “No. Stay with me. Focus on breathing. In and out.”

      An explosion erupted from the background as flames shot out ten feet across the bridge, followed by curses and screams from the damage control team. An enlisted rating appeared at Seville’s side. “Admiral, we’ve got to get you off the bridge. The ship’s reactor is critical and overloading. The Annihilator is lost.”

      Flashbacks of the first and second battles of Canaan flooded Seville’s mind. Bitter defeats at the hands of the Terran Coalition. Not today. My fleet is still quite intact. We’ll overcome this and destroy the precious CDF. “I’m not leaving without my political commissar. Where are the medical teams?”

      “There’s not enough time, sir!” the rating shrieked. “Micro-fractures have opened all along the deck joints for deck one. We’ve got to go, now!”

      Something Seville wasn’t used to now confronted him: indecision. Torn between wanting to save Strappi’s life and his own, he stood unmoving. “It is your social duty to obey my orders, technician. And I order you to cut this man free and save his life.” His voice took on a menacing tone.

      “Save yourself, Admiral,” Strappi rasped. “While I thank you for your concern,” his voice trailed off for a moment, “to endanger others to save me would be individualistic. You must continue the fight and defeat the Terrans. They cannot be allowed to thwart our fleet.”

      Seville knew he was right. But still, something inside didn’t want to let go of the man. Was it just posturing, wishing to save a political officer who’d become his puppet? Or something more. Did he care about Strappi? Seville bit his lip. “The commissar is right. We must continue the fight. Evacuate the bridge. Do we have communications up yet?”

      “No, Admiral. The entire system was destroyed.”

      He gripped Strappi’s hand. “I’ll send help back for you.” Even as Seville spoke, he knew it was a bald-faced lie.

      “Goodbye, old friend.” There was no fuss, no crying, or flailing. One minute, Strappi was alive; the next, he wasn’t. His eyes stared upward, unseeing as his chest ceased to move.

      Seville turned toward the damage control teams still working furiously. “Evacuate the bridge! All hands abandon ship! To the nearest escape pods!” I must trust Hartford to carry the battle forward.
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      On the bridge of the LSS Ho Chi Min, a different type of chaos ensued.  The sight of an aging support vessel plowing into the Annihilator had nearly caused a panic. Admiral Alec Hartford, who doubled as the ship’s commanding officer and the CO for Space Action Group Thirty-six, frowned. He spoke with a deep English accent. “Status of Annihilator communication link, Lieutenant?”

      “Still no answer, sir,” a young woman with decidedly Russian features answered. Her S’s sounded like V’s. “We’re starting to get inquiries from the fleet, asking who is now in charge, Admiral.”

      The fact that it was even an issue bothered Hartford. Seville had made clear in his pre-battle orders that in the event of him being out of contact or killed in action, command of the fleet would devolve to Hartford, and from there down to less senior commanders of other Space Action Groups. “Send a message to the fleet, reminding them of Admiral Seville’s orders. Then alert SAG Forty-three to resume its advance. The Lion of Judah and her escorts are out of position. We must exploit this advantage immediately!”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      Minutes passed. Nothing happened as far as Hartford could see. He quickly grew impatient. “Lieutenant, why are my orders not being carried out?” he snapped.

      “Sir, different SAG commanders are claiming to be in charge of the fleet. The command channel is jammed.”

      Hartford exploded out of his seat, incensed at what he’d just heard. “Clear those channels, now, Lieutenant. Or I will have you shot.”

      The Russian woman’s face turned white, and she shook in her seat. “Admiral, I cannot. Only the flagship has that authority. Please, Admiral. I am doing my social duty to the best of my societal ability.”

      Anger burned in Hartford. He wanted this moment, just as much as he knew his mentor—Pierre Seville—wanted it as well. To think that at on the cusp of victory, individualist notions from League officers chasing glory for themselves would curtail their advance brought rage to the surface. Such anger has no place directed at a loyal officer, however. “Of course you are. See that you continue… or punishment will be swift.”
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        * * *

      

      “Conn, TAO. Master Six hundred forty-seven neutralized,” Ruth called out.

      David leaned his head back and glanced up at the tactical plot. “Status of the energy weapon capacitor?”

      “Forty percent, sir. We need three minutes to recharge fully.”

      Over the last few minutes, the Lion and her escorts had chewed up a lot of Leaguers. While the initial shock started to wear off, David aimed to make every volley count. It’s only a matter of time until someone establishes control again over there. I’m surprised it's taken this long. “Signal the gunnery crews to speed reloading of the magnetic cannons by any means necessary.”

      “Conn, communications. Sir, the League command frequencies are still overloaded, but three separate vessels appear to be giving orders now.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” David replied.

      Tinetariro leaned in and whispered into his ear, “What do you make of it, sir?”

      “I would’ve expected Seville to have a clear chain of command in case of communications interruption or his flagship getting rammed. Maybe he didn’t.” David grinned. “The man does have an ego.” It was far less important to him why the Leaguers were still scattered, as opposed to the fact that they were. The longer it went on, the better for the allied fleet. If only we had our carriers, I could strike a decisive blow. “TAO, firing point procedures. Target the next line of escorts with magnetic cannons and neutron beams.”

      “Aye, aye, sir, firing solutions set.”

      “Match bearings, shoot, magnetic cannons and neutron beams.”

      Mag-cannon shells raced out from the Lion and slammed into numerous League escort vessels. The shields of frigates and destroyers lacked the raw power to stand up to the kinetic energy of multi-thousand-kilo warheads impacting their protective screens. As they failed, Ruth followed up her initial volley with neutron beam strikes, which blasted the brittle armor and hull of the enemy. Several ships exploded, while others were reduced to burning wrecks.

      David surveyed the results with grim satisfaction. “Master Chief, expedite reloading of our fore and aft VRLS. I want to throw enough Hunters at these guys to make them think twice about continuing to attack.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Tinetariro replied. “I’ve got as many teams as we can spare on it.”

      Lost in thought, David didn’t respond as he studied the tactical plot in real-time. Red and blue dots continued to blink out, though the red dots disappeared at a far higher rate than the friendly vessels. Good. The rate of exchange is now eight to one. It needs to stay there for us to pull this out. He reproached himself for a split second at thinking the loss of any soldier was an improvement. There was no time, however, to ruminate on the effect of war. “TAO, firing point procedures, Master Six hundred ninety-two.” The next target was a now exposed Alexander class battleship. “Magnetic cannons, neutron beams, and the forward particle beams.”

      “Firing solutions set, sir. Still ninety seconds to particle beam recharge.”

      “Navigation, intercept course, Master Six hundred ninety-two. Line us up, Lieutenant.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Hammond said as she worked the controls on her console. “We’re within one degree of dead on, sir.”

      David grinned wolfishly. “They’re not going to like what happens next.”
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, on the LSS Ho Chi Min, Hartford stared in abject shock at the holo tank in the center of his vessel's bridge. The carnage in ships and sailors wrought by the Lion of Judah was unlike anything he’d seen. Dozens of escorts wiped out of the universe by one ship. He snarled quietly and forced emotion down. “Communications! Have you contacted the rest of the group commanders?”

      “No, Admiral.” The woman’s quiet reply was unnerving. “I am sorry, sir, they do not answer. The command lines are still jammed.”

      Fools! Idiots! Fighting over the supposed glory of the kill. Intense, boiling anger rose to the surface within Hartford. His first inclination was to put his fist through the nearest human for release. Instead, he had a sudden inspiration. “Tactical, order our boarding pods prepared for immediate launch.”

      “Aye, aye, sir!”

      “Communications, transmit to all ships in our action group—I want every boarding pod readied to attack the Lion of Judah. We’ll overwhelm them from within and take that ship for the League.” More likely, tie up their internal defenders and hopefully reduce that infernal vessel's effectiveness, but anything is better than it defeating us in detail.

      “All ships in our unit acknowledge, sir,” the communications officer replied.

      “Excellent. Launch when ready.”
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        * * *

      

      The battle had equalized if the destruction of numerous vessels on both sides could be called equilibrium. Their nose bloodied by engaging the CDF and RSN forces piecemeal, the Leaguers had pulled back into a dense sphere formation with the capital ships clustered in the center. David studied the tactical plot from different angles, looking for an unprotected portion of their fleet—or anything else he could use against them.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, Masters Six, Eight, Nine, Twenty-four, and Thirty-one have launched breaching pods, sir,” Ruth announced.

      David glanced down at her. Breaching pods—now there’s something I haven’t seen in a while. “TAO, how many pods?”

      “Computer says six hundred, sir.”

      His face went white. Six hundred pods with eight soldiers each… that’s three thousand Leaguers. It only took him a moment to process since they were so undermanned—with only a few hundred masters-at-arms and Marines onboard—the pods represented a severe threat to the Lion of Judah. “TAO, forget the enemy fast movers. Target the pods with our point defense weapons and light them up.”

      “We should get the ship ready to repel boarders, sir,” Tinetariro said, her tone insistent.

      A combat evolution I haven’t done in a dozen years. Great. David cleared his throat and punched the intercom on his chair for 1MC. “Attention all hands, this is the commanding officer, General Cohen. Prepare to repel boarders. I say again, prepare to repel boarders. Seal all bulkheads and secure the gravlifts. League boarding pods are inbound.” He stood up as he clicked the button to turn off the mic. He took a breath and punched up Calvin on the intercom. “Colonel Demood, this is Cohen.”

      “What can I do for you, sir, besides give our Leaguer friends a hot welcome?”

      “I could use a Marine detachment on the bridge, and in engineering. Along with defense in depth, the length of the ship.”

      There was a pregnant pause on the line. “I’m moving teams to secure engineering now, as well as the bridge, but there’s just not enough numbers on our side to lock the ship down.”

      “I feared as much.” David grimaced. “Do what you can. Impress every able-bodied crewman not performing damage control or a vital combat function into your combat teams.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      “Godspeed, Colonel.”

      “Godspeed to you too, General.”

      David let his head rest back on his chair for a moment as he clicked off the intercom. The vessel rumbled as more League plasma balls found it. A glance at the tactical plot showed a detachment of League ships attempting to degrade the Lion’s already damaged shields further.

      “TAO, firing point procedures, Master Three hundred seventeen, Three hundred eighteen, magnetic cannons, and neutron beams.” He picked out two Rand class cruisers that seemed to be leading the charge. “Target their escorts at your discretion.”

      “Aye, aye, sir. Firing solutions set,” Ruth quickly replied.

      “Match bearings, shoot, magnetic cannons and neutron beams.”

      The giant mag-cannons on the Lion of Judah rumbled in the black void. The vibration from them shook the deck ever so slightly. Bright blue beams of energy stabbed out, impacting the deflector screens and hull of the League vessels, blasting chunks of armor into space. One of the Rands exploded violently, as a neutron beam found something important on the interior of the unlucky ship.

      David glanced at Tinetariro. That’ll give them something to think about while we focus on defending the ship. “Master Chief, open up the bridge armory. Everyone… prepare to defend yourselves. Communications, signal Colonel Amir to drop everything and engage those pods.”

      “Aye, aye, sir!” Taylor called out.

      “On it, sir,” Tinetariro replied as she sprang out of the XO’s chair and strode to a nondescript panel built into the wall of the port side of the bridge. A biometric scan later, it popped open, revealing a large cache of ballistic body armor, battle rifles, pulse pistols, grenades, and extra magazines.

      David was right behind her and surveyed the weapons inside. “I don’t think there’s enough to go around for everyone.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t have a chance to review the master-at-arms report before we got underway.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” David flashed a grin. “We’ll make do.” He turned around. “Listen up, people. We’re going to have a lot of Leaguers heading for us. Senior officers should take armor and a sidearm. The Master Chief will bleed off as many other personnel as possible, who will be issued armor and a battle rifle. Hopefully, there’ll be enough pulse pistols left for the rest of us. No matter what, we hold. Do you get me?”

      “Yes, sir, yes!” came the rousing chorus back.

      Faces painted with grim determination greeted David as he swept the room with his eyes. “Good. Let’s get to work. Master Chief, pull our Marine sentries back into the bridge proper and secure the hatch.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.” She turned back to the rating manning stations along the walls. “You heard the General; get moving!”

      As Tinetariro went about her business, David made his way to the tactical console. “Captain,” he said quietly, not wishing to cause alarm. “When the time comes, I’m going to join the defense team. I trust you to make every shot count when it does. No matter what, the Lion of Judah does not stop firing. Clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” Ruth replied. Fear showed on her face. “What if they take the CIC, sir?”

      David forced a grim smile onto his face. “Then we’ll self-destruct the ship rather than let them capture it.”

      “Hopefully, it doesn’t come to that.”

      “Same here.” David touched her shoulder. “But if it does, it’s been an honor serving with you.”
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        * * *

      

      Amir banked his Phantom around and located his quarry with the sophisticated sensor net embedded in the fighter’s command and control interface uplink. All around him, the battle raged. What seemed like hundreds of bolts of blue and red energy streaked by, each a testament to individual contests being waged between his pilots and the best the League had to offer. He tagged every squadron he dared to engage the new objective: the boarding pods. “Reapers, break off and form on me. We’re taking out those pods before they hit the Lion of Judah.”

      There was chatter amongst the pilots as they all slid into position and accelerated at what would translate into fifteen-Gs of force if the craft they flew didn’t have advanced inertial dampers. A couple of minutes later, they’d mostly cleared the ongoing furball between CDF and League fighters.

      “Reaper One, Fox Three,” Amir announced into his commlink as he settled in behind a pod and stroked the missile launch button. A heat-seeking missile sprang from the undercarriage of his fighter and roared away into the void. It tracked the hapless enemy boarding pod for a few seconds, then blew it to bits. “Splash one.” His voice was hard and cold. Each one they destroyed was eight fewer Leaguers on the Lion. “Switching to neutron cannons and closing in.”

      Slow and relatively unmaneuverable, the boarding craft were easy pickings for the best space superiority fighters the Terran Coalition had to offer.  What they lacked in ability, they made up for in sheer numbers. For each one Reapers took out, there were ten more in its place.

      “Reaper One, guns, guns, guns.” Amir squeezed the trigger on his miniature neutron cannons, which was built into the flight stick. Pinpricks of light blue energy stabbed out and a moment later, connected with a pod. It exploded in a bright orange flash. He shifted to his right and fired again—yet another destroyed pod. All in all, the Phantoms managed to account for at least ninety enemies, according to the metrics provided by Amir’s HUD.

      “Reaper flight, this is Lieutenant Taylor. Break off. We’re about to engage our automated point defense.”

      Amir pulled back hard on his flight stick, angling the agile craft away from the Lion of Judah. “Understood and acknowledged, Lieutenant. May Allah protect you.”

      “Thanks, Colonel. I think we’re going to need it.”

      As Amir’s Phantom and the rest of the friendly squadrons moved off to rejoin the primary engagement with the League’s fighter forces, he found himself saying a short prayer in Arabic for his friends. Then adrenaline and combat focus took over, and the hunter continued searching for his next prey.
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        * * *

      

      Deep in the bowels of the Lion of Judah, Alpha team had spent the last few minutes arming themselves and preparing for battle. Master Chief Gordan MacDonald cleared the action on his battle rifle and slid a magazine with armor-piercing bullets into the weapon. Around him, the rest of the team configured their guns at the same time.

      Senior Chief Dennis Harrell, Alpha’s second in command, grunted as he picked up a mini-gun and locked it into his power armor suit. “I’m done with these Leaguer bastards. War, peace, war. Can’t they just make up their minds?”

      “Pretty sure they have. War it is,” Petty Officer 1st Class Esmail Rostami, the team’s electronics expert, answered.

      “It was a rhetorical question, Rostami.”

      “I didn’t realize you knew how to spell ‘rhetorical,’ Senior Chief.”

      Raucous laughter broke out across the five men. “Sick burn there,” MacDonald said with a grin on his face. “Now, let’s see about putting some burn on these League boarders.”

      Chief Petty Officer Ibrahim Ahmad, whose power armor bore a patch for the Persian Republic and another for Christianity in the religion position, shook his head. “I had hoped the peace would last.” He, too, slammed a magazine into his rifle and ensured its proper function.

      “Aw, come on, Ahmad. The only thing there is to do in life if you’re a Spacewalker is kicking down airlocks and blowing out hatches. It’s in our blood.”

      Ahmad pursed his lips. “Perhaps, Master Chief. But I do not enjoy the thought of my son following in my footsteps because he must. Only if he chooses to.”

      “Don’t go getting soft on us now,” the Spanish accented voice of Chief Petty Officer Amancio Mata—expert sniper—interjected. “Plenty of Leaguers left to kill.”

      A voice cut into the banter between the team, as it issued from the helmet-mounted commlinks. “Alpha team, this is Colonel Demood. I understand you boys snuck onboard against orders.”

      The men glanced at one another with amused smirks. “That we did, Colonel,” MacDonald replied. “Going to put us in the brig?”

      “Nah. I assume you heard the 1MC announcement?”

      “Yeah. League’s sending some trash to sully our decks. We’re getting jacked up down here.”

      “Good,” Calvin said, a tone of relief shining through his voice. “I need you on the bridge. I don’t have enough troops to secure both engineering and deck one. How far away is your team, Master Chief?”

      “We can be there in fifteen minutes, sir.”

      “Excellent. Godspeed, gentlemen. Demood out.”

      Harrell snickered. “Gentlemen? Where?”

      Everyone else laughed with him as they finished checking their weapons, attaching sidearms and grenades to their armor, and reviewing systems diagnostics. Once those were completed, they all snapped the faceplates of their helmets down, triggering the onboard HUDs.

      “Well, let’s get going. I’ve got some fond memories of a certain cake eater,” MacDonald began. “It’d be a shame for her to get wasted by some piece of shit Leaguer.”

      “Amen to that,” Ahmad replied.

      “Okay, on me, Alpha. Double time!” MacDonald pointed his weapon in a safe position and led them out of the cargo bay at a run. The shudder of breaching pods hitting the hull told him the enemy was only moments away. So much for getting there in fifteen minutes.
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        * * *

      

      “Realign the fuel injector matrix,” Hanson yelled from the second level of the Lion’s main engineering space. “The anti-matter feed is too hot!”

      “That’s because we’re drawing too much power for shields and energy weapons,” Hayworth barked. He was stationed on the first level, at the base of the reactor’s control assembly, working a control console. “If we don’t reduce it, the fuel will continue to overheat.”

      “Not an option, Doctor!” Hanson said as his hands flew over a series of buttons that handled the regulators. He was so focused on rerouting around pipes warped from overheated deuterium, it took a few moments for him to register the sound of gunshots coming from below. “What the hell?” he blurted out as Hanson glanced over the rail to see a group of black-clad soldiers with the League insignia of a raised fist on their uniforms attempt to rush in.

      Curses and screams rang out as the squad of Terran Coalition Marines assigned to protect the reactor engaged the enemy. Sharp reports of battle rifles echoed, a muffled sound for most of the engineers, as they wore specialized ear protection due to the loud noise of the engineering space. Despite the friendly troop's best efforts, several Leaguers forced their way in and took defensive positions behind cover.

      Hanson reached for the sidearm on his thigh and hefted it. As he brought it up, he checked the safety and ensured the directed energy weapon was set to maximum. “Cover!” He grabbed an enlisted rating next to him and dragged the man behind a container of spare parts. “Everybody, get down now!”

      Incoming bullets pinged the walls and showered sparks. Several engineers went down with gunshot wounds, their screams echoing throughout the cramped space. A couple of Leaguers jumped up from cover and tried to charge the TCMC positions. They didn’t get far before concentrated battle rifle fire felled both. “Push forward!” one of the Marines screamed, his loud voice audible over the din of combat.

      On the second level, Hanson gripped his weapon tightly and rotated himself so he could fire from behind the crate. He sent several bursts of hot blue energy into the fray, aimed at where he’d spotted League troops before. A thud beside him drew his attention—Merriweather dropped next to him.

      “I counted sixteen hostiles on deck fourteen. They tried to push through the deck fifteen entrance too.” Merriweather grunted, sticking her hand out and stroking the trigger of her weapon a few times. “Leaguers won’t make that mistake again.”

      Hanson peeked over their cover, only to invite a burst of red energy. “Pretty sure this is the first time in my career I’ve used a weapon in anger.”

      “Same,” Merriweather said as she smirked. “I think this is my first time in direct combat outside of the Lion’s ship-to-ship engagements.”

      “On three?”

      Merriweather nodded.

      “One… two… three!” Hanson twisted and brought his pistol over the top of the crate. He quickly sighted down on the nearest enemy combatant he could see and squeezed the trigger rapidly. Several bolts of blue energy—everything seemed to be going at high speed, so he wasn’t sure quite how many—toward the torso of an exposed Leaguer. The first shot went wide, but the rest hit. They impacted the cheap body armor the conscripts wore, melting it like a hot knife through butter. The man collapsed on the deck as blood pooled under him.

      Not to be outdone, Merriweather rose, firing repeatedly. Her shots flew true as well, cutting down two more enemy soldiers. During the exchange, the friendly Marines on the first level tossed several pulse grenades in unison; they exploded in bright flashes of light that stunned the remaining Leaguers. After that, it was over in a few seconds. The few enemies left that weren’t dead were relieved of their weapons and restrained with zip-tie cuffs.

      “Thanks for the assist,” Hanson yelled toward the first level. “I’m sure the engineers could’ve handled it, but we’re always glad for Marine backup.”

      The Marine sergeant in charge of the detachment held up a power-armored gauntlet and slowly extended her middle finger upward. “That’s all I’ve got to say, Major.”

      Hanson burst out laughing, even as the shock of combat set in. He holstered his sidearm, and it was only then he realized his hand was shaking. After a few deep breaths, Hanson glanced to his side. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” Merriweather leaned over the crate. She exhaled loudly. “That was… different.”

      “I’m still alive, if anyone cares.” The sound of Hayworth’s voice carried from the first level. “I suggest we come up with a better strategy for dealing with these communist thugs.”

      Merriweather slid her pistol back into its holster on her thigh. “He’s a lot more energetic about this than I would’ve expected.”

      “You and me both,” Hanson replied to her. He poked his head over the railing. “Any ideas, Doctor?”

      “Get all hatches to the engineering area sealed. Meanwhile, I need to do some computer work.”

      “Why don’t you leave the fighting to the Marines?” the sergeant running the detachment said as she pointed out new firing positions to the remaining members of her squad. Corpsmen tended the wounded, while the rest of the engineers tried to get on with their jobs.

      “Because I use my brain to fight, ma’am,” Hayworth replied, his mouth curling up into a smile. “And my brain is smarter than any five Leaguers. Now get those doors sealed.”

      The sergeant pointedly turned her head and stared at Hanson. “Major?”

      “Do it. If Dr. Hayworth has an idea, it's probably a good one.”

      The older man grumbled as he walked off. “Too bad it took you three years to figure that out, my boy!”
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      “Conn, TAO, aspect change, Masters Sixty-seven, and Sixty-eight,” Ruth called out, referencing two Alexander class battleships. “They’re moving at us on an intercept course, flank speed. Both ships have enhanced plasma weaponry.”

      The last bit, she didn’t need to add. David observed the Lion’s forward shields drop like a stone from repeated impacts. Groups of enemy vessels were starting to reengage, though thankfully, they still appeared to be disjointed. If they get their act together, we’re still hopelessly outnumbered. That was the crux of the problem—while they had a momentary reprieve unless the Leaguers started making critical mistakes, there was still no way to win. “TAO, firing point procedures, Master Sixty-seven. Forward particle beams, magnetic-cannons, and neutron emitters.”

      “Aye, aye, sir, firing solutions set. Twenty seconds to full particle beam charge.”

      “Navigation, bring us to six degrees to starboard, ten degrees down bubble. Intercept course, Master Sixty-seven.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Hammond replied.

      More League plasma balls slammed into the Lion’s fore deflector until it blinked out. David could see through the transparent alloy windows at the front of the bridge as they started splattering against the ship’s tough armor. He mentally counted down the remaining seconds. “TAO, match bearings, shoot, all weapons.”

      The lights dimmed as the underslung particle beams discharged first. Four spears of bright white light split the heavens. They intersected first with the shields of the League battleship, which failed after less than five seconds and punched through the hull, out the other side of the vessel. Molten alloys drained away from its gaping wounds as magnetic-cannon shells and neutron beams raked the stricken craft from bow to stern.

      “Conn, TAO… Master Sixty-seven disabled, sir! She’s drifting and launching escape pods.” The much needed—if minor—victory brought renewed hope in Ruth’s voice.

      “Good shooting, Captain. Double load magnetic-cannon turrets with EMP and armor-piercing rounds.” Okay, that was a nice trick, but it’ll take ten minutes to recharge our primary battlewagon busters. He stared at the tactical plot, trying to evaluate the best course of action. Since we’ve got a full load of Hunters back in the VRLS, maybe half a salvo would neutralize the other Alexander… or we could run down its escorts. His contemplation was interrupted by the sound of the intruder alarm.

      “Sir, we’ve got enemy troops in the deck one passageway,” Tinetariro began. “Advise venting the rest of deck one to zero-G.”

      “Negative, Master Chief. I have to assume they have explosives and will blow the door before they expire. That would kill the rest of us too.”

      Tinetariro frowned and shook her head. “Valid point, sir.”

      “Bridge defense protocol, ladies and gentlemen,” David said as he stood. “Master Chief, set up firing lanes and put our personnel with battle rifles in cover. Everyone else, stand fast and do your jobs. Clear?”

      Muffled replies of “Aye, aye, sir,” rang out as enlisted ratings rushed to their posts. The two Marine sentries were front and center—they’d insisted on leading the defense. Tinetariro barked out orders, and in short order, there was a decent cluster of friendly soldiers pointing rifles at the hatch.

      “Conn, TAO. Targeting orders, sir?”

      “Weapons free, TAO. I trust you to get it right,” David replied with a tight smile. He checked the chambered round in his battle rifle and knelt behind an auxiliary communication console. A glance down the holographic sight confirmed he had the middle of the hatch locked in.

      They didn’t have to wait long. A few moments later, a series of explosions rocked the hatch, and it fell backward with a bone-jarring thud that shook the deck. As the smoke cleared, a group of at least twenty League soldiers were visible. "Open fire!” Tinetariro barked, her voice taking on a quality akin to a drill instructor.

      The sharp reports of battle rifles firing on single fire and three-round bursts filled the bridge. Several Leaguers fell to the deck as dark red stains spread across their gray uniforms. Others gamely returned fire with ballistic projectile and energy weapons. One of the technicians closest to the door pitched back as she took a bullet to the upper chest.

      David stroked the trigger of his battle rifle, putting a three-round burst into the center mass of an unlucky enemy. The air was thick with the smell of propellent as he shifted his aim ever so slightly and sent the next burst. The moans of the technician attracted his attention. I’m one of the closest. “Cover me,” he yelled, and sprang from cover a moment later, running at full tilt the few steps to the console before he dropped down next to her. A quick glance told him it was more severe than a shoulder wound. Instead, the bullet appeared to have gone through her neck.

      The technician reached up and grabbed at David’s uniform, her blood-stained fingers leaving streaks across it. “Help me, sir. Please.”

      “Corpsman!” David screamed at the top of his lungs even as he set the selector switch on his battle rifle to full automatic. He stuck the weapon over the console and held down the trigger, sending dozens of rounds into the oncoming Leaguers. Two seconds later, the firing pin clicked after the last bullet in the magazine fired.

      The corridor beyond was filled with the bodies of over a dozen enemy boarders. Survivors crouched behind the fallen bodies and fired on the bridge team defenders. The relative lull gave a medic all the opening he needed to make his way to the fallen technician. He ran a scanner over her wound and glanced up at David with a shake of his head.

      As her struggles and breathing stopped, David still gripped her hand. He bowed his head. “God, filled with mercy, dwelling in the heaven’s heights, bring proper rest beneath the wings of Your angels, amid the ranks of the holy and the pure, illuminating like the brilliance of the skies the souls of Private Cooper, who went to her eternal place of rest.” The prayer felt hollow in the depths of his soul, but he clung to the idea that she was in a better place.

      “They’re coming again; get ready!” Tinetariro screamed.

      “Conn, TAO, aspect change… incoming wormholes. A lot of them, sir!” Ruth’s voice went up an active.

      David stared back toward the front of the bridge in alarm. I can hear the fear in her words. We can’t handle another League fleet. “Signature, Captain?” More reports sounded from both League and CDF weapons. He found his attention divided between the enemy trying to kill him two meters away, and the one outside the hull attempting the same thing.

      “Not League, sir,” Ruth replied. “All over the map, and definitely some civilian Lawrence drive models, but not the Leaguers.”

      Civilians? What the heck are they doing here? Before David could vocalize his disbelief, another voice cut in.

      “General,” Taylor’s shouted over the tumult. “I’ve got a communication here you’re going to want to see.”

      Now that I can believe. David took care to stay crouched behind consoles until he made his way to the communications vestibule, which offered some protection from Leaguer bullets. “Put it up, Lieutenant.”

      A button press later, James Henry’s chiseled face appeared on one of the smaller monitors. It was different than what David remembered. Though sober, the weariness that had seemed to permeate his soul before was gone. “General Cohen, glad you're still in one piece. Admiral James Henry of the Independent Systems, commanding from the Liberator, at your service.”

      Admiral? “Henry, I must admit, I’m surprised to see you here.” What in the devil is he up to?

      “I wish I could’ve been here sooner. Still, better late than never. I’ve had a bit of a promotion since our last meeting.” Henry smiled broadly. “The fleet that just jumped in belongs to the Independent Systems Alliance. We’ve got smaller warships and a lot of up-armored and heavily armed civilian ships. Permission to join the battle?”

      “Gladly.” David’s mind raced. “We’ll plug you in as best as we can to the tactical network. Our right flank is depleted, and League formations are moving forward to threaten the Lion. We’re dealing with boarding parties, so if you can intercept, I’ll be in your debt.”

      “We’re on it, General. Do you require assistance to deal with the boarders?”

      “I don’t think so, but if it gets too hairy, I’ll let you know. Good luck… there’s a lot of enemy ships out there.”

      Henry laughed. “Target-rich environment.”

      “That it is. Godspeed, Captain Henry. Cohen out.”

      “Godspeed to you too,” Henry replied as he cut the connection.

      David’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets as he took in the other man’s comment. That’s different. The last time he’d spoken with Henry, he’d been as convinced as ever God didn’t care about humanity any longer. I wonder what changed? He resolved to find out, assuming they both survived.
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        * * *

      

      Lieutenant François Travere checked his plasma rifle. I can’t believe I’m here. A few years prior, he’d been working on his father’s vineyard in the south of France. Then came the call for the children of the League to respond to the aggression of the Terran Coalition’s capitalist invaders. Even though, thanks to his family's immense wealth and connections to the highest levels of the League’s government, the draft hadn’t applied, Travere felt a duty to his motherland to defend her.

      One of the power-armored Marines next to him let out a sigh. “We’re finally going to beat these damn Terrans.”

      “Don’t count your grapes before the harvest, Private,” Travere replied sharply. “They’ll fight like hell to defend this ship. Never forget this is a most capable enemy.”

      Another Marine laughed. “Don’t let the commissar hear you say that, Lieutenant.”

      “I don’t see him around. Most amusing how he and the rest of them were unable to deploy.”

      Derisive snickers filled the corridor. The two squads had cleared two decks so far and were advancing toward the enemy's engineering spaces. The plan was to seize main engineering and take control of the ship from there.

      Travere held up his hand, signaling the rest to hold. “CDF hardened checkpoint, fifty meters, and one corridor over.” The remote control sensor drone attached to his armored suit had already proven a life-saver, twice so far. “Fire teams form on me.”

      The League Marines melted into fire teams of four, moving down the corridor with practiced precision. They might not have the same technology as their foe, but Travere had ensured at least his platoon was drilled to exacting specifications and ready to fight.

      “How do you want to play this, Lieutenant?” his platoon sergeant asked, a man with fifteen years of continuous service to his name.

      “Deploy smoke and concussion grenades, followed by a frontal assault. We’re three sections from our objective… the time for anything but a direct attack has passed.”

      “I concur, sir.”

      Travere smirked. “Good. I wasn’t giving a suggestion.”

      “Grenades out!” a private yelled. Exactly five seconds later, there was a series of muffled explosions, coupled with a flash of bright white light. Colored smoke billowed down the passageway, making it nearly impossible to see anything with unaugmented visual aids.

      “Engage infrared vision,” Travere ordered. A moment later, the view through his helmet visor changed; bright red human-shaped figures were clearly visible. He brought up his plasma rifle and held down the trigger. Globs of superheated energy erupted from it, shredding several defenders. It’s a pity the political commissars don’t allow more than one of these weapons per platoon. Joined by a surge of fire from the fireteams moving up the corridor, they swept it clean of Terrans. One by one, the red outlines faded from view. “Weapons check, reload!”

      The squads paused momentarily, dropping spent and half-empty magazines from their projectile-based weaponry and slapping in new ones. A few seconds passed before the platoon sergeant nodded. “Good to go, Lieutenant.”

      Only one blocking force remains between us and their precious anti-matter reactor. Travere’s eyes swept over the plasma rifle as he ensured it was fully charged. There were days he wished he was back on Earth, working the vineyard. But on a day like today, he was proud to serve—the sharp end of the spear. Grandfather would be proud if he were alive to see it. Jean-Marc Travere had served on one of the ships in the initial invasion fleet thirty years ago. “Move out, Marines!”

      Their objective was a good fifty meters away. The fireteams moved as one; they flowed through the passageway like a flood. As they closed in, a group of CDF enlisted personnel jumped out of a compartment and attacked. Armor-piercing bullets ripped through the League formation, knocking suits of power armor over like bowling pins.

      Travere brought his plasma rifle to bear, but quickly realized he’d kill as many of his own men as the enemy if he fired. He let go and allowed the weapon to drop into its sling as he reached down for the sidearm attached to his thigh holster. The pistol was barely clear of his thigh when he fired two rounds directly into the groin of the nearest hostile. These guys must be ship’s crew. They don’t have armor.

      The unlucky soldier in front of him collapsed as blood gushed out of the wound. He grabbed at the holes, trying in vain to stem the flow.

      The pistol barked again, this time hitting the center of his chest, in the vicinity of the heart. Travere judged the target to be neutralized and raised the pistol higher as his Marines fought for their lives. He dispatched another unlucky Terran before the butt of a battle rifle smacked the weapon out of his hands. The next stroke dazed him as it hit the side of his head. Travere saw stars and fell backward.

      The sound of a League energy pulse rifle on full automatic erupted, so close it drowned out all the other sounds of battle. The soldier who a moment previously was about to deliver the coup-de-grace was suddenly hit in the chest by repeated streaks of red superheated energy, shredding her ribcage and the organs within. The woman fell where she stood with surprisingly little blood—the cauterizing effect of the weapon seared the wounds closed.

      With the realization he had been within a second of death, Travere shakily stood. He reached down and retrieved his sidearm as the rest of the CDF soldiers had been vanquished. “How bad, Sergeant?” he whispered to the older man.

      “Lost two fire teams at the front of our charge, sir.”

      Another eight Marines. His men and women. Travere had seen much death since being posted to the front. Each casualty bothered him, because he viewed it as his social duty to see them through and bring them safely home. “We’ve already lost a platoon trying to take their engineering room.” He set his jaw. “It’ll be worth it in the end, to have the same technology these individualists use against us. At least we’ll get something out of this war.” The exhortation wasn’t so much for the other Marines, but it was for him, to press on another twenty meters and end it.

      A chorus of shouts and curses in various languages was the reply from what remained of his unit.

      “Charge!” Travere shouted. As the word left his lips, he ran forward as fast as his servo-assisted power armor suit would go. Marines need to see their leader at the front. It was something too many League officers forgot. The meters closed rapidly, and when he was just about to order door charges set, suddenly, his feet detached from the floor, and Travere floated through the air briefly. With a bone-jarring thud, he landed on what had been the overhead. What the hell?! It took a moment to process the artificial gravity had been reversed, and a few more seconds to realize his entire platoon was in the same predicament. “Steady, men. We may be disoriented, but we can still win. Set charges on both hatches!” He forced confidence into his voice, even as his heart pounded in his chest.

      The Leaguers started to move, but before the demolitions team could get in position, the emergency bulkhead at the far end of the passageway dropped into place. The sound of an onrushing wind registered through their bulky armor.

      “Brace yourselves!” Travere screamed, guessing what was next. As he tried to implement his order, the force of the escaping atmosphere knocked him off his feet, along with dozens of others. The area quickly became a vacuum, but not before they were sucked fifteen meters down the corridor. Travere wildly grabbed at the walls as they rushed by, but couldn’t get a handhold. There was another thud as he went through an airlock—and then out into the black void. Virtually all of his team blew out after him. Calm. Focus. Our power armor has life support capabilities. The master oxygen alarm sounded in his helmet’s HUD. Apparently, not if it has a hole in it. The irony of the situation was evident as he tried in vain to find the source of the leak. So close. Yet, so far. As the final bit of air escaped, he died painfully and slowly from suffocation. At the last moment, everything went black, and Travere reached into the void, hoping against hope that someone would save him.

      No one did.
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        * * *

      

      “League vessels dead ahead, Cap,” Cera McGinty said from her station at the helm of the Liberator.

      James Henry adjusted himself in his seat. He was off to the side of the CO’s chair, and while he did command the entire fleet, he tried to leave the operation of the ship itself to Captain Trang, the Liberator’s commanding officer. “Order the fleet to stand by for a massed alpha strike.” He glanced at the holotank one more time. “And tell escort group three to tighten up around the Beja. They’re not as close as they need to be to handle League missile fire.”

      “Aye, aye, Admiral,” Trang replied.

      A woman of Asian descent, Trang was short in stature but had wisdom beyond her years for capital ship combat. Henry consistently found himself impressed by her insights. It’s a small miracle we’ve gotten the fleet this far, and it shows the commitment of the neutral worlds to finally come together.

      “It’s time, Captain. Execute,” Henry ordered, his voice calm and serene.

      “Captain Lou,” Trang said as she cranked her head around to the communications station. “Order all vessels to engage. Weapons free.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Mei-Ling Lou, the youngest daughter of Frank Lou, one of the trillionaire backers of the Hestian contingent of the fleet, replied. A moment later, she continued. “All ships report readiness.”

      “Helm, open fire,” Trang announced.

      Cera grinned broadly as she depressed the button to open fire with the Liberator’s muonic weapons. “Aye, aye, Cap.”

      Purple energy raced away from the Liberator, with her sister ships, and the rest of the fleet opened up with everything they had. Plasma cannons, neutron beams, magnetic cannons, xaser fire; the rag-tag grouping of civilian ships had nearly every type of weapon known to the local cluster. The practical effect on the League vessel was impressive. Hammered from multiple angles, the enemy fell back and took losses, especially among the escorting frigates and destroyers.

      “Press forward,” Henry interjected. “We’ve got to press the attacks home and break their attack formation.” Tactics from his days in the CDF raced into his mind. First things first: save the Lion of Judah.

      “Increase forward thrust to fifty percent, helm,” Trang called out in her slightly accented voice. “Continue firing on enemy ships in range. Concentrate firepower on heavy cruiser class warships and below.”

      As the fleet surged forward, it caught one of the League battlegroups out of position. They hadn’t expected a group of several hundred ships to arrive in the middle of their formation, and for whatever reason—probably to do with the communications issues, Henry reasoned—they weren’t consolidating their flotilla properly. He watched on the holotank display as dozens more red dots blinked out. The butcher's bill will be high today, indeed.

      “Cap, the bastards are flanking us,” Cera called out. “New group coming in, three battleships at its center. They’re splittin’ our lines!”

      Henry punched a button on his chair to transmit to the fleet command channel. “This is Admiral Henry. Another League formation is trying to cut us off. Requesting assistance from any friendly capital ships in range.”
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        * * *

      

      Blood pumped rapidly through Aibek’s veins; his sense of smell was heightened as he did what every Saurian was born to do: fight the enemy. The Resit Kartal had, so far, acquitted itself well against the League vessels they faced. The movement of the civilian ships, while initially successful, had introduced complications. He narrowed his eyes and stared at the holo tank. The Leaguers were beating back Admiral Henry’s force—and the neutral alliance, or whatever they were calling themselves—took horrendous losses. “Navigation, plot an intercept course on the closest League battle group to the civilians,” he rumbled.

      “Yes, Void Captain,” the navigator replied. “Course computed.”

      “Transmit it to the thirty vessels closest to us,” Aibek continued. “Then engage at maximum sub-light speed.” He briefly recalled a poem that David had once recited from the annals of Earth history. Boldly they rode and well, into the jaws of death, into the mouth of hell. Given the battle it referenced ended in defeat and the near destruction of the referenced unit, he fervently hoped to avoid the same fate. The closest League escorts stuck out like sore thumbs. Out of position, they made for easy pickings. Aibek grinned, and his teeth showed. “Tactical, prioritize League ships as they range on our magnetic cannons. Double load all mag-cannons with an EMP, followed by high-explosive rounds.” The goal was to batter the shields down with the EMP and blow the ship apart with high-explosive warheads.

      “At once, Void Captain!”

      Aibek stared at the holographic plot, teeth bared. The moment the first enemy vessel entered maximum weapons range, he shifted his gaze back to the tactical officer. “Kill League escort tracks with guns as they range, tactical.”

      Determination was the watchword on the Resit Kartal’s bridge. The tension was palpable as they continued to close the distance between them and the Leaguers. The mighty battleship’s magnetic cannons spoke as one in deep, hurling projectiles that weighed more than a helicar into the void. The first target, a Cobra class destroyer, exploded violently when six EMP shells, followed by another six high-explosive warheads, slammed into it. A bright orange blast later, the hapless ship no longer existed except as debris. The next few League vessels suffered the same fate, and then the mass of Rand class heavy cruisers and Alexander class battleships entered plasma cannon range.

      The deck pitched forward as a violent series of impacts against the Resit Kartal’s shields shook the mighty ship. Aibek gripped the armrests of his chair and bared his teeth. “Navigator, adjust heading to zero-nine-zero, twenty-five degrees up bubble on our Z-axis. All ahead flank. Tactical, kill heavy cruiser tracks with guns, beams, and missiles. Thin the herd!”

      While the deflector power indicator dropped like a stone, the mighty battleship struck back at her foes. Again the magnetic-cannons spat twelve hundred kilogram shells, backed by a barrage of neutron beams. Forward and aft missile cells added to the maelstrom. Three Rands were taken down by concentrated firepower, while the rest focused their attention on the Resit Kartal. The void glowed red as thousands of plasma balls were lobbed at them.

      “Void Captain, our forward and port shields are close to collapse!”

      His tactical officer had a point. It didn’t matter. “Steady on course, Navigator. Tactical, continue to prosecute the targets.” A glance at the tactical display told him their escorts were about to enter optimal range. “Coordinate our attack with the rest of the battle group.”

      “Yes, Void Captain!”

      Again the massive magnetic-cannons thundered in the blackness of space, and they made the Leaguers pay. Destroyers and frigates blew away as if they were no more than matchwood. And then, after so much destruction, the three Alexander class battleships at the center of the enemy's formation came into focus. The entire Saurian flotilla let loose as one—mag-cannons, neutron beams, and missiles. The League vessel’s shields glowed red and held back the flood of fire for a time, but only for a few moments. One by one, the battleships deflectors failed, and the ship’s hulls broke apart from the bombardment. Two were destroyed outright, exploding in a cloud of debris, while one drifted, dead in space. Saurian losses were paltry; only a few escorting destroyers.

      “Void Captain, incoming message from the Liberator. Admiral Henry sends his compliments, and thanks us for our efforts.”

      Aibek bared his teeth in a wide grin. “Tell him we’re not done yet. Tactical, drop our forward and port shields, recharge them, and prepare to reengage.”
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        * * *

      

      The smell of burnt propellant from projectile weapons hung heavy on the bridge of the Lion of Judah. David still crouched behind a console near the blown-out hatch to the rest of deck one. He cradled his battle rifle on his lap as he reloaded the weapon with a new magazine. That’s my last one.

      There was a rustling as Tinetariro slid down beside him. “They seemed to have gotten tired of losing a dozen troops at a time.”

      “Don’t kid yourself,” David replied grimly. “They’re massing for another push. How many have we lost?”

      “Six dead. Two shot up bad enough they’ll die without further treatment, and another eight walking wounded. Don’t worry—we’ve got a lot of fight left in us, sir.”

      The conversation was interrupted by a shout coming from the passageway. “Terrans! Can you hear me?”

      David glanced at Tinetariro and shrugged. “I can hear you, Leaguer,” he shouted back.

      “Why delay the inevitable? Surrender while you still can. Save your lives—allow the League of Sol to accept you into its family. There’s no need for this senseless slaughter to continue.” The voice was male and carried a subtle French accent.

      Before David could reply, Tinetariro cut in. “Piss off, Leaguer!” Her voice carried across the entirety of the bridge.

      There was something about the vulgar insult, combined with her posh British accent, he found hysterical. David laughed loudly, and as he did, that laughter swept the bridge. In a moment, the entire team was nearly in hysterics. It was a release he needed. One the whole team needed. “That was awesome, Master Chief.”

      “You will all die! Capitalist pigs!” the French voice replied.

      “They’ll be coming again soon,” David said quietly. His words were prophetic. A moment later, the sound of boots advancing across the deck plates echoed, and he broke cover to aim his battle rifle and squeeze off a shot. It caught a Leaguer in the neck, showering his fellows with blood. The sight of power-armored League Marines caused his heart to sink. There’s got to be twenty of them.

      Bolts of energy from the enemy rifles peppered the bridge at large, catching several unlucky crewmembers in their extremities and a few in the center mass. Concentrated fire from the defenders felled two of the Goliath suits, but it wasn’t enough. For the first time, they breached the hatch threshold and got inside the CIC proper.

      “Master Chief, time for our remaining grenades,” David barked.

      “Pulse, over,” Tinetariro shouted, and flung the deceptively small round grey ball toward the advancing enemies. A couple of seconds later, it detonated with more an electrical noise than anything else and a bright flash of light.

      Hoping he would be taking advantage of some momentarily blinded and stunned Leaguers, David emerged from cover. He discharged his battle rifle on full auto into one of the Goliath suits. Several bullets pierced the helmet, and the enemy Marine dropped in his tracks. Then David’s weapon clicked dry. He dropped it to the deck and felt for the energy pulse pistol on his thigh, breathing a sigh of relief when his hand closed around it. Before he could get it up and a shot off, the troops facing them overcame the effects of the pulse grenades and opened fire once more. God help us all. I don’t think we can hold much longer, he despaired, hoping against hope that help was on the way.
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      “One, I’ve got two hundred plus hostiles in passageway 1A, section 2,” Rostami whispered into his helmet-integrated commlink. “They’ve got a gravlift open. I think they’re going to deck one from here.” Alpha team had split up, searching for the main concentration of enemies attacking the bridge. MacDonald had explained to them they had to eliminate that group to save the bridge. Now he was face to face with them.

      “Understood, three. Alpha team, form on Rostami,” MacDonald’s voice echoed through the commlink. “Maintain stealth approach.”

      Rostami stayed out of sight, using a small insect-sized drone to maintain surveillance. A few minutes passed before MacDonald and Ahmad trotted up to his position.

      “Good work,” MacDonald began. “Now, what are we looking at?”

      “Loads of power-armored Leaguers. Heavy weapons. The whole shebang.”

      “We can’t mount a frontal assault.”

      “No, but we are close to the outer hull.”

      MacDonald did a double-take and stared at the younger commando through his helmet visor. “You suggesting what I think you are, Rostami?”

      “Blow the passageway and give our Leaguer friends here a first-class ticket to the void and the life ever after,” Rostami replied. “I can interface with the Lion’s security system, seal the passageway… but we still need to get a big enough explosive device in there.”

      “I could fashion an IED from several rocket warheads,” Ahmad interjected. He was the team’s resident EOD specialist.  “But it’ll take me a few minutes.”

      “Get on it,” MacDonald rasped. “Two, where the hell are you?”

      “Rounding the corner to your position now.” Harrell’s voice echoed through the commlink, and a moment later, he and Mata came into view. “This is bad. I think there’s more Leaguers than CDF personnel on this deck.”

      “Demood’s Marines are pinned down three decks down by a blocking force.” MacDonald cleared his throat. “We’ll deal with them after we secure the bridge. The last transmission I got from up there sounded bad.”

      Several minutes passed as Ahmad worked in silence. He carefully disassembled three warheads from anti-personnel rockets the team carried and removed the explosive material within. Wrapped together in a ball with a crude detonator, the device resembled a basketball—one with enough explosive power to kill them all in an instant. “Okay, I think I’ve got it, Master Chief.” His voice was quiet.

      “Rostami, you ready?” MacDonald asked.

      “Ready, willing, and frosty as shit, Master Chief.”

      The rest of the team snickered softly. When Rostami gave a thumbs-up signal, Ahmad swung into action. He stepped forward into the next passageway and hurled the improvised bomb with superhuman strength provided by his power armor—right smack in the middle of a group of League Marines.

      Pandemonium broke out as the Leaguers realized what lay at their feet. The bulkhead hatch snapping shut aborted a mad scramble away from the device, except for a lucky few that were close enough to get out of the passageway. For added protection, Rostami had configured emergency forcefields—which crackled into existence with a burst of blue energy.

      A loud boom echoed around the team, and the deck shook from the concussion waves of the explosion. This did not deter the small group of enemy Marines that made it to safety. They brought their weapons up and charged Alpha team, firing as they ran. Bolts of red energy slammed into the walls, and some hit power armor, leaving scorch marks.

      Harrell brought up his mini-gun and charged the barrels until they spun at four thousand RPM. Then he unleashed hell itself. Dozens of armor-piercing rounds per second sprayed out of the weapon, cutting through the onrushing Leaguers like a mighty rushing wind. Men fell backward as dark red stains spread across the deck, knocked over like bowling pins without a second thought. Fifteen seconds later, he let go of the firing stud and lowered the gun to a safe position. “We’re clear.”

      “There’s also some holes in the hull in the next section, thanks to that beast,” Rostami groused.

      “Thanks, Corporal Obvious.”

      Snickers and chuckles filled the team’s commlink. MacDonald cut in. “Okay, ladies, tighten it up.” He marched to the gravlift and punched the call button. “Pulse grenades and battle rifles out. We’ll hit these assholes from behind and save the cake eaters. Any questions?”

      “Yeah, can I ask Goldberg out?” Rostami joked.

      Mata reached over and slapped the back of Rostami’s helmet. “Did you get hit on the head? Enlisted doesn’t mix with cake eaters. Even a decent one like the LT.”

      “I think she got promoted.”

      “Because that makes it better,” MacDonald replied as he slapped a new magazine into his battle rifle.
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        * * *

      

      The situation on the bridge had gone from bad to dire. David crunched next to an auxiliary tactical console, trying along with the surviving members of their impromptu defense team to keep the Goliath suits from overrunning the CIC. He fired a beam from his energy pulse pistol, hitting one of the hulking behemoths in the side.

      Ruth glanced back at him. “Sir, do you need help?”

      “Maintain focus on the enemy vessels, Captain.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      David took another shot. So easy to tell her to do that. The truth was, they had to keep the guns firing. With League vessels trying to take advantage of the chaos caused by the boarders, the fate of the Lion rested on a knife’s edge. Another power-armored enemy Marine charged in—headed straight for Ruth’s exposed back. David didn’t think—his muscles reacted. He jumped up and closed the distance as fast as he could on the hulking hostile. The energy pistol reached out and impacted the faceplate of the Leaguer. For a moment, he thought it might be enough.

      And then, reality intervened. The armored power soldier brought his own weapon—a high-powered projectile rifle—to bear.

      David’s brain realized he was about to be shot, and sent the requisite commands to his legs to jump to the side. He was too slow. White-hot pain seared through his torso, overloading his sensory nerves and causing him to scream as he fell to the deck. The pistol clattered out of his hand, and for a moment, memories of his first combat flashed through his mind. The concept of giving up never entered his thought process as he commanded his fingers to pick up the fallen weapon, even as his would-be executioner aimed at David’s head.

      As the Leaguer’s finger went to stroke the trigger of the rifle, his helmet’s faceplate exploded from a bullet going through the back of it and out the front. Blood splattered everywhere, and the power-armored Marine, a moment from ending David’s life, collapsed.

      “Get down!” a voice David couldn’t readily identify thundered. It was followed by the thunderous roar of a TCMC issue mini-gun firing. The League Marines still standing were mowed down in short order by the powerful weapon, most unable even to turn and fire on the threat. A few moments later, the same voice carried across the bridge. “This is Master Chief MacDonald, Alpha team. We took care of your Leaguer problem.”

      Stunned to be alive, David tried to stand as a few seconds of quiet enveloped the bridge. He breathed in and out several times. Thank you, God. “Master Chief… we’ve got to stop meeting like this.” Despite the relief in his voice and the smile he portrayed, the pain in his side was nearly unbearable. He stumbled and almost fell. The quick grab of a nearby console was his only savior from face planting on the deck.

      MacDonald popped up the helmet on his power armor as the rest of the team swept into the room. “Mata, tend to the General’s wound.”

      Doing as he was told, Mata appeared at David’s side and ran a medical scanner over the wound that oozed red on his side. “Lucky. Clean in and out, no organ damage. I’ll apply some gel and put healpacks on it. You’ll be okay for now, but you should see a doctor in short order.”

      “Thanks, Chief. Plenty of time for that after the battle. Please, take care of the others,” David replied. He shivered as the gel slid into the wound.

      As they were talking, Harrell made his way over to the tactical station at the front of the bridge. “Hey, Captain. We were worried about you.”

      Ruth glanced up. “Getting soft, Senior Chief?”

      “Well, not every day Alpha team comes across a cake eater that can fight,” Harrell said with a smirk. “Though, for some reason, this ship seems to be infested with them.”

      David chuckled. Back to the business at hand. “TAO, status report?” He found he had to inhale before speaking, as he felt light-headed and short of breath.

      “We’re still here, sir. The civilian ships took a shellacking, but they broke up the League attack force. The situation has returned to a stalemate.”

      The report from Ruth allowed David a few moments to take in the situation on the bridge. Bodies of his fallen crew littered the consoles around the hatch. He could make out at least fifteen friendly fatalities judging by the amount of blood around each one. Mata moved about the area, administering first aid to those he could help. The rest of the commandos had taken up positions around the hatch, except for MacDonald, who stood with Tinetariro. David hobbled over to them. “Master Chiefs,” he began. “Thanks for the assist, MacDonald. How many more Leaguers do we have to worry about?”

      “We vented a couple hundred of them into space. Mostly power-armor sporting types. I think the bridge is in the clear, but we’ll stick around and post security until Demood gets a relief force here.”

      David raised an eyebrow at the blunt and matter-of-fact manner in which MacDonald referenced killing a few hundred people. “How’d you do that?”

      MacDonald grinned. “Ahmad blew a hole in your ship. Sorry.”

      Both Tinetariro and David grinned despite everything. “I’ll let it go, just this once,” he replied and turned toward Tinetariro. “Master Chief, what about damage control status?”

      “Teams are working, sir, but we’ve taken a beating. The Lion is still combat capable, though.”

      With a final glance to the stacks of bodies—thankfully, mostly Leaguers—he forced it out of his mind as much as he could and walked to the CO’s chair. “This is General Cohen. I have the conn,” he said as formally as possible. “Communications, get me Colonel Amir.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.” Taylor’s voice was filled with relief, though an undercurrent of fear still ran through it. “On your monitor, sir.”

      The screen above David’s head came alive with a cockpit view of Amir. “Salaam Alaikum, General.”

      “Wa-Alikum-Salaam.” David flashed a grin. “How’s it going out there, old friend?”

      “My wing is down to fifty percent strength. The planetary-based stratofighters are at twenty percent.”

      Dear God. David swallowed hard. “Bomber status?”

      “Two squadrons remain.”

      “Fall back to the Lion. We’ll keep you in reserve until an extra punch is most needed.” At least I can breathe now that I’m sitting down.

      “Aye, aye, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      In the bunker underneath the White House in Lawrence City, Justin Spencer occupied a command and control center, along with those members of his galactic security staff that remained behind, and General MacIntosh. They’d been there for what seemed like days, but in reality, it was only a few hours. The big displays and holoprojectors allowed the team to follow the battle in real-time.

      Spencer had stepped to the side for a moment, his head bowed in prayer. He felt a hand on his shoulder. With a glance upward, he realized it was MacIntosh.

      “Sir, I’m sorry to disturb you. We’ve got Cohen on a vidlink, requesting you by name.”

      “Of course, General.” Spencer stood and made his way to the communication center, a few meters away. David’s unsmiling face was on a large screen. His hair was matted, and he appeared exhausted with dark circles under both eyes. Dried blood and a recently applied bandage were visible in the lower portion of the frame. “General Cohen, can you hear me?”

      “Loud and clear, Mr. President.”

      “What can I do for you?”

      “Sir, it’s time to pull the fleet back. The League force has been degraded to the point it's at less than sixty percent strength. More importantly, they’ve lost most of their fighter coverage. Our carrier battlegroups would be decisive, but we have to act now.”

      “The Exodus fleet is already six jumps out, General. It would take some doing and time. I’m not convinced we should risk it. Those people need the protection of the CDF if they’re to make it where they’re going.”

      MacIntosh cleared his throat. He stood a meter away, slightly out of the camera’s field of view. “Sir, I have to agree with Cohen’s assessment. We’ve got a golden opportunity to deal a knockout blow to the Leaguers here. They sent everything they’ve got… if we could defeat this fleet, there’s no need for another Exodus. We’ll finally have our victory.”

      Spencer shook his head. “Gentlemen, I understand your perspectives. But my task now is to ensure the continuity of our way of life.” He paused for a moment and glanced at a nearby tactical display. “How many ships do you have left, General Cohen?”

      “That’s not quite the right question, sir. We’ve got over six hundred ships. But a lot of them are civilians or less than current generation warships from the neutral fleet. Less than three hundred CDF vessels remain.”

      The losses were enormous. Spencer did some quick math in his head and realized that, depending on the classes of ships lost, they could be looking at causalities in the range of one hundred thousand soldiers. The very thought sobered him to the core.  The idea those men and women died for nothing sickens me. “What other options do you have?”

      “I can execute a pincer attack on the League fleet. We’ve encircled them, and they’re compressed into a sphere. I think our fleet would win, but with sixty to eighty percent losses.”

      There were audible gasps around the room as the people in the command center took in what David was saying.

      “And with the carriers?”

      “You served for ten years as a fighter pilot, sir,” David began, and a smile creased his lips. “I’m sure you remember the effect bombers had on unescorted League warships.”

      It was Spencer’s turn to grin. “Yes, I do. Like a sword cutting down tall grass.”

      “Well, sir, we could use the sword. As I said, our fighters have successfully neutralized the enemies. They don’t have the coverage to stop our bombers. I’m convinced it would be a turkey shoot.”

      The weight of the galaxy descended onto Spencer’s shoulders. He felt as if he made the wrong call, it would doom not only the Terran Coalition but the freedom of humanity at large. He closed his eyes and bowed his head. Lord, please help me to make the right choice here. To follow Your will. Please, help us defeat this foe. Spencer’s eyes opened once more. “Okay, General. We’ll call them back. Not all… but enough. Would ten carrier battlegroups do it?”

      “Yes, sir. I believe so.”

      “Very well. Hold the line.” Spencer went to cut off the signal but thought of a question he wanted to ask. “How’d you manage to cause that ship to ram the League’s flagship, General?”

      “It wasn’t us, sir. We’re still not sure what happened, but it sure came at the right time.”

      Spencer smiled and struggled to keep his emotions down. “Perhaps God is on our side today.”

      “I tend to look at it as us trying to be on His side, sir.”

      “No argument here. Godspeed.”

      “Godspeed to you too, sir.”

      The screen went blank, leaving the communication center darker than it had been a moment before. Spencer sucked in a breath and turned toward MacIntosh. “Don’t tell me I’m shortsighted and impertinent, Andrew.”

      “Not in the least, sir. I agree with Cohen’s assessment and your course of action.”

      Well, that’s a relief. If a decorated officer as MacIntosh thinks it’s the right move, it probably is. Spencer allowed a small smile onto his face. “Let’s get the Vice President and General Barton on the line.”

      “Excellent, sir. Give us a moment.”
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        * * *

      

      Edwardo Fuentes glanced around the wardroom of the CSV Ark Royal. He’d ordered it turned into both a civilian and military command center a few hours before. A team of advisors, along with General Barton, monitored the situation with him as they raced away from Canaan. Each jump further left him with aching pain. We should’ve stayed—the Terran Coalition’s way of life has to continue. At least that was what he told himself. But the question wouldn’t leave his mind—Am I just a coward, taking the easy way out?

      “Mr. Vice President,” the voice of a young lieutenant handling communications called, interrupting Fuentes’ thoughts. “Urgent message from President Spencer, sir.”

      Is he calling to report Canaan has fallen? All sorts of worst-case scenarios coursed through Fuentes' head. “Put him on, Lieutenant.”

      Spencer’s face appeared on a holoprojector to the back of the room. “Edwardo? Can you hear me?”

      “Loud and clear,” Fuentes replied. “Thank God you’re still in one piece. How goes the battle?”

      “It’s touch and go. We got a lot of help. The Saurians, independents from the neutral border area of the Trifid Nebula, somehow even those mothball ships we’ve been trying to refit for a year now.” Spencer wore a smile. “General Cohen has the Leaguers bottled up, but we need reinforcements. I want you to send ten Saratoga class carrier battlegroups back. Tell them to jump as rapidly as possible without endangering their ships.”

      Fuentes furrowed his brow. “That’ll leave us mostly unprotected. Are you sure?”

      “General MacIntosh assures me that Cohen’s tactics are sound. With the fighters and bombers from the carriers, he can sit back and cut the remaining League fleet elements to pieces, but sooner or later, they’re going to try for a decisive battle. If that happens before reinforcements arrive, it’ll be a blood bath.” Spencer crossed his arms in front of him. “I’m sure you may have some reservations, but it’s the right call. I’m certain of it.”

      “Only one president at a time, Justin. I’ll send them back now. We’ll be praying for you and everyone else’s safety.”

      “Thank you. Take care, and I look forward to issuing the recall order soon. Godspeed. Spencer out.”

      The screen clicked off. A moment later, Barton’s angry voice spoke up. “You can’t possibly be considering sending our sole means of protection back to Canaan for a lost cause.” It was a statement, not a question.

      “General—”

      “No, sir. I must protest,” Barton continued. “I respect the heroism shown by Cohen and those fighting back home. But that doesn’t change the score. If it’s not today, it’ll be tomorrow or the next day. The League will win. But we have a chance to get out of here with enough military force to safeguard our fleet, and eventually, find a new home.”

      “And if we run into hostile aliens with superior technology? There’s no guarantees, General.” Fuentes stared at the older man. Within his mind, he debated the two courses of action. If I go along with him, I’m a coward. Another part of him retorted that they could create a better Terran Coalition, and escape the mistakes of the past.

      “Perhaps not. But are you willing to bet the lives of two hundred thousand soldiers of the Coalition Defense Force on the League not being smart enough to have an operational reserve ready to jump on our carriers and wipe them out?” Barton walked around the table and stood next to him. “Sir, you can’t allow Spencer to do this.”

      Fuentes found himself torn. Even though he knew it was wrong, part of him still wanted to keep running. I remember it was said somewhere that character is what you do when no one else is looking—or so you think. He set his jaw. “General, order the battlegroups requested to head back to Canaan. As fast as possible.”

      “No.”

      All eyes in the wardroom turned to Barton from the enlisted ratings, all the way up to Fuentes. It became very quiet, and an undercurrent of apprehension swept the room. “Excuse me, General?” Fuentes asked, his voice soft but the tone one of unmistakable anger.

      “I said no. This fleet will continue on course.” Barton glanced between several of the junior officers. “We need to preserve our force as much as possible.”

      I could give in, Fuentes pondered. No. Hell no. “Major Jackson,” Fuentes began, turning his eyes to the senior watch officer from the Ark Royal that had joined them. “Escort General Barton to his quarters.” He paused again and stared back at the older man. “You’re relieved of duty, General.”

      “You can’t relieve me!” Barton thundered. “I’m the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and this ship is in my chain of command!”

      Again, silence descended over the room.

      “General Barton, don’t embarrass yourself.” Fuentes' voice took on a timbre of confidence. “Follow the Major, or I’ll have the master-at-arms summoned, with his sidearm.”

      It took Barton a few seconds to realize no one had stepped forward to defend him, as Jackson put his hand on Barton’s shoulder and guided him toward the exit. Without another word, he allowed himself to be shown out, and the room was again silent.

      “Lieutenant,” Fuentes said as he looked directly at the comms officer. “Get those carriers moving.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” the young man replied, a grin on his face.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Fleet communications command link restored, Admiral.”

      Those were the words Alex Hartford had been waiting to hear for the past hour. He’d studied the enemy formation tirelessly, not trusting the League sailor conscripts to do their job correctly. While the Terrans had received help from several outside groups, one of them, in particular, was vulnerable. Weak. Civilians playing at war… not their smartest move. “Transmit to all ships.”

      “You are live, sir.”

      “This is Admiral Hartford, commanding from the Ho Chi Minh. We have taken significant losses to the Terrans, none more grievous than the destruction of the Annihilator. Admiral Seville remains missing. But now is not the time to allow individualism to creep into our thoughts. The Admiral would want us to press forward and finish the job. I have identified a weakness in the enemy, one we will exploit.” He paused and allowed a wolfish grin to come over his face. “The Terran Coalition still falls today. Carry out your orders, for the glory of the League!” He brought his hand to his chest in a fist—the classic League salute.

      “Navigator, plot a course for one-seven-zero, mark positive thirty-two. Communications, order all ships to advance on this point.” He pressed a finger down on the holotank’s tactical plot, marking it as a waypoint. “We’ll overwhelm them there.”

      “I don’t understand, sir,” the tactical officer said. “Why there?”

      “Our objective now is to escape. If we can punch through at their weakest link, the thousand ships or so that remain in this fleet is enough to defeat the Terran Coalition in detail across its core worlds.” Hartford set his jaw. “Now carry out my orders.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”
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      Stalemate. The worst situation imaginable for a combatant commander, at least in David’s opinion. He’d stared at the 3D holographic tactical plot in the center of the bridge for the better part of half an hour. If, no, when the Leaguers start moving again, our options are limited. Something in him sensed the time they had to get help was running out. As if he could reach out through kilometers of the void and peer into the thoughts of the enemy.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change! Sir, sublight engine light-off… entire League fleet.”

      David’s eyes went wide. Whoever’s running things over there is making a move. He stared at the tactical plot and noted the direction the League vessels were moving in. “The civilians,” he began before his voice trailed off. “Communications, urgent message to Liberator. Tell them they’ve got a world of hurt heading their way.” He walked quickly back to the CO’s chair and sat. “Navigation, intercept course, Sierra Six hundred thirteen. ETA to intercept at flank speed?”

      “Thirty-eight minutes, sir,” Hammond replied.

      Not fast enough. By far. David knew at the core of his being if they didn’t close the gap sooner, the Leaguers would punch through. Sure, Henry and his fleet would make an excellent showing, and take a lot of communists with them. But not enough, and tens of thousands more people would die. There had to be another way. Then it dawned on him. “Navigation, plot a micro-jump.”

      Tinetariro leaned in and whispered fiercely. “Sir, the last time we tried to jump into the Lawrence limit, we nearly lost the ship.” Her eyes were wide, and her jaw stayed open.

      “I know, Master Chief. But we don’t have many options. Maybe—just maybe—if we get enough ships there, we can hold the line until the carriers arrive.”

      Ruth turned around and stared at him. “We could order the civilians to back off and let the Leaguers escape, sir.”

      “Absolutely not. That will free them up to attack several of our core worlds simultaneously. The only way we can defeat them is to destroy this fleet,” David replied, his voice tight and direct. “Now, execute my orders. Communications, get as many ships as we can lined up to follow us through the wormhole.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.”

      David reached down and punched up the intercom to the engineering spaces. “Cohen to Hanson, come in.”

      “This is Hanson. Go ahead, sir,” the speaker crackled.

      “What’s your status down there, Major?”

      “Secure for the moment, sir. Boarding parties seem to have given up on storming us, and we received Marine reinforcements. Reactor is green across the board.”

      He steepled his fingers together. “Major, I want you to prepare for a micro-jump inside of the Lawrence limit.” At the pregnant pause on the comms link, David pressed on. “The battle depends on it.”

      “Dr. Hayworth would like me to tell you the last time we tried that, he almost died,” Hanson replied. There was crosstalk in the background. “He uh, also wanted me to remind you he doesn’t believe in the afterlife and would like to enjoy this life fully.”

      David couldn’t help but chuckle. “Then his calculations had better be good. Run anything you need up to the bridge. Cohen out.”

      The next thirty seconds passed without incident as everyone worked to prepare the ship for what would come next. David studied his tactical plot and reviewed the stores left on the Lion. They were starting to run low on missiles but had a full load in both the forward and aft VRLS. I’ll have to make them count. Hammond interrupted his mental gymnastics.

      “Conn, Navigation. Jump coordinates computed and ready, sir.”

      It comes down to this. We can’t jump into the middle of that fleet and suffer an engineering casualty. David cleared his throat and set his jaw. “Navigation, activate Lawrence drive. Take us in.”

      The lights on the bridge dimmed, pale blue as they already were, as the massive artificial wormhole generators came to life. Space ripped open in front of the Lion of Judah, an enormous maw of multi-colored energy, beckoning them on. The ship sprang forward as its sub-light engines kicked in. The transit was rough, far worse than usual, and the vessel bucked wildly as if caught in a powerful current. And then, they were through. Through the transparent alloy windows at the front of the bridge, the League’s fleet was visible.

      “Nice work, Lieutenant,” David said toward Hammond. “Master Chief, any exotic particle issues?”

      “No, sir. At least not that we’re aware of yet. All systems show nominal.”

      “TAO, firing point procedures,” David began as he checked the board for the closest enemy capital ships. “Master Eight hundred fifteen, Nine hundred sixty-four, and Thirteen hundred fifty-eight.” They represented the nearest Rand class cruisers. “Magnetic cannons and neutron beams.”

      “Aye, aye, sir. Firing solutions set.”

      “Match bearings, shoot, magnetic cannons and neutron beams.” There was something about Ruth’s confidence that struck David. It’s almost as if she’s decided we can’t lose.

      The deck shuddered ever so slightly as the turreted mag-cannons let loose with a barrage of shells, followed up by the bright blue hue of concentrated neutron beams striking home. The shields of the League ships held up for a few seconds before they collapsed. Two cruisers exploded violently in the night, while the third went dark as its reactor shut down. A few moments later, return fire found the Lion of Judah as the enemy reacted to their appearance. The vessel shook as concentrated plasma fire lit up the protective screens.

      “Navigation, come about to heading zero-nine-eight, mark positive fifteen,” David barked. “TAO, firing point procedures, Master Eight hundred seventy-eight, forward particle cannons. Target its escorts with the magnetic cannons and neutron beams at your discretion.” There were so many enemy ships, he thought it best to let Ruth work her magic, rather than try to pick moving dots off the board. We could practically fire blind and still hit a Leaguer.

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Hammond called back. As she did, the ship began to turn, and the scene visible outside of the alloy windows shifted.

      “Firing solutions set, sir.”

      “Navigation, confirm we’re lined up within one degree of Master Eight hundred seventy-eight.”

      There was a pause on the bridge. “Lined up, sir.”

      “TAO, match bearings, shoot, all weapons.”

      Again the lights dimmed, this time as the enormous power requirements of the four particle cannons mounted under the flight deck came alive. White-hot beams reached out and touched first the shields of the unlucky enemy battleship. Moments later, they cut through into the armor and hull. Molten metal broke off the Alexander class League vessel before something critical was hit—a missile magazine or reactor most likely—and it violently exploded in a brief flare of orange against the blackness of space. As it did, neutron beam and magnetic cannon rounds from the Lion raked the smaller vessels around it, neutralizing several.

      “Conn, TAO. Master Eight hundred seventy-eight destroyed, sir, along with its primary escorts,” Ruth immediately reported.

      While David was pondering what to attack next, the streamlined shape of the Liberator came into focus. Its weapons suite spoke into the deep, sending globs of purple energy into the side of several League ships. What are they shooting? Doesn’t look like any weapon we have access to. “TAO, analysis of Liberator’s attack pattern?”

      “Muonic energy cannons, sir.”

      “That’s Matrinid tech,” Tinetariro said with surprise evident in her voice.

      “James Henry never ceases to amaze me,” David said with a grin. “We’ll figure that out later.” His eyes went back to the tactical plot, searching for the next target to engage.
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        * * *

      

      While the battle between massive spaceships raged around, Amir and the rest of the dwindling numbers of CDF fighters and bombers did their best to carry the fight to the League. He dodged out of the way of a large piece of debris and rotated his fighter ninety degrees to starboard as more chunks of what used to be an enemy destroyer came into view. “Reapers, break to port as we clear the field. Target is Master Nine hundred eighteen.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” one of his wingmen echoed through the commlink channel.

      Confronted by the mass of red dots in his HUD, Amir felt despair. He was fighting a losing battle, but each ship they took out was one less trying to kill his brothers and sisters. It’s still more honorable to go down fighting, as David explained. He switched to an active-LIDAR tracking missile and locked on to one of the plasma turrets on the League vessel. “Reaper One, Fox Three,” he called out the moment the missile lock-on tone sounded.

      The missile’s engine fired, and it raced away from Amir’s fighter. Joined by four others, they all slammed into the destroyer’s hull—fire from other friendly ships or small craft had already taken its shields down. As a result, the warhead had an outsized impact. The plasma turret it hit exploded violently along with chunks of the unlucky vessel’s hull. Two nearby turrets blew apart a few seconds later, and just as quickly, the entire ship went up. Amir’s HUD blacked out as the orange flames overloaded his helmet’s visual processor.

      “Mayday, mayday,” the calm and collected voice of one of Amir’s fellow Grim Reapers called over the commlink. “Reactor critical, ejecting!”

      A glance told Amir he had a new problem: A flight of League space superiority fighters. Where did they come from? I thought we splashed them all. He gripped his flight stick tightly and directed the thrusters on his craft to bring him around. Ten of them. Three of us. He selected a heat-seeking anti-fighter missile from what meager stores he had left. “Allahummak-fineehim bimaa shi’ta,” he murmured in Arabic, O Allah, protect me against them however You wish.

      Red streaks of plasma energy shot by the canopy of Amir’s SF-106 Phantom, as one of the enemies found his aft. Most of them went wide, but a few impacted the already weakened aft shields. Amir pulled up hard on his stick before beginning a series of interlocking scissors maneuvers with the Leaguer. The superior delta-V of the Phantom proved deadly in most one-on-one dogfights, and he was able to exchange positions, ending up on the tail of the enemy fighter. A moment later, Amir squeezed the missile launch button. “Reaper One, Fox Two!”

      The missile leaped out of the underslung ordinance pod built into the Phantom and zoomed off into the blackness of space. Amir was unable to track its movement as two more League fighters fell in behind him, lighting up the void with their weapons. I lost track of the battlefield fighting the other craft. Worse, I have no wingmen to help. The rest of his depleted squadron was in individual dogfights, fighting for their lives.

      Red streaks blew by the cockpit, highlighting the mortal peril Amir now found himself in. He forced himself to abandon trying to track the rest of the battlefield and focus on the Leaguers on his tail. Terran Coalition small craft had robust integrated inertial dampers that allowed them to perform maneuvers almost as if they were within the atmosphere of a planet. A fierce grin came over his face as Amir decoupled his forward and aft thruster controls, and disengaged the damper. The effect allowed him to pivot his Phantom around while maintaining forward thrust—and pointing the nose of the craft at the enemy. He squeezed the firing trigger to his neutron cannons. “Reaper One, guns, guns, guns!” Blue energy erupted from the twin emitters under the fuselage and connected almost instantly with the first League fighter. It exploded in a bright orange ball of flame. A second later, the second enemy blew up, joining the other in death.

      Amir righted his Phantom and reengaged the inertial damping system. “Reaper One, splash two.” Quickly assessing the overall battlespace, he noted one of his pilots was in trouble and changed heading to intercept. “Allu Ackbar,” he whispered as his fighter streaked by the debris from the engagement a few seconds before.
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        * * *

      

      The Lion of Judah stayed in the thick of the fighting, living up to the ship’s motto of Semper Anticus—always at the front. She’d paid for it too. David gripped the hand rest of the CO’s chair as he stared at the tactical plot. Everywhere he looked was filled by red dots, indicative of enemy vessels. The Leaguers were beating against them with everything they had, and were close to punching through. “TAO, time to magnetic-cannon reload?”

      “Thirty seconds, sir,” Ruth promptly replied. “Still four minutes from primary particle beam recharge.”

      As David formulated a target for the next strike in his mind, another wave of League plasma fire slammed into the Lion’s shields. We can’t take much more of this. The deflector power display flatlined as the impacts hit them from all angles. Damage indicated flashed red and blossomed across the ship. He briefly considered another micro-jump before concluding the drive hadn’t been able to cool down enough yet, and would likely result in them exploding violently.

      “Forward armor is failing,” Tinetariro announced. “Our superstructure is taking sustained damage, sir.”

      “Navigation, cease all maneuvering.” David glanced toward Taylor. “Communications, alert the engine room to vent coolant into space. Tell Hanson to pull out all the stops. Make it look like we’re completely disabled and kill the lights to port.”

      Tinetariro stared at him. “Sir, what are you doing?”

      “Playing dead.” David forced a smile. “Old trick I’ve seen destroyer commanders pull before.”

      “I might remind you we’re not a destroyer, and no Leaguer could be stupid enough to fall for it,” Ruth called out from her console.

      David hung on to his harness as the Lion rocked again. “I guess we’ll find out.” The shield recharge cycle crept upward on his display as the enemy vessels swarmed around them. The two battleships that had been on an intercept course slowed their advance and came up alongside. “TAO, all forward and aft VRLS tubes still ready to launch?”

      “Aye, sir. Tubes one through two hundred forty ready in all respects.”

      Everything the vessel had was armed. Magnetic-cannons, neutron beams, and the particle weapons. Too bad our forward beams are out of arc. David leaned forward in his seat. “TAO, firing point procedures, Master One thousand sixty-two, port magnetic-cannons, neutron beams, and VRLS tubes one through one hundred twenty.”

      “Firing solutions set, sir.”

      David let out a breath. Many times in his career, he’d been convinced he was playing for all the marbles, but none more so than this. “TAO, firing point procedures, Master One thousand two hundred eighty-six, starboard magnetic-cannons, neutron beams, and VRLS tubes one hundred twenty-one through two hundred forty.”

      “Firing solutions set, sir.”

      The rote work of lining up an attack completed, David turned his focus to the tactical plot. God, help us to fight and guide Ruth’s hands. “Match bearings, shoot, all weapons.”

      Between incoming plasma balls and the outgoing volley, the Lion of Judah seemed to twist in space, the deck rumbling as she absorbed impacts and the pressure waves of over two hundred missiles launching at the same time. The League vessels were so close, none of the outgoing rounds missed. Mag-cannon shells slammed into the enemy's shields, followed by the bright blue beams of the neutron emitters. All of it was a warmup for the real coup-de-grace: two hundred and forty Hunter missiles. They evaded everything the Alexander class battleships threw at them, and then some. The shackled AIs worked together to ensure maximum carnage as the multi-megaton warheads exploded against the shields, and then the hull of their targets. The blackness of space turned blindingly white as each explosion produced a miniature sun.

      “Conn, TAO, both primary targets destroyed!”

      A fierce expression came over David’s face as his eyes blazed fury. “Outstanding shooting, Captain.” He flashed a grin at Ruth before going back to the target board. “Raise shields!” Even though they were only half charged—something was better than nothing.

      “Conn, TAO. Third enemy battleship ranging on our forward arc.”

      It only took a fraction of second for David to do the math. “Navigation, intercept course, Master One thousand four hundred sixty-one, emergency flank,” he barked. “TAO, snap shot, same contact, forward particle beams.”

      The lights dimmed, and the four primary weapons mounted under the Lion’s flight deck came to life. Concentrated energy pulsed out from them, reaching across the void. Beams of pure white, they impacted the shields of an unlucky cruiser for a moment before gutting it and ramming into the deflectors of the third battleship. Seconds later, the spears of energy burned through one side of the ship and out the other; on the way through, something combustible was hit, as evidenced by the vessel exploding violently. A few escorts flying too close were caught in the blast and destroyed as well.

      As good as the outcome was for them, David knew they were just buying time. More Leaguers were already coming into range, a never-ending stream of warships. Sooner or later, they’d bust through and escape. The question was how many CDF, Saurian, and civilian ships would die in the process. The situation put him in a strange mindset. Earlier in the day, he’d been more than willing to die. He’d welcomed death, in fact. Now? After all they’d been through, it almost seemed unfair.

      “Conn, TAO. Aspect change, inbound wormholes!” Ruth’s voice cut into his thoughts. While professional as always, there was an element of fear evident in her tone.

      David held his breath, watching the tactical plot as dozens of new icons appeared. God, please let them be allies.

      “CDF signature confirmed, sir!” Ruth practically shrieked. “Reading multiple carrier battlegroups.”

      “Conn, communications. Incoming vidlink from CSV Saratoga.”

      “Put them on, Lieutenant.”

      The monitor above David’s head came to life with an image showing the busy bridge of the Saratoga. Front and center was a man he recognized from combat many months prior. “General Cohen,” the man began. “Colonel Alexander Parks, at your service.”

      “Colonel, it’s been a while.” David smiled broadly. “I’m surprised to see you still in command of the Saratoga.”

      “Change of command was supposed to happen next week.” Parks wore an amused look. “Leaguers got in the way, as usual.”

      On the tactical plot, David saw the League ships had already reversed course. Clearly, they didn’t want to engage the carriers. “Your timing is impeccable. Get your fighters and bombers in space. I’m going to offer the League Admiral a chance to surrender.” He shrugged. “If they refuse, we’ll finish them off.”

      Parks grinned wolfishly. “The best news I’ve heard all day. We started launching our birds the moment emergence was complete. I’ll see you at the victory party, General. Godspeed.”

      “Godspeed, Colonel.”

      The vidlink blinked off. It took David a moment to realize Ruth, Hammond, and Tinetariro were staring at him. “What?” he asked.

      “With respect, sir, letting them surrender?” Tinetariro replied, a hard look on her face. “They deserve nothing but being run down like the dogs they are.”

      David shook his head. “If they’re willing to stand down, there’s been enough killing for today. We won’t be giving those ships back, even if we capture them intact. The Leaguers don’t have the vessels to keep the war going, so the only motivation to running them down, as you put it, is revenge. I won’t engage in revenge, especially not after how close we came to losing it all.” Left unsaid was his belief that they’d be tempting the wrath of God by doing so.

      “Yes, sir,” Tinetariro finally said, though her expression telegraphed her distaste.

      “Communications, get me an open channel to whoever’s in charge over there.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Taylor replied. Relief was evident in his voice.
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        * * *

      

      We’re finished. The thought formed in Hartford’s mind as he stared at the holotank and the thousands of new enemy contacts displayed. It wasn’t just that the Terrans received more reinforcements, it was the type of ships: carriers. Ten fleet carriers and their accompanying battlegroups. By themselves, they’d probably be strong enough to send off the force he had remaining, Coupled with the rest of the enemy ships? It’d be an absolute bloodbath. “Superimpose the shortest retreat vector on the tactical plot,” he ordered.

      “Retreat, sir?” the tactical officer asked.

      “Do it.” Hartford’s voice took on a hard edge. He hoped there was still a small window to escape through. The blue lines going through the middle of the new enemy fleet dashed the idea. We could fight to the last ship. While appealing to the side of his mind that favored death before defeat at the hands of accursed Terrans, the gesture was futile. Such was their superiority in fighter and bomber craft, he doubted his capital ships would even range. If they turned around and tried to bombard Canaan, the planetary defense grid would chew them up along with the remaining Terran vessels between them and the planet.

      “We could fight our way out, sir,” the tactical officer offered.

      Hartford stood. He remembered the battle of Pluto Base and the sacrifice of so many good men and women under his command. I owe it those who fight for society, not to waste their lives. If they’d been fighting over the skies of Earth, he knew he wouldn’t hesitate to give his life. But this isn’t Earth. The Terrans didn’t want to fight, no matter what the political officers say. He knew what he had to do. What is demanded of me as a leader of sailors. “Signal the fleet to stand down. All ships are to transmit their surrender on a brand band channel spectrum. Cease fire and drain the energy weapons capacitor.”

      Instantly, the bridge became utterly silent. The political officer, Colonel Otto Frederiksen, was the first to speak. “This is treason!”

      “Saving what’s left of this and the sailors who man it isn’t treason, Colonel. It is the only course of action that makes sense. A suicide run won’t even scratch their heavy warships. I won’t sacrifice these men and women for nothing.” Hartford’s eyes blazed anger as he stared at Frederiksen. “Take the Colonel below and confine him to quarters for his… protection.” A wicked grin broke across Hartford’s face.

      “Pallis himself will hear of your treachery, Admiral!” Frederiksen screamed as two enlisted sailors dragged him off the bridge.

      As the sound of his screeching ceased, Hartford again turned his focus to the task at hand. “Put me live to the fleet. Our brave sailors deserve to hear the order from me.” He flickered his eyes toward the communications officer, who nodded in return.

      “Fleet link active, Admiral.”

      Hartford stood in the center of the bridge and focused on the spot he knew the holocamera resided at. He drew himself up to his full height and squared his shoulders. “Officers and sailors of the League of Sol Navy, I salute you. We have fought the Terrans for over thirty years—such a long time. Many of us have served bravely and then sent our sons and daughter to serve. Now we see our grandchildren fighting and dying alongside us. It has been the hardest war the League has ever seen. You’ve carried the fight on the frontlines, and today was supposed to be our final victory. But the enemy has overcome us. They box us in, and any action we take will result in the deaths of all.” He paused for a moment and glanced between several of the officers around him. “Asking another to sacrifice themselves is something I do not do in vain. Today, it serves no purpose. I look around, and I see hardened sailors who have forged bonds that go beyond even what society demands of them. Men and women who would gladly give their lives to save those next to them. I will not ask you to make that sacrifice. We will now surrender to the Terrans and hope our leaders can pursue a lasting peace.”

      Shock was the first emotion that seemed to register on the faces of those around him, both officer and enlisted. The XO of the vessel spoke. “Admiral, are you certain we’re not betraying our social duty?”

      “Quite, old friend. Now please get a direct audio-video link to the Lion of Judah.” Hartford sat back in his chair and pulled his uniform down as he fixed his shortly cropped hair. It wouldn’t do for the great General Cohen to see me unkempt.

      “Coming up now, sir,” the communications officer announced.

      The familiar form of David Cohen appeared on the viewer. His hair was streaked in blood, as was the khaki uniform he wore. “This is General David Cohen. What can I do for you, Admiral?” Even though he looked like hell, the man wore a smile.

      As it should. He knows he’s won the engagement. “General, this is the second time we’ve faced each other. It galls me as an officer of the League to have to make this request.” Hartford steeled himself. “Will you grant us terms of surrender? I recognize you have us in a most disadvantageous position.”

      “Power down your weapons and shields, and prepare for boarding. That’s the only terms you’ll get out of me, Admiral.” David’s face was hard and his gaze piercing. “Our Marines will take control of your vessels, and you’ll all be interned as our guests in a POW facility. If those terms aren’t acceptable, I’ll send in our bombers.”

      “I would do the same if I were in your position, General Cohen.” Hartford set his jaw. “We will do as you instruct. Do I have your word as a fellow sailor that those under my command will be treated according to the rules of war?”

      For a moment, David’s face contorted. “You’ve got some nerve, Leaguer. Talking to me about the rules of war? I know what happens to CDF POWs… they’re tortured until you get them to renounce their faith and beliefs. Guess what? We’re better than you. So yeah, I’m going to order my Marines to treat you and your personnel with respect, and we’ll give you three hots and a cot until the war’s over.” He pursed his lips together. “Is that all, Admiral?”

      “Yes, I believe so.”

      “Cohen out.”

      The screen blinked off. Hartford was left to his thoughts as his mighty vessel sat, impotent along with the rest of the League fleet. What was it all for? He lacked a good answer.
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        * * *

      

      “Conn, communications. All remaining League vessels have signaled their surrender,” Taylor called out.

      Ruth glanced down and confirmed a reading on her console before looking back at David. I can’t believe it. “Conn, TAO. Confirmed. Enemy ships have powered down their weapons and lowered shields.”

      From the CO’s chair, David flashed a warrior’s grin. “Well done, people—well done.”

      The bridge erupted in cheers and applause that seemed to shake the deck. The enlisted personnel stood and hugged one another. Some members of the team shook hands while others stood mute, overcome by emotion.

      As the tumult continued, Ruth found herself surprised to be alive. I’d made peace with the idea I was going to die today. How odd it is to still be here. In a loud voice, she began to sing. “Hineh ma tov uma na’im, Shevet achim gam yachad!”

      David apparently recognized the tune and stood. He repeated the verse from the old Hebrew song, taken from Psalm one hundred thirty-three.

      All Jewish members of the bridge crew, and most everyone else, joined in for the final chorus, which Ruth switched to English. “How good it is for brothers and sisters to sit together.”

      There were several more rounds of singing, in Hebrew, Arabic, English, and other tongues of the Terran Coalition. Joy seemingly infected everyone, and for a few minutes, even the ship itself seemed to glow.

      Ruth took notice of a new contact appearing on her display and spent a moment studying it before she identified the IFF signature it was giving off. “Conn, TAO. New contact,” she practically shouted.

      “What is it, Captain?” David asked as immediately the room quieted.

      “Admiral Seville’s shuttle, sir. He’s broadcasting a code requesting pickup from any Lawrence drive-capable League vessel.”

      “Conn, communications. Confirmed, sir,” Taylor interjected.

      David sprang out of his seat and appeared at Ruth’s side. “TAO, mark that target and vector the nearest SAR birds in. I want Seville in the Lion’s brig, pronto.”

      “Why, sir?” she asked in a quiet tone of voice.

      “So he can answer for his crimes.”

      Pain overcame Ruth as she pondered the pain and misery Pierre Seville had inflicted on all of them. This man was the root cause of my parents’ death. He doesn’t deserve to live.  She glanced up at David as tears formed in her eyes. “Why give him a platform, sir? He’ll use it to mock everything we hold dear. We can kill him now so he can’t get away.”

      David stared down at her, his lips pressed together and a frown on his face. “Ruth,” he began in a somber tone. “If we kill him, we’d be committing murder. That shuttle is defenseless, and he’s running away. We’re better than that.”

      “He’d kill us if our roles were reversed.”

      “Yes, he would. But we’re not him, are we?”

      His words fell like a sledgehammer on Ruth. Are we? Am I any better? The memory of her parents lying dead on the floor of their home flashed into her mind, as did the vow she took to keep killing Leaguers until they were all dead, or she was. She reached out and put her hand over the button to fire the neutron beams. “I could do it without orders, sir. Absolve you of any responsibility.”

      David knelt and touched the Christian flag patch on her left shoulder, below the emblem for the nation of New Israel. “We can’t have it both ways, Ruth. Either we’re the good guys, and we follow the rules, or we’re not. There’s no in-between.”

      A tear fell down Ruth’s cheek. “Judge not, for you will be judged.”

      “God tells us that vengeance is His.” David squeezed her shoulder.

      Ruth allowed her hand to fall back to her side after clearing the target lock. She glanced up at him, tears still present in her eyes. “Yes, sir.”

      “Tag that shuttle, Captain. Direct every SAR asset we’ve got in the area. Seville won’t get away this time.”

      With grim determination, Ruth went about her orders.
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      While the capital ships had ceased exchanging blows, not every League officer or pilot was content to surrender. None more so than the remaining fighters engaged in dogfights with Amir’s depleted wing. After riding to the rescue of two of his pilots caught by a flight of eight interceptors, he found himself with five enemies on his six, all maintaining an active target lock and no combat-capable friendlies in range. “Reaper One to any Terran Coalition fighters… I am under attack by multiple hostiles. All stores expended. I say again, I am Winchester.”

      Amir decided the best course of action was to make for the nearest group of CDF ships and hope the enemy craft would break off. He engaged in a series of interlocking s-turns, trying to shake or trade places with the League fighters. While there were no missiles left for him to use, he did have his miniature neutron cannons. I’m not going down without a fight to these infidels. Waves of red plasma energy flashed by his Phantom, some impacting into the already weakened aft shields. Just as the deflector failure warning flashed in his HUD, he obtained a lock on the Leaguer in front of him and squeezed the trigger. Blue neutron beams erupted from his fighter and reduced the enemy to dust.

      Unfortunately for Amir, while he was occupied with the destruction of the last target, two of the four fighters tracking him settled into the sweet spot directly behind his Phantom. More red balls of plasma slammed into his deflectors, which failed after a few hits. He pulled back hard on his flight stick, attempting to perform a high-g barrel roll and avoid the incoming fire. As he came out of the turn, more fire smacked into his fighter. The master alarm sounded, indicating damage to his aft and port thruster control surfaces. “This is Reaper One declaring an emergency. Anyone in range, I need help!” Perhaps it is my time to die and meet God. The thought was calming and allowed him to maintain focus on trying to dodge the ever-increasing clumps of plasma balls flung at his craft. The realization that this was it swept over Amir, even as he jinked wildly with random yaws and rolls.

      “Attention League pilots. This is Captain Natara Amir, leading a flight of forty-eight space superiority fighters. Break off your attack, or we will destroy you. This is your only warning.”

      So focused on evading the enemy, Amir hadn’t noticed the approaching groups of friendly small craft. It took him a moment to realize the voice was that of his daughter. Elation coursed through him. Almost immediately, the pursuing League fighters peeled off with a high-speed roll maneuver and accelerated away from him. He took a moment to thank Allah for sparing his life before flipping the mic on. “Natara, is that you?” he asked on a private commlink channel.

      “Yes, Father. I was worried we’d be too late.”

      “I have never been happier to hear your voice.”

      Natara chuckled. “At least you’re in one piece.”

      “More or less. I think this Phantom has probably had it.” Amir laughed. “They can put it on my bill.” He caught a breath. “Is your mother safe?”

      “She is, Father. I never expected to see you again.” There was joy in her voice. “But Allah has guided us together and delivered a victory.”

      Amir found himself nodding in his cockpit. He had no explanation beyond divine intervention for any of them surviving—much less the surrender of the League fleet. “Allu Ackbar, indeed, my daughter.”

      “Would you like to take the lead position, sir?”

      He could feel her smile and pride across kilometers of open space. “It would be an honor.”

      “We’re ready for you.”

      A few moments later, he’d vectored his fighter into position to slide into place as the lead fighter in the flight. A quick scan of his squadrons showed everyone reporting condition green—no enemy engagement—across all small craft in space. “This is Colonel Amir to all search and rescue units… begin rescue and recovery operations. We will cover you.” A small part of his mind looked forward to seeing his daughter again once they’d landed and the battle was entirely over. For now, he had to maintain focus.
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        * * *

      

      A full two platoons of Terran Coalition Marines stood in battle formation, covering both exits from the League shuttle now parked in the Lion of Judah’s expansive hangar. Calvin had insisted on taking personal command of the detachment, for two reasons. One, he didn’t want anyone to get trigger happy and kill Seville. Second, he wanted to see defeat in the Leaguer’s eyes. He aimed down the sight of his battle rifle, focusing on its starboard hatch. “Confirm stun rounds, Marines. Do not engage unless fired on or I order you to, clear?”

      “Sir, yes, sir!” came the rousing reply.

      The hatch swung upward and automatically a set of stairs descended. A voice with a decidedly French accent called out, “I am unarmed! Do not shoot.”

      “How many in there, Seville?” Calvin bellowed in reply.

      “Just me.”

      “Come out slowly with your hands up and where we can see them. Any attempt at resistance will be met with overwhelming force.”

      First, Seville’s head stuck out of the opening, followed by the rest of his body as he slowly climbed down. His uniform was ripped in several places, while blood splatters were evident. His hair was matted, and a streak of red flowed down his face. “I am unarmed, Terrans.” He put his hands above his head and came to a stop at the base of the shuttle. “Admiral Pierre Seville, League of Sol Navy. At your service.”

      Calvin grunted. Well, I’ll give him this, he’s got balls. He motioned the Marines forward. Two stepped up and expertly searched the Leaguer for weapons, then secured his hands behind his back with zip-cuffs. “Well, well, well. The great Admiral Seville. Remember me? Colonel Calvin Demood. Terran Coalition Marine Corps. We stood here once before, about three years ago, when you defiled the deck of my ship. Now you're going where you belong. A cell that you’re never getting out of.” His mouth curled up into an evil-looking grin.

      “A temporary setback, I assure you, Colonel,” Seville replied. “Your silly superstitions will still be your downfall. The Terran Coalition is weak, and it will fall.”

      “A couple of years ago, I would’ve spaced you in the nearest airlock myself, Seville.”

      Seville stared at him. “And now you think God will punish you for doing what you should’ve done the moment I set foot on your ship three years ago?” He sneered. “Those superstitions cause me to pity you.”

      “In your case, asshole, they’re keeping you alive. So don’t knock ‘em.” Calvin jerked his finger backward. “Get him out of here, and if he accidentally falls on the way to the brig, I’ll court-martial every last one of you. Clear, gentlemen?”

      “Sir, yes, sir!” the corporal in charge of the first platoon replied.

      “I am an Admiral of the League Navy. I demand accommodations befitting of my rank.” Seville smirked.

      For a moment, Calvin glanced at him. Could just punch his teeth down his throat. Nah. Bad example. A grin came across his face. “Well, let me fix that for you, Admiral, sir.” He reached out, and with a flourish, ripped the rank insignia off Seville’s uniform. “Now you’re nothing. Get this piece of trash out of my sight.”

      The Marines frog-marched Seville away as the older man grunted and protested, mostly in French.

      Calvin was left alone, staring at them as they receded from view. He thought back to his vow before the battle that he made in the chapel. God, help me to keep that promise. With a smile, he set off for the next group of prisoners being brought in.
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        * * *

      

      David glanced up from his desk at the sound of the chime on his hatch. He’d been in the middle of putting together an after-action report following the battle. More importantly, he also used the time to compose himself. President Spencer had issued a recall order for the Exodus fleet, while search and rescue operations were in full swing. Shuttles ferried members of the Canaan militia up from the surface to form boarding parties to take control of the remaining League vessels. With a sigh, he set the tablet down. “Come in.”

      The hatch opened wide, and the now-familiar form of James Henry strode through. He turned back toward the passageway. “Thank you, Private.” As the hatch closed behind him, Henry stared at David. “Permission to enter, sir?”

      “Granted, Captain. Or should I say, Admiral?” David rose from his chair and made his way around the deck. He shook Henry’s hand warmly.

      “Jim will do just fine.”

      With a chuckle, David gestured to the chairs in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat. I asked you here so I could thank you in person,” he began as he walked back behind the desk. “For saving the lives of many good men and women. A few Saurians too.”

      “I’m glad we could be here and make a difference.” Henry set the bag he was carrying on the desk, taking care not to disturb the knickknacks on it, especially the inert hand grenade bolted to a plaque that read “Complaint Department. Please take a number.” A small “#1” hung off the pin. “Care to join me for a drink?” He pulled a bottle of bourbon out of the bag.

      “Typically, I don’t drink alcohol while I’m on duty,” David replied. A small grin crept onto his face. “Admittedly, I do like a glass of wine. I’m not much on the hard stuff.”

      Henry smiled broadly. “This is New Virginia bourbon. Best stuff in the galaxy.” He removed a couple of glasses from the bag, opened the bottle, and poured out a small amount into each one. “I've been avoiding it lately, but this is a special occasion. Cheers.”

      “Cheers.” David picked up the glass and clinked it against Henry’s. “So what exactly is the Alliance of Neutral Systems?”

      “Just what it sounds like. A group of planets that want to maintain their distinctive culture and neutrality while coming together to protect against external threats.”

      “There’s already an organization that does that… the Terran Coalition.” David grinned. “Perhaps now it’s time for some of your membership to rejoin the fold. Maybe we could expand the fold.”

      Henry shook his head.  “I’m afraid that’s for the diplomats and parliaments to ultimately decide.  It's not my choice to make."

      David stared at him for a moment. “The last time we met, I was under the impression you cared little for the rest of us, focused only on getting revenge and plying your trade. When you wished me Godspeed today, I was certain something profound had changed with you.”

      “I lost my faith a long time ago, General,” Henry said as he paused for a moment to take a sip of the brown liquid. “The night Erhart told me to surrender, I begged God for help. For anything, a simple sign He was there.” He glanced at David and made eye contact, the pain evident in his eyes. “There was nothing, and I became convinced God either didn’t exist or didn’t care.” After a moment, he set the glass down. “Then I realized He’d always been there. That the path I walked, the life I led, was where I was supposed to be, and that just like He promised, all things work together for good, for those who love the Lord. If I wasn’t run out of the CDF, if I hadn't gotten the Wolf and gone out to Neutral Space, who knows what the League would’ve accomplished. I’m convinced I was in exactly the right place, at the right time, and that God put me there to make the galaxy a better place."

      It was as if lightning had struck. David, for a moment, felt extreme envy in how the other man had laid it all out. From his tone, it was clear Henry had genuine faith once more. I wish it were that easy for me right about now. “What happened? What changed?”

      “I can only explain it this way. When I was at my lowest point, I had an experience. Maybe it was in my head, or a miracle, but it led me to forgive myself for my choices.” Henry snapped his fingers. “And my faith came back.  Everything else came from that.”

      David was confident there was more to the story but didn’t want to press him. Nor did he want to introduce new doubts. The worst thing I could do to someone who has begun to believe in HaShem yet again is to sow the seeds of lost faith. He shifted in his seat. “I noticed that many of the ships in your armada were, shall we say, privateers.”

      “Yes, quite a few answered the call. I trust that will be overlooked for now?”

      “Oh, the computer system that allows us to cross-reference ship hulls and serial numbers with known offenders through GALPOL is offline. At least for the next few days.”

      Henry laughed. “I’ll make sure to tell Jack Dulaney that.”

      “Mad Jack is here?” David’s mouth hung open. “He’s one of the most wanted privateers in neutral space.”

      “Well, don’t tell them about it,” Henry replied as he took another sip of bourbon. “Truth is, Dulaney’s one of the best ship drivers I know. Good man too, even if he is a pirate.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Well, he only takes cargo, never harms people, and doesn’t blow ships up. He also doesn’t steal from the poor. Only the well insured. And most of his proceeds go towards keeping Trinidad Station functioning, not his own wealth.”  Henry took a small drink.

      David was unconvinced. “So he’s Robin Hood.” It took some willpower not to show disdain. “As long as he doesn’t try to privateer any ships around here. Understood?”

      Henry gave him a stern look.  "He's not here for that.  He came to protect our homes, nothing more."

      “I noticed some vessels from Cylograd, too.”

      Henry shifted in his seat. “Yes. A few.”

      “See to it there’s no accidental spacings of League personnel. I get they hate the League more than we do, and have a right to, but there will be no extra-judicial punishments on my watch.” I don’t want that on my conscience. Ever.

      “I already gave my orders on the subject, General Cohen.” A bit of pique crept into Henry’s voice. “We don’t tolerate that kind of behavior either in my fleet, and the Tokarevs gave their word.”

      “Glad to hear it.” David softened his expression. “It’s vitally important we all rise to this occasion and not allow revenge to creep in. The galaxy is watching.”

      “Fair enough. And since we're here, we’ll abide by the CDF’s decisions on the cleanup and hand prisoners over to you."

      David nodded. He felt so tired and weary. After looking death in the eye, he’d survived once more, while so many around him didn’t. It was enough to weigh his soul into the depths. “We’ve prioritized repairs of the vessels in danger of deorbiting due to engine damage. As soon as they’re taken care of, every vessel involved will be fixed up, good as new. That goes doubly for your fleet. The cost is on us too.”

      “The independent captains will be quite pleased to hear that.” Henry grinned broadly. “I’m sure you know their margins are quite thin."  He glanced furtively at David's desk and sympathy came to that grin.  "I suppose I’d better let you get back to things. It would appear CDF paperwork never ends.”

      “Oh, you have no idea. If the universe were ever to end, I’m sure that some bureaucrat somewhere would make us fill out a form on it.” David stood. “Thank you, again, from the bottom of my heart.” He extended his arm with a warm smile.

      “Anytime."  Henry accepted the offered hand. "Godspeed, General Cohen.”

      “Godspeed, Admiral Henry.”
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        * * *

      

      Seville stared at his new home. A two-meter by three-meter cell, with a heavy alloy door and autolocking system. Gone was the lap of luxury he’d known for the last twenty years, with its trappings and stewards. Security in the prison complex was the highest he’d ever seen in his life. Of course it is. They want to make sure they can make a spectacle out of me. The knowledge disgusted him. He lay on the single twin-sized bed, and his eyes darted about the room.

      The propaganda poster promoting the Coalition Defense Force was a bitter touch. I’m sure they planned it that way. “Avenge Canaan!” it blared in big, bold letters, with a drawing of a CDF officer in front of a field of debris. The final failure weighed on Seville. He’d gone over and over it in his mind. I had the numbers and the proper tactics. How did they win? Cohen got lucky like he had several times before. Nothing more than blind, random chance. The support ship lost control of its thrusters because of shoddy League maintenance practices on home defense fleet vessels. Simple as that. Or was it?

      The question of why gnawed at him. It ate at his mind, its persistence unabated. He thought back to every engagement he’d had against the Terran Coalition. All the way back to the fateful first assault on Canaan. Discovered at random by a border guard vessel, off its patrol pattern. To how Cohen had bested him at the second battle of Canaan, and at Unity Station. Each time, he’d had superior firepower, more ships, and a better position. Yet, when it really counted, the CDF seemed to win.

      I brought twenty-five hundred ships. We outnumbered them ten to one.  Seville rolled the thought around in his brain. Somehow, they got hundreds of reinforcements at the exact right time. Even then, I had them until that supply ship…

      He put his head into his hands. It’s almost as if some higher power had intervened. Seville laughed. Now, silly me—thinking like the Terrans, with their stupid superstitions and anti-social behavior. He sucked in a breath. The Terran Coalition would get its reward in due time. He might have to endure years of confinement, and it might not happen within his lifetime, but eventually, they would crumble. It was the way of history. The great Social Experiment of the League of Sol would conquer all.

      But yet, he couldn’t put out of his mind the idea that there was an external force aiding the Terrans. Maybe an alien race we haven’t encountered yet. Or perhaps they had a spy on board. It was too neat and tidy. There had to be an explanation beyond random chance—and that was when it happened. Seville heard a voice inside of his mind—not his own, and not a thought that originated in his head.

      “I am that I am.”

      The words chilled him to his core. He turned white as a sheet as his hands began to shake uncontrollably. In that moment, Pierre Seville knew fear like he never had before in his existence. It crystallized in a matter of seconds that he’d heard the voice of the being the Terrans worshipped. Their God. It suddenly came to him that, for all these years, he’d fought and repeatedly lost to a supernatural force. One that could seemingly do as it pleased. He hyperventilated and fought down convulsions. Wha-waaa-what am I to do? At first, he halfway considered trying to speak to the being, as the Terrans did. Recalling from memory the shared belief they all seemed to have in forgiveness, he wondered it was available to him. But the portion of his brain that even considered it a possibility was tiny.

      Seville started to rock back and forth on the bed, shaking as he did. His mind thrashed out, trying to make sense of the life he’d led, the actions he’d taken as he was forced to confront everything he’d done.

      When the guards checked on him ten minutes later, he was still shaking and uttering nonsensical phrases. They called for a medical team and stared as drool slid down his mouth. An hour later, he was transferred to a psychiatric hospital for further evaluation. The great Admiral Seville—reduced to a mental patient. The part of his brain that still functioned noted the irony.
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      The noise level from the assembly chamber was so loud, Justin Spencer couldn’t hear himself think. Standing with his security detail next to the wooden doors leading to it, the din was so loud, it required shouting to be heard.

      “They’re ready, Mr. President!” his chief of staff yelled. “Are you good?”

      “Let’s do it.” Spencer straightened the blue tie he wore and adjusted his suit jacket one last time.

      The doors swung open as he strode through, and the Sergeant-at-Arms for the Senate shouted, “Madam Speaker, the President of the Terran Coalition!”

      Under normal circumstances, Spencer would’ve stopped for five to ten minutes, shaking hands with members of the lower and upper houses of Congress, making small talk and smiling for the holocameras watching his every move. But today was not normal. Today was a day he didn’t think he’d have. Dispensing with the glad-handing, he made his way down the aisle and up to the podium. Directly behind it stood the speaker of the house, along with Vice President Fuentes. Everyone continued to clap and cheer as he took his place. A holo-prompter built into his eyeglasses displayed the speech he was to give.

      From her position above the podium, the Speaker of the House announced, “Members of Congress, I have the high privilege and distinct honor of presenting to you the President of the Terran Coalition.”

      More applause rained down before Spencer held up his hands briefly and began to speak. “Thank you, Madam Speaker. Members of Congress, justices of the Supreme Court, honored guests, and citizens of the Terran Coalition, thank you. I come before you tonight to address recent events, our victory, and its cost.” He gazed out over the crowd. Virtually the entire government was present, along with hundreds of ordinary citizens and guests. On one side of the chamber, several uniformed members of the CDF sat, including General MacIntosh and David Cohen.

      “Tonight, I am pleased to report to you, the people of the Terran Coalition, that a truce has been declared between us and the League of Sol.”

      Wild cheering, clapping, and shouts of joy rang out, interrupting the speech. Most again sprang to their feet.

      After the tumult ended, Spencer continued, his tone somber and measured. “This war didn’t end in the way I wanted it to. The flag of the Terran Coalition doesn’t fly proudly over Earth, and her citizens continue to be oppressed by the ideology of the League, as do tens of billions of other humans throughout the Orion arm of our galaxy. But now, with both our and the League’s fleet exhausted, the war must end. Both sides recognize the situation.”

      The audience shifted in its seats. Arms crossed over the chest, and other telltale body language of discomfort was evident in most of those in attendance.

      “We have to step back now and ask ourselves, what next? A new cold war with the League that eventually turns hot? Or do we find a way for both sides to live with one another? Time will tell. I’ve carefully considered how to proceed with our military leaders and through much prayer.” Spencer turned from side to side, careful to take in the entire crowd and make eye contact with random people throughout it. It was an old trick he’d learned from years of public speaking. “Ultimately, the loss of two-thirds of the League’s home defense fleet has left them unable to project military might into our arm of the galaxy. Coupled with the destruction of their shipyards, they will not be a threat on the galactic stage for some time to come.”

      Relief was evident on the face of lawmakers in both major party blocks. The arms started to uncross, and faces relaxed across the building.

      Spencer continued. “I’m sure some of you will say, why not press on? Why not take the fight to Earth and finally rid the galaxy of the worst evil it has seen since the advent of the Nazis, over five hundred years ago. Why not, indeed. If we hadn’t lost more than two hundred ships and our allies hundreds more, I would stand here today, urging exactly that course of action. The truth is, we lost too many good men and women three days ago. Survivors are still being pulled from the wreckage in orbit of Canaan, and will be for days to come.” As he stared at the rest of the speech through his holo-prompter glasses, something inside him stirred. All of this means nothing if we don’t heal the wounds in our nation.
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        * * *

      

      David Cohen sat quietly in the front row next to MacIntosh during Spencer’s speech. He found himself surprised that the extent of the CDF’s losses were mentioned, but trying to hide it made little sense. If the press found out, they’d have a field day, and undoubtedly the League’s intelligence apparatus already knew—so there was no reason to lie. I sorely wish we could end it, once and for all.

      A worried expression crossed onto Spencer’s face before he started to speak once more. “The honored dead who defended our homes and freedoms with their lives must never be forgotten.” He paused once more. “I came here today to talk to the representatives of the people, and the people themselves, to explain why I decided to sign a cease-fire. The truth is, we must undertake a deeper discussion. One born not of relief that the Terran Coalition survived, but an honest assessment of what it will take for the Terran Coalition to heal. For if we do not heal our nation, we won’t survive.”

      David stared ahead at Spencer intently. He heard the raspy whisper of MacIntosh’s voice in his right ear. “That’s not the speech.”

      Spencer’s voice choked as he continued. “The last year and a half has torn us apart. Yes, League of Sol intelligence operations played a large part. They used our freedoms against us, sowed discord through social media, and planted fake stories designed to drive wedges between different ethnic and religious groups. But we have to admit something to ourselves. Those efforts wouldn’t have been successful if we hadn’t embraced them. We, collectively, as citizens of the Terran Coalition, could’ve rejected division and the hatred sweeping our society. We didn’t. Instead, we did the League’s job for it.”

      The room turned tense once more. David glanced around to see many crossing their arms, frowns evident. He’s not wrong.

      “Now we have a second chance. One bought and paid for by the blood of patriots, willing to die so that others might live. The question I ask myself is do we deserve the sacrifice of those brave souls? Is the Terran Coalition worth the millions of lives surrendered so selflessly to defend it?” Spencer paused, and it seemed as if he was staring into the souls of the entire chamber. “For the rest of my time in office, and indeed my life, as God is my witness, I will do everything in my power to ensure it was worth it. That means treating those with whom I disagree with respect. It means not demonizing anyone out of lockstep with whatever party orthodoxy is prevalent and putting an end to the disgusting practice of destroying an individual’s life because you don’t like what they say. We’re all guilty, including me. I challenge every citizen in the Terran Coalition… to be equal to the sacrifice made for you. Every day.”

      Without thinking, David sprang up, clapping loudly. Instantly joined by others, in a few seconds, the entire gallery was on its feet. It took upwards of thirty seconds for the tumult to die down and everyone to return to their seats. As Spencer spoke at length about policy proposals, David found himself mulling the question asked. Can we ever repay those who gave their lives? Probably not. But we can do better.

      “In closing, I am designating next Saturday and Sunday as two days of fasting and prayer for our nation. I call on all citizens to join with me in contemplation and soul searching, regardless of religious beliefs. We must turn back to what has seen us through so many crises and remind ourselves we are, first and foremost, one nation under God. Thank you all, and may God continue to bless you and the Terran Coalition!”

      Thunderous applause again spread quickly throughout the chamber, as Spencer was escorted out through the main entrance from where he’d come in at. David found himself considering the President’s words for some time and resolved to do whatever he could to answer the call.
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        * * *

      

      The quiet yet upscale restaurant Taylor had taken her out to was a bit of culture shock for Ruth. She wasn’t used to the finer things in life, and rarely, if ever, went to a so-called “fine-dining” establishment. As the waiter, who was dressed in a tuxedo shirt, bowtie, and cummerbund, cleared off the table, then swept the tablecloth clean with a straight razor, she couldn’t help but giggle to herself. After the man walked away, she rolled her eyes. “You know, I would’ve been fine with a burger and a beer.”

      “Well, uh, I wanted to do something special.”

      Ruth grinned. “Mission accomplished.”

      It was Taylor’s turn to laugh. “Thanks.” He glanced down for a moment. “I was scared I’d lose you when those Leaguers stormed the bridge.”

      “We didn’t lose each other, and those Leaguers got what was coming to them.” Ruth held a dark expression on her face. “I don’t care for this so-called peace treaty.”

      “At least the war’s over.” Taylor reached across the table and took one of her hands into his. “It’s time to move on. To think about life again, and other things besides killing.”

      “I still struggle, Robert. Do you have any idea how badly I wanted to kill, no, murder Seville? He was right there, in my sights. I could’ve paid him back for all the pain.” She pursed her lips together.

      “Why didn’t you, then?”

      “Because General Cohen was right. Killing unarmed, fleeing people… that’s murder. At that moment, I realized how far I still need to go. The other thing? Killing him is letting him off easy. It’s a shame we can’t kill him and bring him back to life a few million times.”

      Taylor grimaced and narrowed his eyes. “Ruth, that’s barbaric.”

      “Maybe.” She shrugged. “Some days, I don’t care. Others, I do. Right now, I do.”

      “I’ve decided to put in my paperwork to muster out.”

      Is this when he says he’s leaving me? The voice of doubt reared its ugly head within Ruth. She’d been waiting for the other shoe to drop, thinking she was never good enough to make someone else happy. “When?”

      “Well, the scuttlebutt is the Lion will be going on a tour of neutral space for six to eight weeks. I’d like to be there for it, one last cruise around the neighborhood, if you will. After that, I’m out. What about you?”

      “It’s what I know. I’m probably going to stay in, see if I can make Major.”

      “I’m sure you can,” Taylor replied with a warm smile.

      “Yeah, but they’re already talking about downsizing the CDF. If that’s the case, it’ll be difficult to get promoted.”

      “We could get out together.”

      His words hung over the table like an unspoken invitation. Ruth found herself absentmindedly pushing her bangs to the side of her face as she stared at him intently. “And do what? I’m not familiar with job openings for a tactical action officer with a penchant for blowing up League ships.” Though she delivered it with a smile, pain gnawed at the back of her mind.

      “I’m sure someone would want to hire one of the heroes of the third battle of Canaan.”

      Ruth shook her head. “No, I think the CDF is where I need to be. You could say it's my calling in life.”

      As she was finishing the sentence, the waiter returned. He set a small plate down between the two of them. On it was a cake made in the shape of a heart.

      Her mind processed the details on the dessert slowly. There was a ring with a single diamond on it, sitting atop a dollop of frosting at the center of the heart. Ruth put her hand to her mouth in shock as she realized Taylor had moved—he now knelt at her side.

      “Ruth, will you marry me?”

      For a few moments, she found herself stuck. Ruth’s mouth hung open, and her brain went around in circles. What? Is this a dream? A joke? No one could want me. Tears began to flow down her cheeks as she realized that not only did Taylor want her, she loved him in the same way. “Yes,” she finally got out.

      “You had me worried there.”

      Ruth laughed while crying, and he ended up sitting next to her in the booth, and they embraced. “I didn’t… I didn’t expect that.”

      “Hopefully the first of many positive surprises.”

      There was something about his aw-shucks nerd persona she found so endearing and innocent. It was an ever-present reminder that despite the ravages of war, one could overcome the trauma. “Yes.”

      By now, almost everyone in the restaurant was watching. A few took pictures with their handcomms. Taylor slid the ring onto her finger, then held it up. “She said yes, in case anyone was wondering!”

      Applause and laughter swept the restaurant, and the waiter disappeared, leaving them alone.

      Ruth rested her head on Taylor’s shoulder. “I’m not sure how much of a catch I am. You might be better off with someone else.”

      “Nah.” He kissed the top of her head. “I think I’ve got the better end of this deal.”

      She laughed. “You’re nuts.”

      “I’ve been looking at a few places I can afford. For us.”

      “Do they have a crib pre-installed?” Ruth asked dryly.

      “Nope. But I know how to put furniture together.”

      “One step at a time, okay?” She put her hand on top of his and squeezed. A shiver went through her, and she contemplated what would come next. Marriage… children… family and home. Can I handle that? Am I even cut out for it? Ruth wasn’t sure. She’d been a soldier her entire life. It was what she knew and what she was good at. Maybe in time, I can learn new things. As the two of them sat there, she resolved to try.
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        * * *

      

      Kenneth Lowe nervously adjusted his tie. He’d received a summons to appear at the CDF Headquarters annex in Canaan the day before. What worried him was there was no information as to what it was for, or who would be present. For all I know, they’ll arrest me for shooting Casey and stealing all the execs’ money. It’d still be worth it. It took him half an hour to crisscross the corridors inside the mammoth building. The invitation had a conference room listed on the forty-first floor. When he got there, Kenneth found two plainclothes guards standing switch outside the door. They examined his ID badge and waved him inside.

      As Kenneth walked into the room, his heart skipped a beat. President Spencer, General MacIntosh, and another man with white hair he didn’t recognize were present, along with more members of the protective detail. “Uh, I think I may have the wrong room.”

      Spencer laughed and gestured to the table. “No, Mr. Lowe. You’re in the right place. Please, have a seat.”

      “Yes, sir,” Kenneth replied and strode to the spot indicated.

      Spencer, MacIntosh, and the other man all sat as well. Once everyone was seated, Spencer spoke once more. “There’s a few matters we need to discuss. CBI has completed an investigation into the assets and former executives of SSI.”

      Kenneth swallowed and tried to calm his heart down as it raced. “Uh, yes, sir.”

      “Our interviews have established you threatened Margaret Lee and Steven Casey with violence, including shooting Mr. Casey with a pistol,” the white-haired man announced. “After, I might add, helping to steal a CDF warship and being pardoned for your involvement.”

      “I wouldn’t characterize it exactly like that, Mister…?”

      “Yoram. Gideon Yoram. How would you characterize it, then, Mr. Lowe?”

      The CBI director? Whoa. This just got real. Kenneth blinked. “Well, I discovered they’d looted the corporate accounts and were planning to flee with the funds.”

      “And you tried to stop them?”

      “Yes, sir. The fleet needed those ships. They’d been siphoning off funds for months and planned to escape the Terran Coalition.” Kenneth set his jaw. “I couldn’t let that happen. Not on my watch.”

      “So you challenged them?” MacIntosh interjected.

      “Yes, sir. I own several firearms. I gave a sidearm to one of my program managers, and we decided to confront them. Let’s be clear; Casey tried to attack me.”

      “Which ended with him being shot?” Yoram asked.

      “I gave them every chance to stand down.”

      Spencer stared at Kenneth during the exchange, seemingly studying his body language. “Did it occur you to take the money and run?”

      A look of disgust came over Kenneth’s face. “Of course not, sir. I decided we had to repair the ships.”

      “So you broke into a CDF communication station and sent a series of unauthorized transmissions,” Yoram began. “Then you solicited tens of thousands of people who lacked proper security clearance to help repair military hardware, which you delivered to the battle using reservist crews supplied by a retired General… Pipes, was it? Who had, I might add, no command authority.”

      Having his actions laid out in such a succinct manner caused Kenneth to consider the gravity of the situation. I suppose when they put it like that, I committed a few thousand felonies. “Uh, yes, sir.”

      The three other men exchanged glances. Spencer leaned forward with a broad smile on his face. “We’ve already interviewed your top people and confirmed the story, Kenneth. I must confess, it seemed outlandish at first.”

      “There will be no charges,” Yoram added. “Though I would advise you not to do this again.”

      Kenneth couldn’t keep a grin off his face. “I’ll keep that in mind, sir.”

      “What are your plans for the future?” MacIntosh asked.

      “I’m honestly not sure.” Kenneth shrugged his shoulders. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. There was the matter of ensuring everyone got paid with the funds remaining in SSI’s accounts, but that task was almost done. For the first time in a many years, he wasn’t sure what the next day’s work would be. “I suppose I’ll look for another job.”

      “I would’ve thought you would keep running SSI,” Spencer remarked. “You, after all, are the sole remaining officer in the company.”

      “Uh, are you sure, sir? What about Ms. Lee and the rest of them?”

      Spencer grinned broadly. “As part of the plea deal they signed yesterday, they ceded all rights and ownership in the company. Since you’re the only remaining officer, all shares will revert to you.”

      “Ummm.” Kenneth found himself speechless as his mind worked through the possibilities. But I spent every dime. SSI is broke, and so am I. He frowned. “I thank you, Mr. President. But, you see, the company isn’t viable. It’ll have to shut down anyway. I, uh, well, I spent all the money on those ships.”

      “You know what the nice thing about this job is?” Spencer replied. “I get to do things like this.” He beamed. “You’ll find the contract to fix the mothball fleet was amended to include an incentive fee. That fee will be paid by the end of business today. I believe it’ll be more than enough to keep operations going and execute the work your new company has. Success beyond that, well, it’s up to you.”

      Kenneth’s jaw dropped open and rebounded a couple of times. He tried to force words out of his mouth but failed for several seconds. “I don’t know what to say beyond thank you, sir. Words seem inadequate.” His mind spun in circles, trying to make sense out of what was happening.

      “Many people—including you—helped to save the Terran Coalition. It didn’t seem right to have a whole bunch of those people lose their jobs, and we were in a position to help.” Spencer stood. “I’m afraid I have a tight schedule. Good luck with your new venture, and Godspeed, Kenneth.” He extended his arm.

      Noting the President’s firm grip, Kenneth shook hands with him. “Thank you, sir. Godspeed to you too, sir.”

      Spencer and Yoram made their way out of the conference room, along with the protection detail, leaving MacIntosh and Kenneth alone. The older man was the first to speak. “I hope you don’t think this will get you any preferential treatment.” Though the words were said in a direct tone, he wore a smile.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, General.”

      “I’m curious. Where’d you get the idea to crowdsource repairs on the mothball ships?”

      Kenneth shrugged. “I just thought that if people had the option to help, and I let them know where they could help, they would. I suppose I clung to the hope that, somewhere, we’re all Terrans and would support each other when the chips were down.”

      “It’s nice to see you were right.”

      “Yes, but far too close of a thing.” Kenneth stuck out his hand toward MacIntosh. “A pleasure as always, sir.”

      MacIntosh stared at the lanky contractor’s hand for a moment before taking it and shaking firmly. “Not a turn of phrase I normally associate with your lot, but the sentiment is shared. Godspeed, Kenneth.”

      “Godspeed, sir.”

      As the gruff General departed, Kenneth was left to ponder what came next. His mind whizzed away at a thousand kilometers an hour, detailing tasks he’d have to accomplish. The first two that came to mind were contacting Billings and Carter. He’d need their help to succeed. With a grin on his face, he strode out of the conference room humming a happy tune.
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      Over the next six weeks, life slowly began to return to normal within the Terran Coalition. Displaced civilians returned to their homes, companies reopened, and life returned to normal. It went without saying that the stock markets had crashed, many banks failed, and thousands of small corporate concerns went out of business. But the core of the nation remained intact. The government stepped in where needed to prop up the markets and financial sectors while providing relief to the populace.

      Massive parades and celebrations on every planet in the Terran Coalition, Saurian Empire, and Neutral Systems Alliance were a daily occurrence as a population that had endured sustained war for over thirty years, finally saw a real peace. The citizenry recognized it as a true end to the conflict—not a period of phony war, as the last so-called truce had been. Behind the scenes, negotiators from both sides labored to craft an agreement that would stand the test of time.

      And so, on the morning of August 28th, 2463, dignitaries from both sides, led by President Spencer and General MacIntosh from the Terran Coalition, and Admiral Hartford from the League, gathered for a formal ceremony. David had gotten the word the night before that it would be held on the hangar deck of the Lion of Judah. He found it fitting that the longest war in their recorded history would end on his ship.

      The day began as most did for him, with his alarm blaring at 0430—O Dark Thirty—followed by exercise, a quick space shower, and a hearty breakfast. Today, though, instead of the usual khaki duty uniform with an accompanying black sweater, he put on his dress whites. It took him a good thirty minutes to arrange the gleaming rows of campaign ribbons, along with the medals he’d received throughout his career. Each one was a memory, mostly painful, of loss and heroism. As he snapped the Silver Star he was awarded after the second battle of Canaan in its place, the death of Sheila was foremost in his mind. How she would’ve loved to see this day. Once his rank insignia and command-in-space pins were in order, he did a final uniform check to ensure he passed muster and made his way to the hangar bay.

      Gone was the regular order of operations—the deck was clear of fighters and bombers, while hundreds of soldiers in neatly pressed white “crackerjack” uniforms milled about. At the far end of the bay, two tables and a podium were erected. Dozens of Terran Coalition flags lined the walls of the expansive area, along with the area around the podium. One such flag, burned and scarred, hung directly behind the place where the Coalition Defense Force delegation was to sit. David recognized it as the same one rescued from the zero-G fire that almost cost them the ship seven months prior. It felt fitting to see it displayed in victory.

      Calvin jogged up to him in a TCMC dress blue uniform. “General,” he began as he brought his hand up in salute. “Good to see you, sir.”

      “Likewise,” David replied, and quickly returned the salute. “There’s a part of me that wonders if I’ve slid through a crack in the space-time continuum and ended up in an alternate reality.”

      “Yeah. Not having Leaguers to put down is gonna make life less interesting.” Calvin grinned. “But my wife’s happy.”

      David slapped the older Marine on the shoulder. “Well, in Jewish households, if Momma isn’t happy… no one's happy.”

      “Touché.”

      “Personnel alert. Fifteen minutes to the arrival of VIPs. Take your places.” The voice of Master Chief Tinetariro boomed over the intercom system.

      “Guess we better not mess with the Master Chief,” Calvin said, again cracking a grin.

      David shook his head and smiled before he headed off to the receiving line. A few minutes later, the Terran Coalition delegation, led by President Spencer and a small army of protective service officers, entered the flight deck. “Attention on deck!” David called out, and the soldiers present went rigid, while the civilians stood.

      “As you were, General,” Spencer called out and extended his arm. “A most fortuitous day.”

      “Yes, sir,” David replied, and shook the outstretched hand warmly.

      The rest of the entourage went by, followed by the Leaguers. Admiral Hartford was at the fore. It was the first time David had seen the man in the flesh. He was average height for a human male and seemed subdued, even melancholy. I suppose I would be in his situation too. There was no small talk or introductions from the soon-to-be former enemies. As the groups found their seats, David took his place in the first row with the rest of the senior officers from the Lion of Judah.

      The hangar gradually quieted down before General MacIntosh stood. He made his way to the podium and stared out at the crowd. “We are gathered here to mark the solemn occasion of the end of the war between the League of Sol and the Terran Coalition. It is a conflict that has raged for thirty years, cost millions of lives, and altered the course of the galaxy. And today, it’s finally over. Rabbi Kravitz, please lead us in an invocation.” He stood to the side.

      Kravitz stood from his chair on the first row, a few seats down from David, and strode to the lectern. “Let us bow our heads.” He paused for a moment. “Eternal Father, strong to save, bless us this day. Let us go to the mountain of the Lord, our God, HaShem. May we beat our swords into plowshares and our spears into pruning hooks. Give us Your blessing, so that nations shall no longer rise against nation, nor shall we fight each other again. Adonai, give us strength and help us all to learn there is nothing more sacred than peace. May the Lord bless you and guard you, may the Lord cause His face to shine upon you and be gracious to you. May the Lord lift up His face to you and place upon you peace. Shalom.”

      “Thank you, Rabbi,” MacIntosh announced as he returned to the microphone. “We will now proceed with the signing of the treaty.”

      For the next fifteen minutes, large leather-bound ceremonial binders were passed down the row of dignitaries, signed by each. They then were carried to the other table and signed in turn by the rest. Once the task was completed, Spencer took one of them with him to the podium and set it down on the table beside him.

      “Members of the Coalition Defense Force, honored guests, citizens of the Terran Coalition, today will be celebrated throughout the history of our nation as the day we achieved victory,” Spencer began, casting his eyes toward Hartford. “The greatest threat we have ever faced is now laid to rest. A conflict lasting thirty years that has tested every man, woman, and child in our civilization is finally over. Our first praise must be to almighty God, who has seen to our needs and wants, sustaining our soldiers and the will of our citizens to carry on.”

      David found his mind wandering as Spencer spoke. He pondered if the war was indeed over—or was it just paused for a time? The only conclusion he could reach was even if it was temporary, it was a much-needed respite.

      “We will never forget the actions of the League of Sol. Its treachery in the sneak attack on Canaan, all those years ago. Followed by the attempted orbital bombardment of our capital during the second battle of Canaan, and thousands of verified atrocities throughout the conflict. The success of this treaty hinges on the League’s follow-through in releasing the POWs it’s captured over the years, along with any Terran Coalition civilians sent back to the Orion arm of the galaxy. Without these actions, there will be no lasting peace.”

      The reminder of the League’s methods of fighting the war brought anger in David to the surface. He again thought of all those killed, his friends and family over the years. All lost to a bitter conflict over what exactly? It wasn’t like space didn’t have hundreds of thousands of planets. They didn’t need the resources. No, the League is an excellent example of what happens every time one group of people thinks they’re better than everyone else and seeks to impose its will by force.

      “Now we have a new task before us. A task that will require just as much strength, hard work, and goodwill as winning the war. We will bind up our wounds, heal the damage to our people and the planets they live on. Be a friend to those in need in the neutral worlds, while we also stand strong for freedom and liberty. Victory comes with challenges, but they are challenges the Terran Coalition will embrace and overcome.  In closing, never forget that God’s guidance and assistance are why we’re here today. Worship Him as hard today and tomorrow, as you did last week, and pray He may help us to achieve a lasting peace. May God bless you, and may God continue to bless the Terran Coalition.”

      Thunderous applause swept the hangar deck as Spencer stepped forward to shake hands with the dignitaries from both sides. Conspicuously absent was Chief Minister Obe and the Saurians. David assumed, but did not know for sure, that diplomatic relations were still rocky. There were a few other comments and speeches, repeating the same general theme as the President had laid out. Then, it was over.

      Just like that. Thirty years of war, and it comes down to a small piece of paper signed by twenty people. There was a part of David that felt empty—as if, somehow, he’d failed. He pushed it down and ensured he projected the attitude needed: the calm, confident, and happy warrior. A tap on the shoulder as he was walking toward the exit got his attention.

      “General Cohen,” a voice behind him said.

      Startled, David turned to see Karl Jenner—the League ambassador who spearheaded the fake peace talks three years prior. “Minister… I’m surprised to see you here.”

      Jenner flashed a smile. “It was my honor to assist our government in the recent treaty negotiations.”

      “I was under the impression you were done working for the League, after our last conversation,” David replied as he narrowed his eyes.

      “General, I became a naturalized citizen of the Terran Coalition a year ago. The government asked me to assist in getting into the head of the League diplomatic team, and that’s precisely what I did. “

      David felt his cheeks turn warm. “I apologize. I assumed… you know what they say about assumptions.”

      “Quite.” Jenner laughed. “It’s good to see you again. I was afraid all would be lost, but as usual, the CDF pulled it out. Perhaps right truly does make might.”

      “I hope.” David stared out toward the sea of people. “I pray this isn’t a peace to prepare for the next war.”

      “Vigilance is the way to prevent the next war, General. Though I suspect we’ll eventually come back into conflict with the League. Unless, of course, there’s a revolution back on Earth. That’s a possibility too. Especially if the planets liberated by the TCMC vote to join the Terran Coalition.”

      “That’s in the treaty?” David asked, his tone one of surprise. “I can’t believe the League would go for it.”

      “While my former government tried to spin this as anything but a defeat, everyone knows it was. The only reason Terran Coalition’s finest aren’t landing on Earth is we don’t have the ships to get them there right now. Better to work out a reasonable treaty and avoid total annihilation of the communist model.” Jenner made a face. “A pity we can’t remove that abomination from the face of the galaxy.”

      Hearing the former ambassador utter those words was a shock. David stared at him, dumbfounded. “Since when did you become a card-carrying member of Spencer’s speechwriting team?”

      Jenner laughed again. “I took your advice, General Cohen. I examined this society you—now we—have built. Oh, I think Terran Coalition businesses focus a bit too much on how much profit they can make, and I’d rather see more social spending programs, but your system works. The League’s does not.”

      “Well, perhaps someday the League’s citizens will have the ability to choose, as you did.”

      “That would be a great day. I hope I live to see it.” Jenner glanced toward a group of departing dignitaries. “I’m afraid I need to go, General. Good to see you. Maybe we could do lunch sometime?”

      Despite his former ill feelings toward the man, David didn’t sense deception. If anything, he found his outlook refreshing. “I’d like that.”

      “Good. In that case, I wish you farewell.” Jenner walked away, leaving David to his thoughts.
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      Later that day, David strode into the Lion of Judah’s shul. It was in between afternoon and evening prayers, and he’d hoped to find Rabbi Kravitz alone in his office. As it happened, David was in luck. The cramped space directly behind the Aron Kodesh—the ornamental closet that housed the Lion’s Torah scroll set—had its hatch open. He stuck his head in. “Good afternoon. Do you have a moment, Rabbi?”

      “I always have time for a fellow Jew,” Kravitz replied. “Please, come in. Make yourself at home.” He chuckled. “As much as you can with the mess I have in here.” He had a point. There were dozens of actual paperbound books scattered across the room—almost all with Hebrew titles.

      David slid into one of the two chairs in front of the rabbi’s desk. “Studying something, I take it?”

      “Torah commentaries.” Kravitz shrugged. “I get a wild hair about something like how Jacob wrestled with God, and spend the next six months consuming every document I can on it.” He flashed a smile. “Now I think I’ll have more time to indulge my whims.”

      “We all will.” David stared wistfully at a photo frame on the desk. It displayed a rotating selection of pictures of Kravitz and his rather large family. He had six children, many of whom had children of their own.

      “But not you.” Kravitz set his hands on the desk. “You’re still troubled. By what? The desire to finish off the League?”

      “Surprisingly enough, Rabbi, I’ve made peace with not dropping Marines down to Earth and liberating them from the League of Sol.” He pursed his lips together. “The truth is, I still question why.”

      “Even after the near-miraculous nature of the battle?”

      He’d yet to speak of the vision experienced at the height of the battle. David shifted in his seat, unsure of how much to share, or if he should reveal anything at all. Opening his mouth, he chose his words carefully. “I fully acknowledge God intervened in the events. That ship hit Seville’s at just the right time.” He smiled. “There is no other explanation in my mind. Still… why’d it have to get to that point?”

      “I want to make sure I understand what you’re saying,” Kravitz said, his tone one of amusement. “You believe God saved your life, the lives of everyone on Canaan, and defeated the worst enemy we’ve ever had. And then you want to complain He didn’t do it on your timeline?”

      The way the old rabbi put it, David couldn’t deny to himself how preposterous his complaint sounded. He pressed on. “I want to complain, as you put it, that He didn’t show up decades ago. Or perhaps when our ancestors were run off Earth to begin with.” Pain came to his face. “Too many people have died in this war—too many friends. I don’t know how we’ll ever be the same.”

      “We won’t be. We change every day, David. Change is life. Without it, we’re all dead inside. I cannot explain why God waited so long to so obviously and directly intervene.” Kravitz steepled his hands together. “But I have a different perspective. I would challenge you and say that God works in every life; in ways we cannot see. I know if you thought back through your career, you could identify numerous times when you should’ve died. When we should’ve lost… and didn’t. Did you ever stop to consider that in those times, God was there?”

      “Perhaps.” David frowned. “It doesn’t change the causality lists, though.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Rabbi. I should be thankful. I know that. But there’s a part of me I can’t ignore that remains angry.”

      “It will get easier.”

      “You say this as if you’re sure of it.”

      Kravitz grinned. “As I welcome more grandchildren into our family, I’m constantly reminded of the joys of life.”

      “We’ll see.” David forced himself to smile. “I have some big decisions coming up. Stay in the service… what I do if I stay in, or get out.”

      “Reached any decisions?”

      “Still pondering.”

      “Make sure to include God in those ponderings, then.” Kravitz again smiled warmly.

      “I’ll try, Rabbi. I’ll try.”
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      Like a well-worn glove, the officers’ mess nearest the bridge remained one of David’s favorite haunts on the Lion of Judah, when he wasn’t in his office, touring the ship or asleep in his stateroom. He slipped in the front around 1830 hours after the rush had cleared.

      The mess steward smiled as he walked up. “Greetings, sir. Glad to have you back.”

      “Glad to be here, Corporal,” David replied with a grin. “What’s on the kosher menu today?” Since they were docked, there was no shortage of food to meet his religious requirements.

      “I’ve got roasted chicken or brisket, along with latkes, and some fresh matzo ball soup. There’s gefilte fish if you want too.”

      David quirked his nose. He detested gefilte fish with a passion. “I’ll take the brisket, latkes, and a bowl of soup.”

      “Coming right up, General!”

      As the steward went back to the kitchen area, David found his way to an empty table and sat. The view of Canaan was breathtaking in its beauty. The blueish-green ball of rock gleamed in the light from its sun. He could stare at it all day—an example of God’s handiwork. A voice behind him jolted his mind out of its thoughts.

      “Sir, may we join you?” Amir asked. Dr. Tural flanked him to the left side.

      “Please.” David gestured to the empty chairs at the four-top table. “I hate eating alone.”

      Tural sat next to David, while Amir took a seat on the other side. The doctor steepled his hands together. “An amazing day. I never thought I would be at the forefront of a historical moment. Perhaps we will finally have a lasting peace.”

      “For more than six months, at least.” David glanced at him.

      Amir nodded. “I, too, wish we could’ve decisively destroyed the infidels.” His expression softened. “Then I think about my daughter flying into combat, and find myself happy she’ll no longer be in danger.”

      Their conversation was interrupted by the mess steward dropping off glasses of water for the table. David took one and raised it. “If for no other reason, I’d like to toast no longer having to review casualty reports for the names of friends and loved ones.”

      “Hear hear,” Tural said as he raised his cup.

      All three men took a sip. Amir set his glass down. “I’ve been giving thought to the future.”

      “Going to make flag officer and run the training academy on Canaan?” David asked, his tone light.

      “No.” Amir flashed a grin. “I think I’m out after this tour is over. I’ve only got six months left.”

      While it made sense that after a war that had gone on for so long, and cost so much, many would leave the service, David still hated to see his friends go. He nodded thoughtfully and took another sip of water. “Spend some time with the family?” His mouth curled up into a wry smile. “Don’t tell me you’re going to get a job as a planetary shuttle pilot.”

      Amir snorted. “There are limits.”

      Laughter rang out from all of them, hearty and from the belly. As they shared joy with each other, another voice called out from behind. “May I join?” Aibek asked, his deep voice laced with a trace of a hiss.

      David sprang to his feet, shocked to hear the voice of his XO. “Talgat, what are you doing here?”

      The tall Saurian grinned, his teeth showing. “I decided to come see my friends. The Resit Kartal will be laid up in your shipyards for some time before it can return to Sauria, and I was hoping there’d still be room for me here.”

      Without a word, David reached forward and embraced Aibek. “There’s always room for you, my friend.” He forced himself to avoid tearing up. “Sit! Join us. We’re about to have dinner.”

      “I ordered a steak.” Aibek sat in the remaining chair. “It's impossible to find on Sauria, for any price.”

      “We could have the cow brought to you, still living,” Amir said with a snicker.

      Aibek flickered his eyes and again grinned with his teeth showing. “I suspect it would trouble you and the other humans here to watch me eat a live animal.”

      “There was talk you kept rodents to snack on,” Tural interjected. “I seem to remember seeing some in your quarters.”

      “I carried that joke on for months.” Aibek laughed. “Ah, you humans are so gullible at times.”

      “So Amir here has announced he’s leaving the CDF in six months. What about you, Doctor? Talgat? Got any plans for the future?” David asked.

      Tural spoke first. “Allah has blessed my hands to heal. I’ll do so as long as I am able.” There was a quiet, intense passion to his words as if they were almost a prayer. “For now, the CDF is where I feel called to be.”

      “I am a warrior,” Aibek rumbled. “I will always be a warrior.” He stared at David. “It would be fitting, however, to continue to serve at your side should the exchange program restart.”

      “I’m sure President Spencer and Chief Minister Obe will straighten things out,” David began. “Until then, we’ll just have to do things our own way, together.” He lifted his glass again. “To our fallen friends, may they rest in peace, knowing the fight was won.”

      “To our fallen,” Amir called out. The rest echoed him.

      David downed the glass of water and set it back on the table. Regardless of any other feelings or questions he had about what truly happened during the battle, it felt good to be sitting there, with the people he’d fought side by side with for years. The bond they had was something only those who endured the crucible of combat could understand. Unbreakable, it would bind them together for the rest of their natural lives. As the night progressed, even though important questions remained over many portions of his life, he was happy.
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      The flight deck of the Lion of Judah gleamed. It was practically as good as new after the six-week-long refit and overhaul the vessel underwent. David stood with pride, beaming at how the vessel's crew went about their business, preparing for the VIP visit. While the pomp and circumstance of the treaty signing had brought out the cleaning and polish crews, General MacIntosh’s official inspection was even more important to the ship's company.  Aibek was next to him, along with Amir and an honor guard of enlisted personnel—mostly fighter crew and masters-at-arms. A sleek shuttle put down in the middle of the area, and its cargo hatch slid open.

      General MacIntosh strode down the ramp, cover on.

      “Attention on deck!” Master Chief Tinetariro bellowed. She brought her bosun’s pipe to her mouth and trilled out the notes for “over the side.” The enlisted personnel stepped forward, forming rows on either side of MacIntosh. The bright-colored uniforms of yellow, blue, green, red, and purple presented the appearance of a rainbow. Each color belonged to a different department of space aviation.

      MacIntosh brought his hand up and kept it up, returning their salutes as he walked through the line.

      David, Aibek, and Amir saluted the four-star general in turn. “Welcome aboard the Lion of Judah, sir,” David began as he dropped his arm back to his side. “We’re ready for your inspection.”

      “Is that a fact?” MacIntosh asked with a genuine grin on his face. “I’ve been looking forward to you getting underway again.”

      “Well, we’re ready, sir.”

      “In that case, permission to come aboard?”

      “Permission granted, General. I’m sure you remember Colonels Aibek and Amir? They’ll be joining us for the tour.”

      “How could I forget?” MacIntosh replied dryly. “Lead the way, General Cohen.”

      For the next few hours, they trudged through the ship, taking in the engineering spaces, upgrades to the weapon systems and shield generators, as well as mingling in the mess areas. A tour of sickbay and the bridge culminated with MacIntosh and David, alone at last in the CO’s day cabin, right off the central passageway on deck one.

      David gestured to a chair in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat, sir.” After the older man had sat, he joined him. “Did she meet your approval, sir?”

      “Of course,” MacIntosh rumbled. “The Lion is an impressive ship and an equally impressive crew. Especially after what you’ll all been through. I suppose you’re wondering what’s next?”

      “Well, yes, sir.”

      “This… peace isn’t exactly ideal. Neither side technically won, though we most certainly got the better end of the bargain. Still, our losses are such that the Terran Coalition is significantly weakened.”

      David locked his eyes forward. He wasn’t entirely sold on the inclusion of former Peace Union members in the government, and especially in Fuentes as the VP. Politics aren’t an officer's business, he reminded himself. “I suppose now we’ll be in the position of having to win the peace.”

      “Quite.” MacIntosh snorted. “It would’ve been easier to have our Marines marching through the streets of Paris and Moscow, but this will do. So, along the lines of winning the peace, as you put it so aptly, Cohen… the Lion of Judah’s near term mission is to fly the flag. Show the neutral planets, especially the human-controlled worlds, that the Terran Coalition is their friend. A natural ally.”

      “What about the Independent Systems Alliance?” David asked with a raised eyebrow. “They’ve got a fleet. And a fleet admiral to go with it.”

      “James Henry. Yes. I was amused at that. A man we cast out, who was dishonored and lost everything. He rode to our rescue with a group of neutrals, civilians, and pirates.”

      Unable to suppress a laugh, David smiled as he did. “Quite a motley crew. But, gosh, he did show up at the right time. You know, I talked to him after. I found he’d regained his faith. That’s why he was there, leading the fleet.”

      MacIntosh stared at David intently. “I’ve read the after-action report you filed, along with the many other captains in the fleet.” Silence hung in the small room, immediately becoming almost oppressive. “A few things don’t add up.”

      “I’m happy to try and enlighten you, sir.” I’m surprised it took him this long to figure it out. David had left his experience—whatever it was—out of the official record, and hoped it remained as such.

      “Why did you execute a full-scale alpha strike against a target you had no chance of hitting?”

      There it was. A question David couldn’t really answer. One he’d wrestled with and found his thoughts lacking. Either he’d had a supernatural experience or a momentary break with reality. Part of his mind didn’t want to know which. “I thought I saw an opening, sir. I took it… failed, and then something broke our way.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, God himself intervened in our favor,” MacIntosh replied with a snort. “I’d be shocked if you didn’t feel the same.”

      “I do, sir. I have no other rational explanation. While, as Dr. Hayworth would put it, unlikely events do occur, this one is a bit too unlikely at the right time to be anything but a finger on the scale.”

      “And you didn’t have an experience?”

      David opened his mouth, his first thought to deflect somehow, or even lie. No, if it were an encounter with HaShem, it would be a grave sin to lie. He bit down on his lip. “I don’t know, sir. Whatever happened, it was personal, and I don’t wish to discuss it. Unless you’re directly ordering me to, sir.”

      “I won’t push you, General,” MacIntosh finally replied after a ten-second silence. “Setting that aside, are you planning to stay in the service?”

      “Yes.”

      MacIntosh resumed his hawk-like stare. “Not returning to the ministry?”

      “No, sir.” David shook his head as he spoke. “I’m a soldier. It’s in my blood. About time I faced that and embraced it for the rest of my career.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Well, I know that’s not an easy decision to make.” MacIntosh’s stare softened. “You know, you can’t retain command of the Lion of Judah in perpetuity.”

      “Depending on how you look at it, my tour’s up… or it just restarted.”

      “Always working on getting what you want, aren’t you, Cohen?” The older man laughed. “I can’t blame you. If I had this ship, oh, I’d do anything to keep her. Well, you’re in luck. President Spencer thinks it would be good for the service to keep you in command. So we’re going to let your promotion stick. The Lion will get her own battlegroup, which you’ll command. In a few months, she’ll get a commanding officer, and you will remain as overall battlegroup commander.”

      David’s eyes opened wide. “Thank you, sir. Any day I command the Lion of Judah is an honor.”

      “Then I wish you Godspeed… David.” MacIntosh stood and stuck out his arm.

      “Thank you, sir. Godspeed to you as well,” David replied as he shook the outstretched arm. “I’ll escort you back to the hangar deck.”

      “Negative. I know the way. A few stops I want to make privately, if you don’t mind.”

      “You do outrank me, sir.” David grinned.

      “Ah, so that does register at times with you. Good.”

      There were chuckles between the two men as MacIntosh made his way out of the hatch, leaving David alone. He sat back in the chair, staring at the finished piece of metal as it slid back into place. Even with all that had occurred, he was still troubled. The gnawing need to know for sure what happened. Was it God? Or just random chance? The thoughts persisted as he dove back into paperwork for crew transfers—another ordinary day.
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      Later that day, David found himself making his rounds on the Lion, including a stop in the engineering spaces. The cavernous reactor control room never ceased to amaze him, starting with the twenty-foot-tall anti-matter reactor housing in the center of it. Covered in super-dense alloy for safety reasons, the power output of the device rivaled some planetary power grids. As he stood staring at it, a voice rumbled behind him.

      “Impressive, isn’t it?”

      David turned to find Dr. Hayworth and Major Merriweather standing there. Both had utility coveralls on, with numerous grease stains. They looked every bit the part of scruffy engineers. “Still is, even after all this time.” He flashed a grin at the two of them. “Isn’t it past your shifts ending?”

      “The sooner we get into space, the sooner I can test my latest round of enhancements to the reactor control software,” Hayworth replied. “CDF command wants the results for another miniaturization project, but they won’t tell me what it is.” The scientist snorted. “Bah, poppycock. Military secrets.”

      “Now now, Doctor,” Merriweather began. “Those secrets pay for your grant money.”

      Hayworth rolled his eyes openly. “Doesn’t mean I need to like it, Eliza, dear.”

      “I understand both of you have signed up for another tour,” David interjected, clearing his throat as he did.

      “It would be hard to walk away from government money for my research.” Hayworth crossed his arms in front of him. “So the agreement stands. I keep working on military applications for anti-matter, and they allow me my private projects.”

      Merriweather turned to the older scientist and batted her eyelashes. “Oh, and here I thought you wanted to keep an eye on me.”

      “Well, my dear, working with you is an… excellent benefit that makes otherwise dull work interesting.”

      It was all David could do not to bust out laughing. “Well, I’m glad to hear it. Maintaining our technological edge will be all the more important going forward.” He glanced around. “Where’s Major Hanson?”

      “Down at the medical bay getting a cut treated,” Merriweather replied. She smirked slightly. “He dropped an autospanner on his leg, and it took out a chunk. Nothing to worry about, though.” There was a pause. “Funny, though, something like that we take for granted today, but a few short weeks ago, I thought we were all going to perish.”

      There it was again, the feeling David had, and he suspected most of the people on the Lion of Judah, and really, the fleet at large was having. Why are we still here? How did it all turn out okay? The questioning never really stopped. “It's certainly a miracle.”

      Hayworth snorted. “Miracles do not exist. We got lucky.”

      “Lucky?” The tone of outright disbelief was evident in Merriweather’s voice.

      “Dear, you know I am not one to ascribe anything but scientific answers to what happens in this reality. So yes, the best way to describe our success is luck. Something good happened at the right time. Well, for us. Bad for the League.” Hayworth shrugged.

      David smiled. “Okay, Doctor, I’ll bite. I find it hard to label things to direct miracles, but it sure happened at exactly the right time. I dare say, five minutes later and the Terran Coalition would’ve lost the battle, and with it, the war. That’s got to figure in.”

      “Not at all. It’s only proof that, in the universe at large, improbable events happen. There’s no statistical or scientific evidence for a miracle behind those events.”

      Merriweather cleared her throat loudly. “Gentlemen, I don’t think we’re going to solve this today,” she said, her tone one of amusement.

      “As long as the good General here doesn’t try to get me into his church—”

      “—it’s called a shul, Doctor,” David replied with mock annoyance. “And for the last time, Jews do not try to convert others.” His mouth curled up into a grin.

      “And on that note, I have work to do,” Merriweather interjected, playfully rolling her eyes as well.

      After a few seconds, Hayworth continued. “You know, sometimes I wish I had faith in something besides science.”

      David’s head snapped like a whip, and he focused on the older man. “Come again, Doctor?”

      “I envy how people like you look at the universe. Going through life, believing a higher power looks out for you. Taking solace in that belief, being close to others through it and hoping to see those who died before us, when we die ourselves.”

      An uneasy silence broke out. David wasn’t quite sure what to say. He makes it sound so rosy. In reality, at least over the last few months, it seemed as if faith caused more headaches, more fear than anything in his life. And yet, it was the one constant he had. The belief that God was there, and that His Mitzvot were guideposts to live one’s life by.

      “Did I break your ability to speak?” Hayworth asked with a chuckle.

      “No, I was thinking. If it makes you feel any better, sometimes I wonder what it must be like to go through life not worrying about what’s next. Only focused on the here and now.”

      “I suppose neither one of us will ever experience what the other goes through.”

      “Please don’t take offense, Doctor… but I hope never to experience a complete lack of faith in a higher power.”

      “None taken. The road I choose for myself is not easy.” Hayworth glanced at him. “I suppose I’d better finish up for the evening. I’m not a young man, and this grease monkey business gets to my joints.”

      “Of course.” David almost turned to go but decided not to. “Doctor,” he called out before he extended his arm. “Thanks for re-upping. I appreciate your contributions and friendship.”

      Hayworth took the hand without reservation and shook. “And I, yours. Here’s to many more successful missions, as the military types say.”

      “Thank you, Doctor,” David said. As the scientist turned to walk away, he called after him, “Godspeed.”

      “Harrumph,” Hayworth replied, though the tone was decidedly good-natured.

      As Hayworth receded into the mass of personnel working through the engineering and reactor control area, David turned to go. He found himself glad the ship was almost ready to go. Back out into space, where I belong. But at what cost to his relationship with Angie? That question remained unanswered.
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      The aroma of beef Cholant stew reached David’s nostrils as Angie opened the door to the cooking device that was set up in her kitchen. He’d come over to visit after signing off on the last series of repairs to the Lion. Tomorrow, they’d start provisioning the ship with food, munitions, and the final personnel rotations. Today, though, he’d enjoy his time with her. “That smells amazing.” A grin spread across his face. “I still can’t believe it’s kosher.”

      “Yes,” Angie replied with some amount of annoyance. Probably because it was the fifth time he’d commented on it. “I was just as surprised as you. Who thought someone would invent an automated food preparation robot specifically designed to conform to kosher laws?”

      “I bet they have a halal version too.” David let out a laugh. “I’m floored it was signed off by a chief rabbi, though.” He’d inspected the letter included with the machine and its included kosher certificate. Somehow, he suspected that his more ultra-orthodox brethren would be less than impressed with it. But it does allow me to share meals with the woman I love in her house… so that works for me.

      A large bowl of the piping hot stew later, both had their fill. With minimal cleanup thanks to the easy-to-use robotic implement, David and Angie ended up on her couch. She put her head on his shoulder and wrapped her arms around him. “I still have a hard believing it all turned out okay.”

      “You and me both.” He kissed the top of her hair. “If I had any idea you’d disobeyed my direct instructions and stayed behind—”

      “—you would’ve been pissed at me?”

      “Beyond pissed. I would’ve dispatched Demood to track you down and put you on a transport.” David broke into a smile. “I’m glad it all worked out too. How’d you end up at that rally anyway?”

      She shrugged. “I wanted to be around people, and then it seemed like news, you know? All those people together, setting aside their differences and praying together. I’ve never felt anything like it.”

      “It’s sad it took nearly the end of the world, so to speak, to get people to come together,” David replied darkly. “Still, better than it not happening at all.” He propped his feet up on the ottoman. “And I wonder how long it’ll take for the old pettiness to return.”

      “That’s kind of cynical.”

      David smirked. “Yeah. I suppose. Still not enamored with the Peace Union politicians. Even if they’re saying the right things.”

      “I think Spencer and Fuentes coming together is a great moment for the Terran Coalition. I hope it sticks,” Angie replied. She touched his arm. “Don’t you?”

      “Perhaps. The jury is still out for me—is Fuentes an opportunist trying to hold on to political power or a decent man? The truth is, if it weren’t for him, we’d be landing on Earth. That man is directly responsible for hundreds of thousands of needless deaths… of my brothers and sisters. It’s not something I’ll ever forget, nor easily forgive.”

      “Okay, enough about politics. Let's talk about us.”

      The way she said it, David knew what was coming next. The inevitable question she’d asked repeatedly the last six weeks. “When am I getting out?”

      “Yes.”

      David frowned and took her hand in his. “I’ve been giving it a lot of thought.”

      “You want to make a final trip around the local cluster with the Lion of Judah, I know.”

      “It’s more than that, Angie. I’m a soldier. It’s funny, because I never wanted to be one. Had I not been drafted, I would’ve never joined. But I was, and here I am. It’s what I know, and I’m good at it, for better or worse.”

      She bit her lip. “Are you telling me you’re not retiring?”

      “Not as soon as I suspect you want.”

      “David, I want you to put your paperwork in now. You’ve done your part, can’t you see that?” Her hand tightened within his.

      “There are still contributions I can make.”

      “What?”

      “It’s not over, Angie. The League is still out there, they’ll still act against us, and we have to be prepared. The Coalition Defense Force has a job… keep everyone else safe. At the end of the day, I’m a protector. It’s who I am, and it’s what I do. I can’t—I won’t walk away.”

      “So you’re giving up on becoming a rabbi?”

      “Mom wasn’t happy either.” David forced a smile.

      “It’s not funny.” She took her hand out of his and crossed her arms. “I’ve waited, David. I thought we could finally be together. I don’t want to go to bed every night wondering if you're alive.” Tears started to stream down her face.

      “Angie,” he began as he embraced her. “I’ve survived a lot of engagements. If I can handle everything Seville threw at us, I’ll be fine. Don’t you think? We can still build a great life together.”

      She pulled back, a scowl on her face, and stared at him. “You don’t know that, David. Any number of things could go wrong.”

      “We could get hit by lightning crossing the street during a thunderstorm. Life is unpredictable and uncertain.”

      “I need more certainty.”

      “Are you giving me an ultimatum?”

      Several seconds passed with nothing further spoken between the two of them. Angie closed her eyes for a moment before focusing back on him. “I think so. I can’t do this, David. I’ve tried… I’ve really tried. But I’m not cut out to be a soldier’s wife.”

      David realized as he listened to the words tumble out of her mouth that he’d known it was coming. For a while now. But hearing it verbalized still hurt, all the way to his core. He glanced down, then back at her. “Angie, I can’t abandon the Terran Coalition. I couldn’t two months ago. I can’t today.”

      “Not can’t. Won’t.”

      “Fine, won’t.”

      Her eyes pleaded, even as her voice did as well. “Don’t you want something besides the military more? Don’t you love me?”

      “Of course I love you. But when you demand that I choose between you and the Terran Coalition, using my God-given talents to keep us all safe?” David paused. I know what I have to do. She can’t accept me for who I am, and I can’t renounce my duty. What surprised him the most was it was an easy choice. The thought came to him that he’d already decided a long time ago. “A soldier is what I am. It’s what I’ll be until they tell me I’m too old to wear the uniform.” The words of General Pipes, spoken so many years ago, reminding him that a life spent in defense of his country was a life well spent, came to mind.

      “Then I guess that settles it.” Tears continued to stream down Angie’s face.

      “I’m sorry.” David tried to put his arms around her, but she pushed him away.

      “No, David. No. Just go.”

      “Angie, I—” Pain welled up inside of him as tears fell out of his eyes.

      “There’s nothing else to say.” Her tone spoke to finality.

      David stood. “For what it’s worth, I love you. I wish you all success and happiness in life.”

      She didn’t reply.

      It felt like a knife went through his heart. He found himself torn between wanting to comfort her and the realization it was no longer his duty to do so. David bit down on his lip. “Goodbye, Angie.” Without another word, he turned and walked as fast as he could out of the apartment. He’d never stayed the night, so there was nothing of his to collect. Most surprising to him was the sense of relief he felt. It’s better for her to be able to find someone who will make her happy, he pondered as his helicar wove its way back toward the space elevator. Maybe someday, I’ll find someone who completes me too.
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      After leaving Angie’s apartment, David briefly visited his condo on Canaan before returning to the Lion of Judah. His stateroom was arguably a nicer place to live than his spot on the planet, and it felt like home. Moreover, he didn’t want to be reminded of what had just happened. At least on the ship, he could busy himself with the mundane tasks of command. And so, he found himself in his office the next morning, working through a list of transfer requests. The chime of the hatch buzzer interrupted him.

      “Come.”

      The hatch swung open, and Calvin strode in. “Colonel Calvin Demood, reports as ordered, sir.”

      “I don’t recall ordering you up here,” David replied with a grin.

      “Oh, well. It sounded good.” The older Marine’s tone was jovial.

      David gestured to the chairs in front of his desk. “Have a seat.”

      “Thanks.” Calvin slid into the chair nearest to the desk and put his hand on the inert hand grenade mounted to a wooden plaque. “I always got a kick out of this thing.”

      “It’s one of my prized possessions.” David reflected for a moment on the Master Chief that gave it to him many years before. “How are you doing, Cal?”

      “Not bad, you know? Wondering what I’m going to do next, but at least the killing has stopped.”

      “Hopefully, for good. I still don’t trust the Leaguers, though. I never will.”

      Calvin snorted loudly. “Same here, sir. I wanted to tell you before I pushed through the paperwork… I’ve put in for retirement. When I joined the Lion’s crew, I was six months away. Now, with the war over, it seems like the right time.” He held up a hand. “But, before you say anything, the date I put down for is three months from now. I figure I can start my terminal leave when we get back from our goodwill tour.”

      “Cal,” David began as he spread his hands out on the desk. “You don’t have to stay. My God, you’ve earned that retirement package more than almost anyone I know. Go, be with your wife. All we’re going to do is drive around the block, look spiffy, and fly the flag.”

      “I know. That’s why I want to go.” Calvin made eye contact. “It’s a victory lap, yeah? Show the flag and remind everyone the Terran Coalition is here to help now that the League was defeated. Well, I need to be there. If not for me, then for every Marine under my command that’s perished. To see it meant something.” Tears formed in his eyes. “It's important.”

      The tough Marine’s momentary display of emotion shocked David. He wasn’t used to seeing this side of Calvin and could count on one hand how many times he’d seen anything but stoicism out of the man. “I’m honored to have you.”

      “You know, sir, it's hard for me to sit in this room—in this chair. I’ll never forget you telling me I was behaving like a Leaguer. I wanted to kill you when you said that, you know?”

      David nodded. “I could see it in your eyes.”

      “Then I realized you were right. I’ve tried so hard to be different. Every day since.”

      “You know, on those lines… It wasn’t lost on me that Seville arrived at his cell without a scratch on his body.” David adjusted himself in his seat. Part of him wondered if he would’ve been able to have the same restraint after the battle. It was well and good to tell others to do the right thing from the bridge of the Lion of Judah, but could he have avoided taking out some of the pain and frustration on the man who arguably was responsible for the suffering of the Terran Coalition? He found himself glad he didn’t have to find out.

      “My first instinct was to draw my sidearm and put three rounds into him, sir,” Calvin replied quietly. He drew in a breath. “But I’d promised God earlier in the day I’d be a better man and asked Him to help me. So I didn’t. But yeah, I sorely wanted to enact some old school, eye for an eye justice on that prick.”

      “Vengeance is mine, says the Lord. I shall repay.” David pursed his lips together. “That’s what I told Captain Goldberg when she wanted to blow his shuttle out of space. If it makes you feel any better, the last I heard, Seville is in a mental institution on Canaan. Apparently, he’s ranting and raving uncontrollably. Supposedly, he’s even said that he fought God and lost.”

      Calvin laughed. “Is that your way of telling me God handled it, and everything works together?”

      “Maybe.” David flashed a smile. “My faith was tested like it’s never been, Cal. There was a time in the battle I wasn’t sure God even existed.” A tear crept into his eye. “Then that supply ship plowed into the side of the Leaguers’ flagship. I knew God fought for us.” He looked back up at Calvin. “Afterward, I’ve had time to think and find myself questioning everything again. Why does God let this happen? Why allow the mass suffering, pain, and death we’ve seen the last thirty years?”

      The question hung in the air as if neither man wanted to answer it or even attempt to. Calvin eventually spoke. “I don’t know, sir. I gave up on trying to figure that out a long time ago.”

      “We have to accept it’s all part of the plan and soldier on, I suppose.”

      “I’ll let you get back to it, sir. I just wanted to say thank you.”

      David stood from his chair and walked around the desk. When Calvin stood as well, instead of shaking hands, he embraced the older Marine. “You’re welcome. It’s been an honor to serve with you.”

      “You too, sir.” Calvin stepped back from the embrace and came to attention. “Godspeed, sir.”

      “Godspeed, Cal.”
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      The weeks since his meeting with President Spencer had been a blur for Kenneth. Eighteen hours a day, he’d toiled away to ensure SSI survived. Now, though, his efforts seemed to be paying off. They had several stable contracts and a growing workforce. All in all, things had begun to return to normal. As much as they could anyway. The panic that had gripped the financial markets was only now beginning to fade, replaced by wild optimism. It was a good time to be a citizen of the Terran Coalition.

      He glanced around the office he now occupied. Once the domain of Margaret Lee, it was now his. Compared to the usual abode he’d found himself in—namely a cramped closet on the Lion of Judah—this was a major improvement. Still, something about the space was off-putting. If nothing else, it felt ostentatious. The vidlink app on his tablet buzzed. Kenneth touched a button to pull it up. Joshua Carter appeared on the screen.

      “Hey, boss. Got a minute?”

      Kenneth grinned. “Always. What’cha need?” He’d promoted Carter to Executive Vice President almost immediately after taking control of SSI, along with Harold Billings to Vice President of Operations.

      “We need your signature on a modification to proceed on this cruiser refit.”

      “Send it over. I’ll get it knocked out before lunch.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      The screen blinked out, and it was odd how his life had settled into a groove. A groove that will turn into a rut before I know it. He’d often thought of Catherine Owens, the kindergarten teacher and special needs therapist who’d convinced him to involve the thousands of teenagers on Churchill’s shipyard. A few times, he’d almost sent an email or a vidlink, but with the demands of running SSI, there hadn’t been time. About to go back to his work, a voice inside him wouldn’t let it go. That’s not entirely true. You make time for what’s important. Do you want to be alone for the rest of your life?

      It was enough to make him stop and think. He felt they’d had a real connection. It doesn’t hurt she’s incredibly cute. “Oh, what the hell,” he said out loud before punching up her profile on his tablet and sending a vidlink request. When it wasn’t immediately answered, he went back to work.

      Some amount of time later—Kenneth tended to get lost in documents that needed review and approval—the vidlink icon buzzed. He glanced at it and saw it was from Owens. His cheeks turned red as he reached for and hesitated over the button to accept the call. Oh, come on. I shot a man who was about to destroy the Terran Coalition, stole billions of credits, and got two hundred and fifty ships to the fight. I can ask a woman out. He pressed the button.

      Owens’ face appeared on the vidlink, smiling widely. “This is Catherine…oh, hi.” She took on a surprised expression.

      “Hey. How’s it going?”

      “I’m fine, Kenneth.” She paused for a moment. “You know, that’s not exactly true. I can’t believe what happened, or how close we came to being overrun by the League. It’s not the sort of thing one could fathom coming to pass. Being there, trying to get those ships working… it was a tiny taste to me of what being close to the war effort must be like.”

      He cocked his head to one side. “You didn’t serve? No way you’re old enough to have avoided the draft.”

      “Was that a backhanded compliment on my age?”

      Kenneth felt his face grow warm. “Um. Maybe. If you liked it.”

      “What woman doesn’t like a compliment?”

      He laughed. “You’d be surprised these days.”

      “Flattery will get you everywhere,” Owens replied, again flashing a smile.

      She was even more beautiful than he remembered. Then it hit Kenneth. Duh, she’s got makeup on and is made up, silly. “I’ll remember that.”

      “Because I was pregnant with Olivia, I was excused from military service.” She pursed her lips together. “Olivia’s father wasn’t so lucky. He was lost on a destroyer.” Pain came to her face.

      “I’m sorry.” Kenneth closed his eyes. “I didn’t mean to bring up that memory.”

      “No, it's okay. I made peace with it a long time ago. You have to when you’re a single parent. So what’s up?  I’m not used to getting random social calls from business tycoons.”

      “Hey, now, I’m not a tycoon.” Kenneth rolled his eyes. “I honestly can’t tell you how I ended up where I am. I was just doing my job.”

      “I notice you didn’t answer my question.”

      His face turned redder than it already had been. Okay, don’t blow this. “Would you have dinner with me?”

      “You don’t even know what planet I’m on.” Owens broke into a wide grin. “What if I’m halfway across the galaxy?”

      Kenneth smiled back. “I’ve got a ship or two at my disposal.”

      “Ah.” She pursed her lips together again. “I don’t need saving, if that’s what you think. My life isn’t the best, but it works.”

      “I’m sure you don’t. But I thought we had a connection… and now seemed like the appropriate time to explore it. Dinner and a holovid. Nothing crazy.” There was a pregnant pause. For a moment, Kenneth thought the vidlink had dropped.

      She stared at him through the tablet, still mute. With a glance off-screen and back, Owens finally smiled. “Okay. Dinner and a holovid.” After a moment, she continued. “Do you mind if I ask why you're not already married with children?”

      “Wow. Not even to the first date, and we’re getting into the heavy questions.” Kenneth chuckled. “The truth? I’ve been too focused on work, with the war and all, to have a relationship. Any I tried to have, I messed up.” He glanced down. “I’m determined not to do that anymore.”

      “Have you made any changes?”

      “I leave work by 1700 hours daily now.” Kenneth grinned. “My mother used to say that tomorrow will be no different, unless you change today.”

      Owens laughed. “I’m going to remember that one. I like it.”

      “Hopefully enough to do a second date.”

      “Don’t press your luck, yet, anyway.”

      There was something about her warm smile that made him feel great. Kenneth couldn’t put a finger on it, but it almost felt as if kindness radiated out from her. “I take it you’re still on Churchill?”

      “I am.”

      “So send your address, and I’ll drop by at seven to pick you up?”

      “Sounds good.” Her mouth curled into a grin. “I have to be home by ten, though. It’s a school night.”

      “Deal.”

      “Okay. See you tonight, then.”

      Before he could respond, the screen blinked off. Kenneth found himself thinking back to previous relationships, and how he’d lived his life. While he didn’t regret his devotion to the Coalition Defense Force, going home to an empty apartment got old. Staring death in the face had forced some difficult introspection. The realization that aside from those he worked with, no one would probably show up for his funeral was a harsh one—something I can only blame myself for. And something only I can fix. He went back to work, determined to wrap up by five and enjoy himself tonight. Who knew where it would lead?
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      David’s alarm blared at 0430, like it did every morning he was on duty. He reached over and slapped it off with the wave of his hand. Ninety minutes later, he’d exercised, showered, shaved, and eaten a hearty breakfast in the officers’ mess. The Lion of Judah would be departing Canaan at 1000 hours, so he had plenty of time to get some paperwork done. Such were his thoughts as he stepped into the gravlift that would deposit him on deck one.

      Just as the doors started to close, another soldier squeezed through and stood next to him. “Good morning, sir,” the voice of a young man said.

      “Good morning,” David began, and glanced to his right to confirm the other’s rank before continuing. “Private…” His voice trailed off as he recognized the man. Private Waters? That’s impossible. He’s dead.

      “Well, yes, he is,” Waters replied, a bright smile on his face. “But I’m not Private Waters.”

      David reached for the gravlift controls to trigger an emergency alert. As he did, his hand seemed to stop in mid-motion, despite the clear commands his brain was giving. Panic started to take over. Have I been poisoned? What the heck is going on here?

      “No, you haven’t. I mean you no harm, David ben-Levi Cohen. I’m here to talk.”

      It took David a moment to realize he hadn’t spoken, and what whoever was in the gravlift with him was responding to his thoughts. “Who are you?” He finally managed to get out.

      “I am that I am.”

      David’s jaw dropped open, and he stared at the figure who had Waters’ appearance. It took him only a moment to reach the conclusion he was talking to God—again. It’s the only thing that remotely makes sense. He dropped to his knees and closed his eyes in the process. As he started to pray in Hebrew, he felt a hand on his shoulder.

      “I came to talk to you, David ben-Levi Cohen. Stand.”

      “But—”

      “Stand. Or would you defy the words of the Lord your God?”

      David quickly got to his feet. Unable to think of any other way to show respect, his body went rigid, at attention. He gulped.

      “As I said, I came to talk to you.”

      “Why? Why me of all people? Isn’t there someone more worthy for You to talk to?”

      “Because I can see you are still searching for answers. And I decided to answer some of them.”

      “I—” David paused. “I still don’t understand.”

      The other man laughed. “Which part?”

      “Was the League auxiliary losing control and flying into Seville’s flagship directly caused by You?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I struggle. I want to believe it was You. At the same time, if it was, I wonder why it was so late.”

      Waters shrugged. “It was me.”

      “Then why? Why did you let us get to the brink of absolute defeat?” David stood there, shocked at what came out of his mouth. I don’t have the right to talk like that to the Almighty.

      “Humans, and all races, have the freedom to make your own choices. That’s the entire point of this universe. I don’t decide what you do, nor do I play a puppet master. You brought yourselves to the brink of defeat, but I always have a plan.” Waters crossed his arms in front of him. “Think about it for a moment. If you and the rest of your compatriots had defeated the League by yourselves through force of arms, you might think… we did this. Instead of putting your faith in God, you would put your faith in technology and your own devices, even more than you already do.”

      David kicked the words around in his mind. They made perfect sense. “But, if you know everything that will happen before it does, how do we have free choice?”

      “I don’t know what you’ll do before you do it. I do know every possible permutation of every possible event, at any given time in the universe.”

      The sheer vastness of what He said caused David to pause, and a chill went down his spine. “I can’t even conceive of that.”

      “No human or any other corporeal race in this universe can.”

      “If You wanted us to put our faith in You, why not intervene in a larger way? There’s no proof it was God. I’m sure many think it was just good luck,” David replied. He was still in shock. The concept of having a conversation with God, in the flesh, was enough to blow anyone’s mind.

      Waters tilted his head to one side. “Like, put a black hole in the middle of the League fleet to suck them up, while sending a message to every ship around that they were witnessing the power of God?”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” David said, his tone dark. “Everyone would know. There would be no denying it.”

      He held up a hand. “That is precisely what I do not want.”

      “I don’t understand.” David was, in truth, bewildered. Wasn’t inspiring faith and worship one of the core aspects of what God wanted from humanity?

      “You confuse faith with obligation. If I were to prove for sure who and what I am, people would be obligated to believe. They wouldn’t have faith; they would know. They might even take aggressive action in My name and cause physical harm to those who wouldn’t believe it… something I detest. I give them the choice, and I want them to choose. A choice already made is no choice at all.”

      “But the stories of time past in the Torah. You brought plagues, manifested in a pillar of fire…”

      Waters smiled. “Before the advent of your technology, yes. My, as you would say, playbook was quite open. There were no recording devices. Only a person’s word that others had to take on faith. Now I prefer to deal with humanity on a human-by-human basis. Miracles occur every day, but they’re of a more personal nature. The one you experienced, for instance.”

      “That was personal?” David stared at him.

      “Very. You challenged me. I responded.”

      The very concept that God had answered David’s prayer went through him like a bullet. He’d prayed for so long, but never had what others claimed—a deep relationship with the Almighty. And here He was, telling David the entire point of it had been a personal engagement. “What of everyone else?”

      “I look after every being. Every race. Even the ones who reject me.”

      Something came to David’s mind that had troubled him for years. “Back during the battle of Unity Station… who did I talk to after I broke down in the shul?”

      “Who do you think you spoke to?” Waters again smiled, the warmth from it filling the gravlift.

      “I…” David’s voice trailed off. “There was no one there when I turned around to thank Private Waters.”

      “No. He died the day before. And what I told you then still stands. A good man is never alone in this universe.” Waters put his hand on David’s shoulder. “No matter how bad it is, how dark the night, I will never abandon you.”

      David struggled with the revelations he’d just received, and his mind tried to think logically. “I can’t understand why you don’t help us more.”

      “I help you constantly. All of you,” Waters replied, an eyebrow raised.

      “How?”

      “Allow me to illustrate. Suppose you are caught in a flood and need evacuation. You pray, and a friend drops by your home in a helicar, offering you a ride, which you decline and say you're still praying for God’s help. Someone else comes by in a boat, after the water rises. Instead of climbing in, you tell them you’re still praying. Finally, a shuttle comes and throws down a ladder. You refuse and say God will save you. Well, what do you think I say when you reach me and ask why I didn’t help?”

      A grin came to David’s face. He’d heard variations on the joke many times before. “You tell them you sent a helicar, a boat, and a shuttle, and why didn’t they take it.”

      Waters chuckled. “I do like that analogy. You see, I use other people to enact my will as much as the universe itself.”

      “There’s so much I want to ask… that I want to understand.”

      “I am afraid that is all the answers you’ll be getting today, David ben-Levi Cohen,” Waters replied, and smiled with a warmth that seemed all-encompassing. “I believe you have a ship to launch.”

      David stared at him. “What will become of us now?”

      “As I said, there is a plan that I’ve laid out. But it’s your God-given right to screw it up, as usual.” He chuckled. “What you want to know is what’s next for you. The answer to that question is complex, but suffice it to say, I’m not done with you yet, David. You have many things to do and miles to go before your journey is over.” He paused for a moment, reached out, and squeezed David’s shoulder. “You fought the good fight, David. You finished the race and kept the faith. Shalom, and Godspeed.”

      A second later, Waters was gone. No bright light, no shower of sparks, no indication he’d ever been there in the first place. It registered in David’s mind that there was a moment when he was there, and the next moment, he wasn’t. Am I losing my mind? His heart pounded as his mind raced with thought. It’s certainly easier to accept I’m insane than that I spoke with God.

      The gravlift arrived at deck one, and its doors opened smoothly. David didn’t get off. He found himself weak in the knees, more so than he could ever remember being. Am I losing it? I have to know for sure. “Computer, redirect gravlift to deck eight, section fourteen.” The doors closed, and he felt it move. The seconds ticked by before he arrived at the requested stop.

      David walked out and made his way down to the passageway toward the ship’s main security office. It was an area of the vessel he rarely went. He strode in through the double hatch and stopped in front of the desk for the on-duty master-at-arms.

      The young woman—a corporal—glanced up, took in who it was, and sprang to her feet. “Ah, General, sir, I apologize. I didn’t expect you down here.”

      “At ease,” David replied. “Do you have a moment?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “I’d like to the security footage for the gravlift to deck one, coming from deck six, officers’ country. Fifteen minutes ago.”

      She stood up and strode over to a bank of screens, touching rapidly on the control interface. “Yes, sir, one moment.”

      Static and digital snow appeared on the monitors. “Is there a problem?”

      “I’m sorry sir, we’re having a glitch here.” She tapped furiously on the monitor and pulled up a different feed, from the corridor outside the lift. It, too, showed static. “Um. All cameras in the area were offline, sir. I can’t pull up anything.” The young woman turned around with a red face. “What were you looking for, sir? I’ll have a maintenance crew sent out immediately. We don’t have failures like that on the Lion.”

      David cracked a smile. “Nothing, Corporal. Don’t worry about it. Carry on.” Without another word, he turned and walked back into the passageway. A shiver again went down his spine as he considered what had just happened. He briefly thought about going to his office, but instead decided to visit the shul. To give thanks. As he strode into the gravlift, the enormity of what he’d just experienced hit him. I spoke to God. He now had something that few other humans ever did: an unshakeable belief and faith in a higher power backed up by physical proof. At least to me.
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      Justin Spencer glanced in the mirror as he washed his hands. This job ages you in ways one can’t imagine. His face had a lot more frown lines on it than it had just a few years before. If he didn’t color his hair, it would be completely gray. He chuckled at the thought as he strode out of the bathroom and back toward the Oval Office, trailed by his ever-present protective detail. Edwardo Fuentes was already sitting on one of the two leather couches. Spencer nodded toward the agents, who stayed at the door and closed it behind him.

      “Ed, thanks for coming. Especially on short notice.”

      “When the President calls, we all answer.”

      Spencer laughed loudly and sat down across from him. “I wish it were that simple.” He stared into Fuentes’ eyes. “I’ve heard some rumblings you’re planning to resign.”

      A grimace sprang up on Fuentes’ face. “I apologize. I wanted you to hear that from me. My chief of staff can be—”

      “—loud-mouthed. Just like mine.”

      “I suppose there’s not much to say. We needed to come together for the good of the Terran Coalition. I’ve realized, though, I wouldn’t have won without the League interfering in our election. I have no right to be here, and as much as I’d love to lead us forward with my vision of how our system should work, I’m also not a hypocrite.” Fuentes spread his hands out in front of him, on his lap. “You’re the better choice, Justin, to help put us back together again. The speech you gave to the Congress convinced me of that.”

      “You have no idea how much it means to me, to hear a man who was once my arch political enemy say that,” Spencer replied as he sucked in a breath.

      “Justin, you deserve a vice president that shares your beliefs and values.”

      “Do you believe in a strong, prosperous Terran Coalition, where our citizens have the freedom to choose their path in life, and we stand united together?” Spencer asked, his eyes locked back on to Fuentes.

      “Of course.”

      “Then you share my beliefs and values.”

      Fuentes cracked a grin. “It’s not that simple, and you know it. We’re polar opposites on practically every issue. You favor low taxes, limited government, and what I’d consider to be an overly strong military. I want higher taxes, more government, and constraints on the military-industrial complex. How could we possibly work together?”

      “Here’s what I know,” Spencer began. “For the last year, the League of Sol successfully turned friends against each other, broke up families, and sowed more sectarian strife than our nation has seen in centuries. It’s not enough to stop them—which we’ve done with our victory. We must heal.”

      “And how do we do that?” Fuentes pursed his lips together.

      “I don’t know. I do know that I don’t have a monopoly on good ideas, and I believe it's vital you stay on as my vice president. At least for a couple of years.”

      Fuentes sat back and stroked his chin. “It’s tempting, Justin. But I fear we’d eventually become enemies, working against each other. You are the one with the power… the vice presidency, it's mostly ceremonial.”

      “It’s a seat at the table. I’d give you my word you would be included in all major decisions, and our cabinet would feature members from both sides of the aisle.”

      “The transportation secretary isn’t exactly a power broker.”

      Spencer laughed. He’s always on point. “I was thinking we’d divide it down the middle, and I’ll start by giving you the defense secretary pick.”

      “Okay. You’ve got my attention. Still, it would be messy. Our respective staffs don’t see eye to eye. They’ve been at one another’s throats for the last year. Saying it’s hard is the understatement of the century.”

      He’s right. Spencer nodded as the wheels in his mind turned. It would be challenging to get opposing political sides to work together, but he was convinced it was the only way to truly save the Terran Coalition. To restore how things used to be. “I’ve never turned down a difficult task in my life, and neither have you, Ed.”

      “What the hell. I’ll probably get thrown out of my own party for this, but why not?” Fuentes smiled broadly. “You’re right. If we can get along, anyone can. We’ll probably have to fire some of our most loyal staffers, though.”

      “No. They’ll come around, if we set an example and refuse to allow them room to get off track.” Spencer stood. “Let’s schedule a joint news conference and announce our plans. Say, 1500 hours?”

      Fuentes stood as well and extended his arm. “I serve at the pleasure of the President, sir.”

      With a grin, Spencer leaned in and embraced him instead of shaking. “We both serve at the pleasure of our citizens.”
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        * * *

      

      After a visit to the shul and a brief stop in his day cabin to handle the most pressing administrative needs, David made his way to the Lion of Judah’s cavernous bridge and CIC. He exchanged salutes with the Marine sentries at the hatch as he pulled on his cover—still the old ballcap, with the ship’s logo.

      The moment he stepped through, Master Chief Tinetariro roared, “General on deck!” Anyone not in their harness stood, came to attention, and brought their hands up in a sharp salute.

      David smiled and returned them. “As you were.” His eyes went around the bridge to see everyone, from Ruth and Hammond at their stations, to Aibek, Hanson, Calvin, Tural, Amir, Merriweather, and Hayworth, all present. One last tour before many of us go our separate ways. The feeling was bitter-sweet, as they’d come to be more than just a group of soldiers. The team was a family. One tested by trial and tragedy but rewarded in the end with a final triumph.

      “All systems normal, General,” Aibek announced from his seat in the CO’s chair. He held the conn. “We are ready to depart on your orders.”

      “Very well,” David replied. “This is General Cohen,” he said in a formal tone as he crossed the steps to his seat. “I have the conn.”

      “Aye, aye, sir. General Cohen has the conn.” Aibek replied and stood.

      David reached out his arm and grasped Aibek’s forearm in the Saurian style. “It’s good to have you back, XO.”

      “It is good to be had, as you humans say.” Aibek’s grin extended from ear to ear, and his teeth showed. He dropped into the XO’s station.

      “Navigation, release all umbilicals.”

      “Aye, aye, sir. Umbilicals released,” Hammond began. “We’re cleared to undock from the shipyard.”

      “Understood. All ahead, dead slow.”

      Before them, out of the transparent alloy windows at the front of the bridge, the superstructure of the shipyard started to move. At first, one could barely tell they were moving, but the speed picked up, and over the course of a few minutes, the massive vessel cleared its moorings and left the station behind. To the left of them was the capital of the Terran Coalition—Canaan—in all its splendor. A world of blue and green, the new cradle of humanity. And to the right, the blackness of space.

      Hammond turned around in her seat and flashed a grin at David. “Course, sir?”

      “Tradition would be the second star to the right, straight on till morning, sir,” Ruth interjected.

      David allowed himself a short laugh and glanced at Aibek. “In that case… second star to the left.”

      “And who said anything about stopping in the morning?” Hayworth rumbled from behind the command chairs.

      The entire bridge erupted into laughter. For perhaps the first time in his adult life, David Cohen was finally at peace.
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        New Rostov

        League of Sol/Terran Coalition DMZ

        September 21st, 2463

      

      

      

      The preceding few months hadn’t been easy on Gregory and Natalie Ivanov. They’d narrowly escaped being branded as “individualists” when the League of Sol had retaken control of the planet. But they had. Life under the League was harsh now, as it had been for the rest of their lives. It put the differences between the two competing systems of government in a unique light. Natalie had assumed they’d live the rest of their lives toiling in the mines for the League’s war machine, but after the peace treaty between the two belligerents, word had come of a referendum.

      Natalie had a hard time believing the League would accept a planet on its side of the galactic arm voting to join the Terran Coalition. Still, there were underground whispers it was a condition of the truce that any world liberated be allowed to vote on its future. The run-up to the “election day,” as her fellow citizens had taken to calling it, was one where League political commissars had made it clear anyone who dared to cast a ballot in favor of joining the Terrans would be sent to a reeducation camp.

      As she walked into the school where her neighborhood was supposed to vote, a grim determination filled her being. She’d resolved to do the right thing, regardless of the cost. If nothing else, in memory of the aid workers who’d spent so much time helping them. The planetary shield that kept their children from suffering radiation sickness, the fusion plants that provided them with free, unlimited power. For a brief moment in time, she saw a glimpse of what a better life was like.

      There were no privacy curtains. Only ten desks, set up with small pieces of paper and a bottle of ink. The line snaked through the building, and she found herself behind a young woman who appeared to be in her early twenties.

      “I wonder why they want us to dip our fingers in ink to mark the ballots?” she asked.

      The people around her in the line didn’t respond. They’re probably too afraid of being marked for the camps. Natalie forced sound into her throat. “I read it was to prevent double voting and fraud.”

      “Oh, thank you.” She smiled in return.

      Little more was said for the next twenty minutes, and then Natalie was next. A few steps to the desk, and she presented her wrist—with its implanted League ID chip—to the scanner, which spit out a printed piece of paper. On it was a simple question, “Do you vote in favor of staying in the glorious League of Sol for the betterment of mankind?” Leave it to the commissars to engage in propaganda at every turn. She pressed her index finger into the bottle of purple ink and marked the paper on the spot marked “no” before dropping it into the locked box behind the table.

      Fear, coupled with elation, ran through Natalie as she exited the building. The entire way back to their modest home, she pondered if her defiance would end up meaning anything. Or would it, in the end, be a useless gesture that put her in a camp for years, if not forever.

      In the middle of cooking dinner, she heard the front door swing open. For a brief moment, Natalie’s heart skipped a beat before she heard Gregory’s—her husband—voice ring out.

      “I’m home, dear!”

      Forcing herself to calm down, she inhaled sharply. “In the kitchen.”

      Gregory's face, with its chiseled jaw and receding hair, appeared in the doorway. He wore a bright smile that made him seem a few years younger than he actually was. “How was your day? Did you vote?”

      “Yes, and yes.” She held up her still ink-stained finger. “I went this afternoon.”

      He lifted his index finger in return. It, too, was purple. “First thing this morning.”

      Natalie raised an eyebrow. “That eager to stay in the mighty League?”

      There was silence for a few moments before he spoke again. “No, my dear wife. I voted for the Terrans.”

      “You what?” Her eyes nearly popped out of their sockets, they opened so wide. “I knew you’d come around to accepting their way of doing things…”

      “I know when something is better than what I’ve known.” Gregory shrugged. “Those few months were the best of our lives.”

      “Husband, they’ve threatened anyone who supports the Terrans with the camps.”

      “Yes, I know. If that’s so important, why’d you vote for them, then?” He smiled. “The pot calling the kettle black, isn’t it?”

      She took his hand in hers and squeezed it. “Because someone should stand up to them. It might as well be me.”

      “And I.”

      “Dinner is ready. Why don’t you set the table while I finish our plates.”

      Gregory nodded and busied himself putting out forks, spoons, and napkins, and sat down as she did.

      A glance at the kitchen clock told Natalie the polls had closed fifteen minutes prior. She reached for her tablet. “I’m going to check the news.” A few swipes on the device later, and the content searched for appeared. Surprise caused her to shriek.

      “What is it?” Gregory demanded. “Let me see!”

      Wordlessly, she turned the screen around to show him.

      “Amid ninety-nine percent turnout, New Rostov votes in an overwhelming majority to join the Terran Coalition,” blared the headline.

      “I can’t be-be-believe it,” Gregory stammered. “How… is this even possible?”

      “Perhaps it was the hand of God,” Natalie replied and set the tablet down. “Perhaps this time, peace will take root. Especially if the League is willing to allow us to leave.” She retook her husband’s hand and held it to her chest. Hope surged through her, along with the belief that her unborn child—she’d found out the day before—would have a better life. And be free.

      
        
        Breach of Faith: Book 1 - Breach of Peace:

        Love Echoes of War? Try Daniel Gibbs’ new series: Breach of Peace. Captain James Henry and the independent vessel Shadow Wolf try to make a living in the void of space - and stay alive.

        Tap here to get Breach of Peace now!

      

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also Available from Daniel Gibbs

          

        

      

    

    
      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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgements and Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      As I write this afterword and set of acknowledgements for the final novel of the Echoes of War series, I’m reminded of the first Morse code message transmitted in the United States.

      

      “What hath God wrought.”

      

      Indeed, looking back over the last two years, if you’d told me I would write nearly a million words, I’d have probably told you to go see a doctor because that was crazy talk. But here I am.

      I want to thank all the people in my life who have helped get me here. My dad, for his service and incredible war stories. Also, David VanDyke, for his mentorship, my editor who's put up with teaching me some of the finer points of grammar, and all the readers who have bought my novels, sent encouraging notes and left reviews.

      The journey of David Cohen is not complete, nor is mine. Look for a new series from me entitled “Battlegroup Z,” set within the same universe, in early 2021. And rest assured, I will continue David’s story in some form.

      We all have miles to go.

      

      v/r

      

      Daniel Gibbs
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